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Objective: to identify internet use and social participation of High School students before and
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Methods: quantitative, exploratory and descriptive study, carried
out in 2021, in a High School in a municipality in the state of Sergipe, Brazil. Data were collected
through an online questionnaire using the Internet Addiction Test and the Social Participation
Questionnaire. Results: 49 High School students participated and, prior to the pandemic, 73.46%
already had mild internet dependence, with an increase in the level of dependence to moderate
during the pandemic, from 24.5% to 34.7%. Most had an average level of social participation, with
an expected decrease during the pandemic. Conclusion: strategies for the continuity of daily
activities during the pandemic may have favored increased internet use and dependence, as well as
affected social participation.

Descriptors: Technology addiction; Internet; Social participation; High school.

Objetivo: identificar o uso de internet e a participacdo social de estudantes do ensino médio no
periodo anterior e durante a pandemia do COVID-19. Método: estudo quantitativo, de carater
exploratério, descritivo realizado em 2021, numa escola de ensino médio de um municipio
sergipano. Os dados foram coletados com questionario remoto e utilizado o Teste de Dependéncia
de Internet e o Questionario de Participagdo Social. Resultados: participaram 49 estudantes de
nivel médio e, no periodo anterior a pandemia 73,46% ja apresentavam dependéncia leve de
internet e durante a pandemia houve um aumento no nivel de dependéncia para moderada, de
24,5% a 34,7%. A maioria teve nivel médio de participacdo social com esperada diminui¢do na
pandemia. Conclusdo: as estratégias para a continuidade das atividades cotidianas durante a
pandemia podem ter favorecido o aumento do uso da internet e sua dependéncia, assim como
afetado na participacdo social.

Descritores: Dependéncia de tecnologia; Internet; Participagdo social; Ensino médio.

Objetivo: identificar el uso de internet y la participacién social de los estudiantes de escuela
secundaria antes y durante la pandemia de COVID-19. Método: estudio cuantitativo, de caracter
exploratorio, descriptivo realizado en 2021, en una escuela de ensefianza secundaria de un
municipio de Sergipe, Brasil. Los datos se recogieron con un cuestionario a distancia y se utilizaron
el Test de Adiccién a internet y el Cuestionario de Participacién Social. Resultados: Participaron 49
alumnos de escuela secundaria y en el periodo anterior a la pandemia. De ellos, 73,46% ya tenian
adiccion leve de internet y durante la pandemia hubo un aumento del nivel de adiccién a moderado,
de 24,5% a 34,7%. La mayoria tenia un nivel medio de participacion social, con una disminucion
esperada durante la pandemia. Conclusion: las estrategias para la continuidad de las actividades
cotidianas durante la pandemia pueden haber favorecido el aumento del uso de internet y su
adiccidn, asi como afectado a la participacién social.

Descriptores: Adiccion a la tecnologia; Internet; Participacion social; Escuela secundaria.
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INTRODUCTION
n last few decades, it is possible to observe a technological evolution in society, which has
been accompanied by the expansion of internet use for: information, socialization and
entertainment, becoming important in different contexts of everyday life, such as work,
leisure and education!-2.

According to the Brazilian National Household Sample Survey (Pesquisa Nacional por
Amostra de Domicilios), there was an increase in the percentage of households using the
internet from 2016 to 2017, from 69.3% to 74.9%, which represents an increase of 5.6%. For
97% of internet users, mobile phones are the main way of access, being present in 93.2% of
Brazilian households. Considering the population over 10 years old, the 20 to 29 age group was
the one that used the Internet the most, representing 21.7%, followed by the 30 to 39 age group,
with 21.4% and 10 to 19 years with 20.5%3.

Nowadays, there is an increase in the presence of the internet in everyday life in society
and, with every change in social scenarios, questions arise about its possible consequences,
weighing the benefits and harms of such changes. Internet use by young people is a recurring
theme, especially among parents, educators and health professionals. Issues and concerns with
age when first accessing the internet, daily time of use and possible damage to development
have been part of the reality of several families.

Although there is a growing concern on the part of parents regarding their children's
internet use, not all are able to identify problematic use and search for regulation strategies.

At the end of the 1990s, when studies on the harmful use of the internet began to appear,
and with the increase in the number of researches between 2010 and 2020, clinical observation
changed to statistical research with greater scientific basis. Even so, these studies were not able
to answer many questions related to this type of use, especially in children and adolescents#.

