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Abstract

Background: Adolescence is a crucial stage in the lifespan, where the quality of functioning can significantly
impact mental health in adulthood. Today, life-especially for adolescents-is deeply intertwined with the virtual
space, presenting both opportunities and risks. Given the sensitivity of this developmental period, designing
effective, up-to-date, and culturally adapted interventions to reduce harmful dependence on virtual space among
adolescents is essential.

Aim: This study was conducted with the aim of developing and validating an educational package to reduce
harmful dependence on virtual space among adolescents.

Method: The present study employed a qualitative research approach using a mixed-method research synthesis
approach. To design the educational package, existing theoretical foundations and findings from previous
studies were utilized. To ensure the content validity of the package, the Lawshe model was applied with a panel
of 10 experts in psychology and educational sciences. Two quantitative indices-Content Validity Ratio (CVR)
and Content Validity Index (CVI) were used to assess validity.

Results: Based on the conducted studies, the educational package was developed in the form of nine sessions.
The Content Validity Ratio (CVR) and the Content Validity Index (CVI) were calculated as 0.94 and 0.79,
respectively. The findings indicated that all sessions of the designed package were essential, and the content of
each session was identified either fully relevant or sufficiently aligned with the objectives.

Conclusions: The results indicated that the educational package for reducing harmful dependence on virtual
space among adolescents possesses appropriate content validity and meets the necessary reliability and validity
criteria for counseling and research applications. In other words, the developed package is effective in reducing
problematic virtual dependence in adolescents.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Today, with the expansion of human and social relationships through advancements in
communication technology, society is witnessing an increasing scope of interactions
facilitated by the internet as one of the most significant global media platforms (Abbasi
Shawazi et al., 2018). This has led to a substantial portion of human behaviors and social
interactions taking place within this emerging virtual space a space that has introduced
unprecedented potentials and opportunities in human history. With the extensive resources
and accessibility that media, particularly the internet, provide to young individuals, they are
constantly exposed to new stimuli and various forms of behavior (Ameli & Hasani, 2012).

With the increasing use of the internet and prolonged engagement in virtual spaces, users
often develop a form of false dependency due to a lack of decision-making skills, making it
difficult to disengage. In some cases, this dependency escalates to media and internet
addiction (Forghani & Khodamoradi, 2019). According to psychological definitions, harmful
dependence on virtual space is a pathological pattern of internet use that leads to
psychological distress, disrupts daily functioning, and negatively affects an individual’s
mental well-being (Sadock et al., 2015). As a result, individuals engage in aimless internet
use and struggle to disconnect for a defined period.

Given the significance of adolescence, the risks associated with virtual dependency must
be examined and analyzed in light of the unique characteristics of this developmental stage.
From the researcher’s perspective, addressing the issue of reducing adolescents’ dependency
on virtual space is a form of social investment that plays a crucial role in enhancing mental
health, fostering personal growth, strengthening family structures, promoting societal
progress, and reducing healthcare costs. Considering the adolescent population in Iran and the
absence of a study specifically focused on developing and validating an educational package
for reducing harmful virtual dependency among adolescents, this research was conducted.
Previous studies have primarily utilized intervention programs related to media addiction,
which lack full alignment with Iranian and Islamic cultural values. Thus, this study seeks to
develop an effective and culturally appropriate intervention to mitigate problematic virtual
dependency among Iranian adolescents.

Method

This study was conducted in two stages with the aim of developing and validating an
educational package to reduce harmful virtual dependency. In the first stage, a descriptive-
analytical approach with a mixed-methods synthesis research design (Sandelowski &
Barroso, 2006) was used to establish the conceptual framework and design the educational
package. This phase involved reviewing all relevant national and international documents that
provided valuable information on the theoretical foundations, framework, and elements of the
research model. The databases used for this purpose included Scopus, Web of Science,
PubMed, Islamic World Science, Jihad University, Noormags, Civillika, and Irandoc.
Through theoretical sampling, relevant studies were selected, and data collection continued
until theoretical saturation was reached. The inclusion criteria for studies and articles were
based on their conceptual relevance to the present research and their publication date. From
the 861 selected studies, 72 were identified as meeting the academic and methodological
standards for inclusion in this study, after removing duplicates and irrelevant ones.

In the second stage, after reviewing and revising the program, a qualitative approach was
used to assess face validity through semi-structured interviews with experts. The target
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population for the program’s validation consisted of experts and specialists in the fields of
psychology, adolescent counseling, and educational sciences from academic, research, and
counseling centers. Using purposive sampling, 10 specialists were selected (8 from the fields
of psychology and adolescent counseling, and 2 from the field of educational sciences)
residing in different areas of Mashhad. Finally, the Content Validity Ratio (CVR) and
Content Validity Index (CVI) were calculated, and the obtained data were analyzed. The
Loehse method was used to convert the qualitative judgments of the experts into quantitative
measures. In this method, the content validity coefficient ranges from +1 to -1.

Results

The content of the educational package was developed based on the conducted studies and
incorporating some of the suggestions from the evaluating experts, organized into 9
educational sessions.

