
Chapter 11
Adolescents and Digital World

Navin Kumar

Abstract The chapter focuses on adolescents as the netizens in the twenty-first
century. With changing ways of relating to people, working, and functioning, the
digital world has become a new world for the adolescents which can be both a boon
as well as a danger depending on how effectively they navigate the digital world. The
chapter discusses the threats and opportunities of the virtual space. The implications
of online education and identification with the social media world by the adolescents
are discussed. It also explains the impact of the tech world on the adolescent devel-
opment and the family highlighting the need for a family digital strategy. Risk factors
contributing to the negative impact of adolescent digital engagement are discussed.
Prevention and intervention strategies for digital addiction are also described.
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The Realm of Digital World

The advent of the Internet has opened up multiple channels for communication and
information sharing for the entire population which is remarkably faster and flex-
ible as compared to our traditional modes of communication. The digital world is
invading adolescents’micro-systems, their homes, classrooms, social interaction, and
all other activities, thus, significantly altering their affective, behavioural, and cogni-
tive aspects of functioning. The evolving technology has made it possible to offer
engaging online information, images, videos, games, and the use of social media—
all of which have the potential to make the individual hooked to the online world.
Adolescents today are born into this virtual world, using smartphones and laptops
from an early age. Although factors related to necessity, convenience, status, etc.,
contribute to this early engagement with the virtual world and consequent behaviour
of netizens, this may affect functioning and adjustment in different aspects of life
and have serious consequences.
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Studies on the prevalence of Internet use show that 92% of American adolescents
go online everyday and 24% reported to be online ‘almost constantly’ (Lenhart et al.,
2015). Data regarding dysfunctional use of interactive media report 0.8% in Italy
(Poli&Agrimi, 2012) to 14%(Wuet al., 2013) inChina. In a studyon987 adolescents
in India (Goel et al., 2013) with a mean age of 16.82 years, 74.5% were found to be
moderate or average users and 0.7% were found to be addicts using Young’s original
criteria. In another study by Bhat et al. (2016) on 1763 participants with a mean age
of 19.73 ± 1.4 years using Young’s original criteria, it was found that 10.4% were
moderate problematic users and 0.8%were severe problematic users. Further, 35.5%
of participants felt that they are addicted to the Internet. In a study sample of 724
students from class 8–11th, the prevalence of Internet addictionwas found to be 8.7%
(Prabhakaran et al., 2016). Further study (Kumar et al., 2019) on 3973 respondents
from 23 engineering colleges across India reported 25.4% indicating problematic
use of the Internet. A recent study by Hassan et al. (2020) on 454 participants in
Bangladesh reported the overall prevalence of Internet addiction as 27.1%, and the
addiction rate was 28.6% in the 19–24 years age and 23.5% in the 25–35 years age
group.

Adolescents are the most frequent users of the Internet. The activities of present
generation adolescents are no longer bound by the strict physical demarcations of
home, school, and neighbourhood. Adolescents have a broader set of opportuni-
ties than ever before and classrooms of universities and schools can interact with
their counterparts from any part of the country and world through online services
provided by apps such as Google Meet, Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and Webex. These
applications help create digital proximity through which ideas and knowledge can
be shared, and teaching and instruction can happen by audio-visual mode. Research
by Cifuentes and Murphy (2000) in elementary schools has found that such interac-
tions can deepenmulticultural understanding across international borders which ulti-
mately promote an increasingly global society. The advancements in technology and
Internet-mediated facilities havemade it a lot easier for the adolescents to accomplish
several things at once which is commonly understood as multitasking.

However, every technological change brings some advantages, disadvantages,
and challenges. Similarly, the use of digital technology that pervades almost every
aspect of an adolescent life ranging fromeducation to information, entertainment, and
social relationships also produces challenges for the adolescent in different aspects
of development and functioning. For example, the printing press was invented in the
fourteenth century and people at that point of time feared the loss of oral traditions
and our capacity to memorize long narratives. However, printing facilitated the stage
for the scientific revolution. Gradually people learned skills to adapt to the changes
which were created through printing and converted them into opportunities.

The digital landscape has drastically increased its space among adolescents and
demonstrated distinct patterns of media consumption by the age group. Thus, the
impact of digital media gadgets on adolescents’ behavioural metamorphoses varies
with the influence of several contextual factors such as instructive mediation or
restrictive mediation by the parents. People in general and parents in particular are
faced with the dilemma of negotiating with the digital behaviour of their children.
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There seem to be paradoxical situations such as howmuch screen time a child should
be permitted, how to keep media gadgets out of children’s bedrooms, or what rules
should be set for media usage by adolescents. Technology has invaded our life to
such an extent that it has hugely impacted our lifestyle and daily functioning. It has
become difficult to demarcate how much use of screen time is sufficient and healthy
and what is unhealthy.