One of the aspects that generates many discussions concerns the definition of diagnostic
criteria and nomenclatures for the condition of harmful and unregulated use of the internet,
making it possible to identify different names, such as internet addiction disorder, problematic
internet use, pathological internet use, compulsive internet use and internet gaming disorder,
the latter being present in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V)>.

Considering these difficulties and the wide variety of types of harmful use of the internet,
such as the different devices used and the various activities carried out, among them, games,
social networks, pornography, searching for information and watching videos, it was suggested
by researchers from area the term “Problematic Interactive Media Use” (PIMU). This syndrome

is characterized by the uncontrolled and compulsive use of interactive media, the use of screens
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and increased tolerance, with negative consequences for the person's functioning in physical,
mental, cognitive and social aspects. In addition, the person also has negative reactions when
forced to restrict its use>-®.

The characteristics of the PIMU are similar to the main criteria used for psychoactive
substance dependence (PAS) such as: a behavior that produces pleasure, a pattern of excessive
use, tolerance, abstinence and a negative impact on several areas of the person's life”. In fact,
investigations have identified these similarities, as well as similar neurochemical
characteristics, such as increased dopamine in the brain, a neurotransmitter directly linked to
the sensation of pleasure, as well as brain activity in the same areas activated when using
psychoactive substances’-°.

Although similarities with PAS dependence are identified, including tolerance and
abstinence patterns with mood and behavioral changes when interrupting use, the fact that
there is no consistent physiological response means that many scholars in the area do not
classify this type of harmful use as a form of addiction. This classification difficulty, as well as
the fact that PIMU is not seen as a public health problem, prevents parents and health
professionals from early identifying problematic internet use by children and young people,
delaying a diagnosis and consequent intervention>. Studies identify impacts in several spheres,
such as quality of life, physical health, mental health, social relationships and cognition10-12,

Therefore, identifying the risk factors for PIMU can collaborate in preventive processes,
as well as providing subsidies for forms of intervention. There have been studies that seek to
associate harmful use with aspects such as coping, social support, personality types, self-
esteem, parental control, parental education, stress, mental health of parents and the child or
adolescent, with some of them finding some type of association!3-15,

A study?!> with high school adolescents in Taiwan identified that performing outdoor
activities, activities with the family and parental control decreased the trend of internet
addiction. On the other hand, tedious and social leisure activities related to the Internet itself,
such as playing cards, going to the mall, going out to nightclubs and parties with friends
increased this trend. Thus, it is possible that there is a relationship between PIMU or internet
addiction and the way in which the adolescent participates in leisure, social and family
activities, and these activities are related to social participation.

Social participation is the interrelation of occupations that support the person's
engagement in the community and in family activities, as well as in the involvement with peers
and friends, whichever they desirel®. According to the American Occupational Therapy

Associationl?, social participation should occur through the person's involvement in activities
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that result in successful interaction in the community, neighborhood, workplace, school,
religious group, family, through roles one occupies or wants to occupy and with peers and
friends, considering the different levels of interaction and intimacy.

Understanding that a successful social participation is related to the process and results
of the development of children and adolescents, their context and their experiences and that
the problematic use of interactive media can affect this participation or be affected by it, there
was a need to investigate how students' relationships with the internet have been, identifying
the existence or not of dependence and the levels of social participation, in order to contribute
to students' greater knowledge of their relationships with the internet and their social
participation, as well as contributing to the promotion of healthier behavior by young people
and society.

The pandemic of COVID-19 began in February 2020 in Brazil, and one of the main
preventive measures against the virus was social distancing. Studies have identified an increase
in the use of media during this period, with possible psychosocial impacts18-20,

Research carried out with 6,146 Chinese identified that 16.6% of the participants had an
increase in the time of internet daily use, 46.8% increased internet dependence, considered
“severe dependence” when compared to the period before and during the pandemic, which was

4.3% to 23%18.

METHODS

This is a quantitative, exploratory, descriptive study carried out in 2021 and organized
based on the framework proposed by the Strengthening the Reporting of Observational Studies
in Epidemiology (STROBE) tool.

Data were collected through online questionnaires, and considered students of both
sexes, from high school in a public, urban school, in a municipality in the state of Sergipe, Brazil.
The invitation to participate was sent to all of the school’s high school students by the school
principal, through the internet. All those enrolled in 2021 and who signed the assent term (for
those under 18 years of age) or the consent term (for those over 18 years of age or legal
guardians) were included.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all instruments were included in Google forms to be sent
to students, namely:

A. Participants identification form: with 11 questions referring to general identification data
such as age, school, grade, marital status, area of residence, sex/gender, who they live with,

family income, work and data on the pattern of use of internet (devices and where they use it),

4 de 15 Rev. Fam.,, Ciclos Vida Saide Contexto Soc. Jan/Mar 2023; 11(1):e6549



REFACS (online) Jan/Mar 2023; 11(1) Original Article

the type of internet, the activities they carry out and the time they spend, considering the period
before and during the pandemic.