Table 1: Summary of training sessions on reducing adolescents' harmful dependence on virtual space

Session Educational Goals Session Process Assignment
Introduction (introduction of the group
leader and participants), Establishing
rapport with group members, Defining
Establishing a positive common goals, Explaining the session Record the 5 main life
First counseling relationship process (activity schedule and rules), problems and the
and therapeutic alliance Obtaining consent from participants for solutions tried so far.
attending educational sessions, Teaching
self-awareness (strengths and weaknesses)
and challenges.
Reviewing members' Reviewing members' problems and Complete the 10-year
attitudes toward harmful attitudes toward harmful use of virtual goal-setting worksheet,
Second virtual space use and space and the solutions applied, Teaching Record daily virtual
applied solutions, Goal- short-and long-term goal setting and its space usage (this will be
setting importance. repeated in each session).
Completing short-term Preparing and motivating adolescents to .
and long-term goal - Document behaviors and
. .S reduce virtual space usage through A
. setting, Motivating e . . situations before and
Third examining psychological and physical . .
adolescents to reduce : after using virtual space
. damage caused by virtual dependency .
virtual space usage (Threshold of distress) (reinforcers).
(Threshold of distress) '
Teaching reinforcers and antecedents of
Teaching reinforcers and behavior with a focus on harmful use of Complete daily emotion
Fourth behavioral antecedents, virtual space, Teaching emotional self- tracking worksheet in
Emotional self-awareness awareness and teaching breathing various situations.
relaxation techniques.
Teaching cognitive cycles Teacr_ung cognltly e cycles (thoyghts,
. feelings, behaviors) and cognitive
(thoughts, feelings, conceptualization of harmful dependenc
behaviors) and cognitive P . ' dependency Complete the cognitive
. o on virtual space, Discussing cognitive .
Fifth conceptualization of . . . - cycle worksheet (virtual
errors and their relationship to social
harmful dependency on . ; . . space use).
. 2. isolation, phone addiction, and virtual
virtual space, Cognitive - .
dependency, Teaching muscle relaxation
errors .
techniques.
. . Teaching cognitive-emotional self- Complete worksheet on
Teaching cognitive- lati hni R : hni /sh
_ emotional self-regulation . regulation techniques for managing techniques S_ are
Sixth intrusive thoughts and emotions, Teaching problem-solving

techniques, Problem-
solving skills

problem-solving skills with a focus on
goal-less use of virtual space.

experience in the next
session.
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Continue Table 1: Summary of training sessions on reducing adolescents' harmful dependence on
virtual space

Session Educational Goals Session Process Assignment

Improving lifestyle based on healthy

lifestyle components (health-oriented), Record family-related

challenges and actions

Seventh Modifying lifestyle Emphasizing finding meaning in life ;
through spirituality, Clarifying media tak_en to Improve
! interaction.
literacy components.
Teaching how to enrich and improve .
_— . . . . . e Share experiences of
. Enriching and improving interpersonal relationships with friends . .
Eighth . . ; o i establishing effective
relationships. and family, Summarizing and clarifying

s communication.
any ambiguities.

Summarizing key points and reviewing

. results of the educational program, Complete worksheet on
. Summarizing and ; ) S o
Ninth : ; Answering questions, Reviewing group reviewing and
concluding sessions. . . - . .
counseling session rules, Closing the summarizing the session.
session.

The Content Validity Ratio (CVR) and Content Validity Index (CVI) values calculated for
each of the 9 educational sessions were assessed, and their average exceeded the minimum
acceptable threshold. This indicates that all the sessions in the package are considered to have
an acceptable level of content validity.

Discussion

This educational package was designed based on the effective findings of previous research,
incorporating expert opinions through a mixed-methods synthesis approach. The extracted
themes include awareness and management of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors; emotional
regulation, resilience, and problem-solving skills; short-term and long-term goal setting;
enriching positive interpersonal relationships; environmental modification; media literacy
education; spiritual well-being and meaning-making in life; lifestyle modification; and
understanding harms and consequences. Despite the limited research available, which
primarily focuses on the effectiveness of protocols for smartphone addiction, media
addiction, or the correlation of virtual dependency with various variables, and less on the
development of an effective educational program, this package aligns with several previous
studies such as (Lemos et al., 2014; Beheshtiyan, 2015; Zhou et al., 2024; Mandegaripour &
Gorji, 2018; Mohabat Bahar et al., 2021; Nufus, 2019; Lan et al., 2018; Mehrad Sadr et al.,
2023).

Conclusion

This study, considering the harms of virtual space in the post-Covid era, introduced an
innovative intervention aimed at reducing harmful dependency on the virtual space and
promoting mental health among adolescents. The results of the data analysis for the
validation process revealed that the objectives of each educational session in this package
align with its content. Based on these findings, the theoretical framework of the educational
package for reducing harmful dependency among adolescents was recognized as valid.

Limitations

Although the educational program for reducing harmful dependency in adolescents was
developed based on reputable domestic and international research and evaluated based on the
opinions of experts in this field, conducting experimental studies and determining the
effectiveness of this educational program is emphasized.
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Future Studies

It is recommended that future researchers implement this educational program, taking into
account various demographic characteristics such as age and gender, and evaluate its
effectiveness. Although this intervention is designed for group implementation and it is likely
that group execution will have greater effectiveness due to the synergy created among
adolescents, it is also suggested that individual implementation of the program be considered.
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