In an agrarian society like India, spending time with children was considered
valuable but with the advancement of digital technology, joint activity between older
and younger generations is gradually disappearing. In the past few decades, tech-
nological tools and media gadgets have become so entrenched in our daily routines
that even parents, adults, and adolescents are not what they used to be a few decades
back. We must understand how these digital contexts have altered the family and
social interaction patterns. Cultural values of parents and teachers as role models
have changed due to increased media interaction and its influential role in learning,
motivation, cognition, and socialization. Excessive digital media involvement further
leads to passive orientation among the adolescents.

Turkle (2011) has documented that the cell-phones are playing a crucial role in
delaying the parent–child separation. Earlier, there used to be a moment in child’s
life when he used to take the first unaccompanied step into the world beyond home
and school (e.g., navigating the city alone by urban kids). Whereas, now it is not
uncommon for the college students to still text their parents about their whereabouts
and other matters just as they might have when they were in elementary school with
cell-phone. Turkle (2011) writes, “everyone important is on speed dial” (p. 173).

The rules of social engagement have changed drastically with the preponderance
of digital media interaction, affecting the identity development of an adolescent.
On the flip side, this has led to social withdrawal and social anxiety in adoles-
cents arising out of frustration in personal companionship. Further, the emergence
of narcissism among the adolescents is becoming more evident with the growing
digital networking, urbanization, and nuclearization of the families. The relation-
ship between parents and the adolescents has undergone a dramatic shift in terms of
perceived responsibilities. Digital ecology platforms provide huge opportunities for
self-promotion by engaging in self-descriptions in different social media, catering
to one’s vanity and pride by posting photos of oneself, and trying to increase the
‘friends’ list online (though shallow relationships), all of which may be related to
‘trait narcissism’. A growing proclivity of sexting as flirtations and normative rela-
tional aspects of adolescents’ interactional experiences can have pronounced social
implications.

Digital media and Internet-mediated communication are reshaping and restruc-
turing patterns of social interaction and everyday aspects of our personal life. The
technology-mediated communication of this digital age has far-reaching psychoso-
cial implications. The digital media interaction helped in establishing a global village
where media tools are inextricably woven into our lives. Along with the benefits, this
has opened up many difficulties and challenges that adolescents experience with
online navigation that need to be explored. For example, the challenges experienced
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with the replacement of traditional classroom settings by online educational plat-
forms, connectivity issues, intergenerational conflicts regarding engagements with
media, cyberbullying, sexting, undue exposure to unhealthy sexual materials, and
myriads of entertainment opportunities have made this platform far more complex
and challenging.

According to Takeuchi and Stevens (2011), the vast expanse of media use has
redirected our focus on joint media engagement where people can interact and use
media together rather than the earlier notion of using media as isolated individuals.
This is especially visible in the case of young people who engage in multiple forms
of media. Hence, it is important that we may better take advantage of the unique
capacity of human beings to work, learn, think, and make things together (p. 5).
This highlights the need to understand the adolescent’s behaviour, experience, and
functioning in the digital world so that it will enable the stakeholders to harness the
benefits and opportunities of the online world while taking care of the threats or the
negative impact of the interactive media use.

Uncontrolled or excessive use of the Internet has been found to be problematic
affecting negatively physical and psychological well-being of the user. Adolescents
who are avid users of the Internet are especially vulnerable who are still developing
in their cognitive and emotional–social aspects of development.

Internet addiction is commonly used to highlight the ill effects of Internet use
leading to addictive behaviour and consequent dysfunctioning in various areas of
life. The term ‘Internet addiction’ was used for ‘pathological compulsive Internet
use’ by Dr. Ivan Goldberg in 1995 (Ivan, 1995). It is marked by excessive or poorly
controlled preoccupations, urges, or behaviours regarding computer use or Internet
access, leading to impairment or distress (Shaw & Black, 2008). Mark (2000) has
specified six ‘core components’ of addiction, i.e., salience, moodmodification, toler-
ance, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse. Davis (2001) points out that since addiction
refers to a dependency on psychoactive substances, pathological Internet use (PIU)
is a better term to use than Internet addiction. However, Caplan (2007), based on
his studies, advocated the term ‘problematic Internet use’ instead of ‘pathological
Internet use’ as social isolation plays a greater role in behavioural symptoms of
PIU rather than psychopathology. Though Internet addiction has not been included
in DSM 5, gaming disorder has been included as a diagnosable mental disorder in
DSM5and also InternationalClassification ofDiseases 11 (ICD) by theWorldHealth
Organization (World Health Organisation, 2018). Prevalence of gaming disorder has
been reported to vary from 0.7% to 27.5% across studies (Mihara & Higuchi, 2017).
A pooled analysis of four large international surveys estimated the prevalence in the
general population to be between 0.3 and 1% (Przybylski et al., 2017).