B. Internet Addiction Test?1: evaluates which areas of an individual's life may be affected by
excessive use of the internet, in the domains: salience, excessive use, abandonment of work,
anticipation, lack of control and abandonment of social life. It has 20 self-completion items with
responses on a Likert scale of points, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The higher the score,
the greater the severity of dependence. It had its cross-cultural adaptation to Brazilian
Portuguese?! and, for classification of dependence, three levels are considered: mild
dependence (20-49 points), moderate dependence (50-79) and severe dependence (80-100)22.
C. Social Participation Questionnaire: instrument developed by the researchers - based on the
field of Occupational Therapy and on the instruments that discuss participation and social
engagement, to assess the social participation of students. Contains 18 self-completion items
with responses given on a Likert scale of points, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). It was
analyzed by three expert judges in the area. In the analysis, there were 2.89% of disagreements,
52.17% of agreements and 44.92% of partial agreement. In all disagreements or partial
agreements, the judges gave justifications and would suggest changes mainly related to the
content, language and order of the items. There was no issue with more than one disagreement.
It was also applied to a similar population to identify adequacy needs. Four levels of
classification were considered for this study: very low (0 to 18); low (19 to 45); average (46 to
71); high (72 to 90). It appears that the higher the score, the better the level of social
participation.

During data collection, there was contact with the school and a request for authorization
to carry out the research online, as well as explaining the objectives and procedures of the
study. With the acceptance of the board, the school received guidance on how to send the
invitation and the link to the online form, with the form available for 30 days.

Data were tabulated and organized using Microsoft Excel™. The filling in of the data was
revised and the results presented through absolute and relative frequencies, means and
standard deviation in the form of tables or graphs. For the comparison analysis between the
two groups (before and during the pandemic) and statistical validation, Student's t-test
correlation (p) was used, with alpha of 5% and confidence interval of 95%.

The present study was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the
Universidade Federal de Sergipe, according to the terms of Resolution 466/12, under CAAE No:
34240720.2.0000.5546. Underage participants received an Free and Informed Assent Form,
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and their parents or guardians and participants over 18 years old received a Free Informed

Consent Form, and they must have agreed to those terms.

RESULTS

The participants were 49 students, of both sexes, aged between 14 and 19 years. In Table
1, it was possible to observe that 77.55% of the students identified themselves as female, with
a mean age of 16.22 years, 95.91% single and 53.06% attending the 1st year of high school;
residing in the urban area (57.14%), with other 5 or more people (40.82%), income between

half and one minimum wage (48.98%) and no paid job (83.67%) .

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of high school students. Lagarto/SE - Brazil, 2021.

Sociodemographic Characteristics No %
Gender

Female 38 77.55

Male 11 2245
Age

Average 16.22

Standard deviation +1.46
Marital status

Single 47 9591

Married 2 4.08
Grade

1st Year 26 53.06

2nd Year 9 18.37

3rd Year 14 28.57
Housing

Urban area 28 57.14

Rural area 21 42.86
Family composition

2 people 1 2.04

3 people 10 20.41

4 people 18 36.73

5 people or more 20 40.82
Children

0 45 91.84

1 1 2.04

2 or more 3 6.12
Family income

Up to a minimum wage 22 4492

Between half and one minimum wage 24 48.94

Between half and two minimum wages 3 6.12
Paid work

Yes 8 16.33

No 41 83.67
Total 49 100.00

In terms of internet use, it was possible to verify that 100% accessed the internet via
mobile phone/smartphone, 51.02% used cable internet, and 81.63% from home (Table 2).
About the period of internet use, the main answers varied between games (59.18%),
entertainment activities (38.78%) and reading e-mail (12.24%), with predominance between:
talking with people (85.71%), watching videos (83.67%), navigating on social networks
(73.47%) and studying (75.51%). When asked about the activity in which they were most
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involved on the internet, the main answers were between: talking to people (26.53%), studying

(24.49%), navigating on social networks (22.45%) and playing games ( 12.24%) (Table 2).

Table 2. Characteristics of internet use by high school students, Lagarto/SE - Brazil, 2021.

Internet use No %
Where do you access*
Mobile phone/smartphone 49 100.00
Computer 7 14.29
Tablet 3 6.12
Others 2 4.08
Internet type*
Cable internet 25 51.02
Optical fiber 17 34.69
Internet 3G or 4G 8 16.33
Other 4 8.16
Where do you use it
Home 40 81.83
Acquaintance’s house 8 16.33
Other 1 2.04
What do you do on the internet*
Talk with people 42 85.71
Watch videos 41 83.67
Study 37 75.51
Navigate on social media 36 73.47
Play games 29 59.18
Read news 22 449
Entertainment activities 19 38.78
Read emails 6 12.24
What else do you do on the internet?
Talk with people 13 26.53
Study 12 24.49
Navigate on social media 11 22.45
Play games 6 12.24
Watch videos 3 6.12
Others 2 4.08
Read emails 1 2.04
Read news 1 2.04
Entertainment activities 1 2.04

* Participants could give more than one answer.

As for the number of hours spent on the internet per day, there was an increase in the
number of hours during the pandemic. Prior to the pandemic, 32.65% said that they spent, on
average, 6 hours or more per day, and 16, 33% spent less than 1 hour. During the pandemic,
38.78% of students responded that they spent 6 hours or more, and 6.12% reported spending

less than 1 hour a day on the internet, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. High school students regarding internet use before and during the pandemic.
Lagarto/SE - Brazil, 2021.

Time of daily use p Internet use p -
Before the pandemic During the pandemic
Less than 1 hour 16.33% 6.12%
Between 1 and 2 hours 8.16% 12.24%
Between 2 and 3 hours 18.37% 6.12%
Between 3 and 4 hours 8.16% 10.20%
Between 4 and 5 hours 12.24% 12.24%
Between 5 and 6 hours 4.08% 14.29%
6 hours or more 32.65% 38.78%
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Regarding the levels of internet dependence, mild dependence was identified both in the
period before the pandemic (73.47%) and during it (61.22%). However, there is an increase in
moderate dependence during the pandemic (34.69%) compared to the previous period
(24.49%). Severe dependence was identified in only one of the students (2.04%) in the period
prior to the pandemic. There was an increase during the pandemic (4.08%) (Graph 1).

Graph 1. High school students' internet addiction, in the periods before and during the
pandemic, Lagarto/SE, 2021.
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The average score, considering the period prior to the pandemic, was 44.4, with a
standard deviation of 12.7, characterizing mild dependence. During the pandemic, the score on
this test increased to an average of 49.6 points, with a standard deviation of 14.6, remaining in
mild dependence, although on the threshold for moderate dependence. Through analysis of
paired means using the T Test, a p-value < 0.05 was verified, which demonstrates that there
was a significant difference between the period before and during the pandemic.

Regarding social participation, in both periods, students showed an average level of
social participation. However, the mean score before the pandemic was 51.37 (x11.6) and
during 47.2(*11.4) demonstrating that there was a significant difference between the period
before and during the pandemic (p-value <0.05). The different levels of participation are shown

in Graph 2.
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Graph 2. Social participation of high school students before and during the pandemic,
Lagarto/SE, 2021.
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DISCUSSION

Most of those surveyed had experienced internet addiction, albeit mildly, since the
period prior to the pandemic (average of 44.4), and it has worsened during the pandemic
(average of 49.6). Some studies carried out before and during the pandemic had a similar
results with young people. In general, there were levels of internet addiction, especially
moderate, in addition to significant impacts on a personal, social and psychological levell 23-26,

The internet has been used by society to obtain information, establish relationships,
study and have fun! and, in recent decades, there has been a need and recognition of the
internet and its derivatives as an essential tool, both in personal and professional life. However,
its excessive use can cause negative impacts on people's lives?26.

An investigation?’ took photographs, taken in different environments, in order to
capture the relationships of individuals with digital media devices and demonstrate how the
excessive use of the internet has influenced people's daily lives. In the first photographs, there
was a “disconnection” with the real world and an interference in social relations when in
collective spaces, being connected in virtual means and physically disconnected. Also, the
representation of technological dependence rooted in society was observed, and how the use
of time in the virtual context has favored that significant moments of physical form are
neglected.

When it comes to young people, a study! indicated a significant percentage of young
people who believe that their condition of using the internet would not be harmful, even if they
had characteristics understood as psychopathological. In another study??, factors attributed to

internet addiction were identified in high school students who had a moderate level of internet
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addiction, with emphasis on: feelings of social inhibition and curiosity, need to escape family
and social conflicts, need of social approval and pleasant experiences, and the need to build
sociability, demonstrating that the use of the internet provides both positive aspects to the
mental health of young people, as well as an alternative to escape from everyday problems.