Impact of Digital World on Adolescent Development

The media-saturated environments may have psychosocial consequences for the
developing child and adolescents. Online platforms such as YouTube and Google
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provide a larger degree of connection among their peers. But what are the threats
and opportunities these digital technologies and the social media world offer to this
connected generation?

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory proposed that the surrounding envi-
ronment of the children including human–human, human–environment, and environ-
ment–environment interactions shapes media effects on learning(Bronfenbrenner,
1992). It is difficult to isolate the media–children interaction effects without simulta-
neously taking into account characteristics of contextual and environmental factors.
A better understanding of the media interaction dynamics of the adolescents can
be achieved by analysing how an adolescent learns at school, parent–child interac-
tion time, other community spaces, and other ecological transition processes from
natural territories to digital territory. Adolescents today are being bullied not only
on the school playground, but also being bullied online on social media platforms
and smartphones, where messages may reach them even while being at home, once
considered as safe sweet home.

Earlier Internet was mainly for infotainment—information and entertainment.
Now it has also become an important medium for gaming and social networking
through the use of various social media and also used for the purpose of learning and
education. Smartphones and various social media devices have contributed a lot to
the use of social media by offering infinite access and connectivity (Goggin, 2014).
Smartphones also make it easy to engage in online games and have redefined how the
young are spending their leisure time. Peer pressure and having various social media
accounts as a status symbol make the adolescent vulnerable to develop an addiction
to smartphone use.

The digital world has offered a lot of opportunities in terms of easy reach, access,
connectivity, and impact. It has brought the whole world to our fingertips. Anything,
anywhere, and anytime is the buzzword of the online world. However, the constant
engagement in the virtual world and web-based interactions can have a negative
impact on the growing adolescents. It may also pose threats to the development
and well-being of the adolescents. It can affect the physical health, mental health,
social relationships, and academic achievement of the adolescents. Excessive use
of the Internet and social media also impacts one’s work performance and family
relationship and interaction negatively. Overuse of the Internet to engage in chatting,
playing video games, and surfing the web may affect the eyesight (Bener & Al-
Mahdi, 2012) as well as the weight (Murray et al., 2016) of the adolescents. Since
most of the time is spent sitting only or lying down, it leads to a sedentary lifestyle
and obesity which further may lead to other physical health issues.

Mental health is also affected as the constant and excessive use of the Internet
gives rise to stress and anxiety (Goel et al., 2013) in adolescents. It is associated with
three psychological health pointers comprising of poor self-rated health, subjective
unhappiness, and depressive symptoms (Ha & Hwang, 2014). Pathological Internet
use and depression have been found to be correlated (Young & Rogers, 1998; Ha
et al., 2007).

Relationship difficulties arise in the peer group and in family (Lakshmana et al.,
2017) due to preoccupation with the social media, gaming, and other Internet use.
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Adolescents may have increased virtual relationships, but decreased real contact
relationships which have an adverse impact on their development and acquiring
social skills. Their social world and social relationships are characterized by ‘like’,
‘comment’, ‘friend’, etc., which may affect their socio-emotional development.
Social media is a top venue for flirting (Lenhart et al., 2015). Adolescents’ social
media interaction in the Indian context has resulted in problems of cyberbullying,
problematic Internet use, and development of depression among the adolescents and
young adults. Mental health-related problems were found to be more in those with
Internet addiction (Kuhu et al., 2017).

Uncontrolled use of the Internet impacts negatively the studies and daily life
routines of the addicts (Chou &Hsiao, 2000). It, thus, affects all aspects of the health
and development of adolescents.

Online Education

One of the key benefits of the digital world is online education. In the current
COVID-19 pandemic, online education has become the panacea for taking education
to the students. Although online education existed earlier also, it has now become an
increasingly widespread medium, especially in India for delivering knowledge and
teaching the students who are physically separated from the teachers and instructors.
Traditional classrooms have been substituted with virtual classrooms for teaching.
Virtual campuses have technologically enabled systemsmaking possible interactions
between different stakeholders of the university without the necessity for sharing the
physical proximity. The use of technology in learning and education has witnessed
exponential growth in the past few months in India. Students in India experienced a
rapid and disruptive change in the educational landscape with the sudden outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemic in the year 2020.