During the pandemic, many strategies used to maintain the continuity of daily activities
involved greater use of the internet. Especially social networks have been used more as a hobby,
information, socialization and education. This use had a positive role in the pandemic; however,
it is necessary to adopt strategies that incorporate other activities, in addition to the internet,
in the daily routine, such as: physical exercises, to help prevent internet addiction8 24,

There was self-perception about the exacerbated use of the internet during the
pandemic, and almost 70% of students said they always or almost always spent more time on
the internet than they intended. Added to this, 30.61% said they try to reduce the time and fail.
This finding coincides with a research?23, in which 54.2% of the participants had difficulties to
reduce the time of access to the internet, even understanding the importance of this control.

There was an increase from 14.28% to 26.53% of participants who reported using the
internet as a means of blocking disturbing thoughts about their lives and calming down.
Suffering is linked to the feeling of incapacity and immobility, which can lead the individual to
seek relief from the tensions experienced in the immediate relaxation provided by digital
media?°.

Before the pandemic, 26.53% of students feared that life without the internet would be
boring, empty and dull, rising to 42.85% during the pandemic. It is understood, then, that
students attach great value to the internet and believe that life without it can be bad?3. At the
same time, the internet provided a space as close as possible to normality, which could mitigate
the negative effects of social distancing?°-30,

Regarding social participation in the pandemic, it draws attention to the fact that the
level of participation was average even before the pandemic. Considering the maximum score
of 90 points on the Social Participation Questionnaire, the average of students before the
pandemic was 51.37, with an expected decrease during the pandemic period.

Also noteworthy are some results regarding the period prior to the pandemic, such as
those about the relationship with classmates outside the school context, in which 53.06% stated
that they never or rarely meet with classmates or school friends outside of the school context,
65.30% never or rarely go out to flirt or date, and 49% never or rarely meet friends on

weekends. The reasons for this physical social contact limited by this group of young people are
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not known, but it is worth pointing out that staying for long periods in a virtual environment
can distance a person from face-to-face relationship with their group.

A study3! with adolescents on the relationship between internet addiction and social
skills found that adolescents who were addicted had greater difficulty in performing skillful
social behaviors, in a relationship with a worse repertoire of social skills associated with the
presence of internet addiction.

Other aspects such as: violence rates, access and transportation difficulties, lack of
leisure environments and the place of residence in the rural area can interfere with these
activities. Anyway, the virtual approach does not replace physical social contact, touch, feelings
of belonging to the environment in which one is inserted31.

During the pandemic, approximately 80% of students stated that they never or rarely
met their classmates or friends outside the school context and that they never or rarely went
out to flirt or date, which can be justified by the need for social isolation. Regarding the decrease
in contact with friends in the pandemic, research3! observed social impacts that reduced the
physical component of the friendship relationship, trust in others and their interpersonal skills,
however, they also believed that distancing could help to realize the importance of
relationships and strengthen friendships.

In addition, it was found that students did not take courses online (not including the
regular school's online classes). Although the pandemic period was a time when many people
used it to deepen their knowledge, enrich themselves on a personal and educational level and
favor cognitive aspects, it is worth noting that online classes brought a greater workload at
home, which may have hampering other activities33.

A review30 found that, among the main occupations affected by internet addiction, social
participation is the most mentioned, followed by education, work and rest and sleep.

In this research, it was found that most participants are uncertain about how much their
level of social participation is related to their use of the internet. This data is similar to a study?
in which it was observed, in a significant percentage of young people, a difficulty in perceiving
internet addiction, which may not be perceived, be denied or be understood as normal, even

with psychopathological characteristics and impairments.
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CONCLUSION

It was possible to identify that approximately 30% of respondents had moderate to
severe dependence in the period prior to the pandemic, with an increase to almost 40% during
the pandemic. In social participation, an average level was impaired during the pandemic.

The internet played an important role in the lives of young people, whether for
educational, recreational or social purposes, even implying as a fundamental element for better
social participation, especially with peers of the same age group.

The notion of excessive internet use was reported, as well as difficulties to control it,
which may have interfered with different occupations of daily life, especially social
participation. The need for strategies for the conscious and controlled use of interactive media
by young people is highlighted, so that they can balance their use and not harm other areas of
their lives.

As limitations, there is the aim at a single institution and city, and it is recommended for
other studies related to the use of the internet by young people in high school in other regions,
with an expansion of the studied sample and the inclusion of students from private schools.
Despite this, it is considered that this work contributes to the debate and reflection about the

use of the internet and social participation of students.
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