The extent of the digital divide in the Indian context came to the fore during
the COVID-19 pandemic times which was influenced by household income, gender,
rural residence, or urban residence. It had serious limitations for the students and
teachers in terms of training to handle Internet-mediated learning. Access to the
Internet has a major issue owing to 3G/4G connectivity problems in the remote parts
of the country. The late adopters of Internet-mediated learning also hampered the
effective use of digital learning.
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Is ‘e-learning’ beneficial or 
risky for adolescents’ 

development? 

Prosperio and Gioia (2007) argued that in response to changing learning styles of
the virtual generation, teachers need to evolve to become a guide for teaching students
the ways to search for and recombine information and knowledge. The interaction of
students in online course and engagement in the class vary with instructors’ ability
to generate and facilitate interest among students. The lack of availability of smart-
phones and laptops in rural areas, erratic electricity supply, and intermittent Internet
connectivity make the process of online education very difficult for the students.
Further, teachers’ lack of proficient use of pedagogically sound technology affects
the quality of learning outcomes despite good intentions. The definition of digital
learning is vague and ignores the nuances involved in preparing teachers and students
for digital education. Amere possession of any digital gadget without learning the art
of engaged online conversation with context sensitivity is likely to make e-learning a
passive mechanical activity. Social processes of identification, intimacy, and warmth
among users, eye-contact, body language, and other non-verbal cues important for
effective communication are largely missing from online education.

The theory of attentional social presence highlights four options as important for
the construction of social presence to enhance communication and secure audience
interaction: budgeted, entitled, competitive, and invitational (Turner & Foss, 2018).
Further, the social identity theory of deindividuation effects explains the effects of
anonymity and identifiability on group behaviour. It proposes that situations in which
individuals act in groups do not see themselves as individuals, thereby, facilitating
anti-normative behaviour.

In the Indian context, online education at a wider level is at the experimental stage
and a variety of factors need to be considered to use this medium. In view of the
lack of adequate Internet facilities, the diverse nature of the Indian society, and the
demographic variations, traditional classroom teaching cannot be and must not be
replaced in haste. An important aim of education is the emancipation of our social
problems. Classroom teaching and interactions can greatly help in cultivating the
relational qualities of empathy, sensitivity, and influence beyond individuals at all
social levels.
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Use of Social Media

A majority of adolescents access social networking sites (SNSs) multiple times by
engaging in self-presentations by posting updates and photos. Exploration of ‘self’
has been understood as one of the primary objectives of adolescents, and hence, social
media networks act as a significant medium to express identity and self-concept.
Presentation of self on social networking helps them in the development of one’s
sense of self and identity.

Adolescence is the crucial period in the life span of an individual characterized
by the freedom to define their own values, breaking away from parental views and
values. Literature on adolescence shows that self-exploration can manifest itself
visibly as teens express changing attitudes through their use and adoption of current
fashion and style. Themajority of global and Indian adolescents use digital platforms
to socialize and hang out with friends. Many teens use profiles on SNSs which have
several features on affordances that provide rich and varied opportunities to digitally
post biographical information such as age, sex, location, interests, hobbies, books,
and movies.

Does ‘popular culture’ in 
media pose mental health risks 

for adolescents?

In his seminal work, Erikson (1960) argued that the process of coming to under-
stand one’s identity has a normative peak during adolescence. It is important to
highlight that teens tend to express who they are and wish to experiment with others’
reactions towards them through social media posts. In this context, theMarcia (1966)
theory of identity statuses also emphasizes about the need for exploring one’s iden-
tity. For instance, the foreclosure status in her theory occurs when an individual
commits securely to an identity that is never truly explored. From a development
point of view, adolescents who have not been able to define their identity can suffer
psychological and social consequences.

Interpersonal interaction is crucial to young person’s identity formation. The
control theory of identity highlights the integration of interpersonal feedback, i.e.,
the communication and feedback received from others, into the adolescent’s identity
exploration (Kerpelman et al., 1997). Although adolescents still interact in face-to-
face social situations, still there are a set of teenagers constantly ‘plugged in’ to SNS
technology.
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A positive and supportive environment created by the parents facilitates teens’
exploration of identity and influences their self-concept development. Self-concept
refers to having a clear sense of oneself—‘who and what of oneself’, whereas self-
complexity indicates the diversity in the content of the self. The development of self-
concept with the use of SNS helps in social connections, hobbies, and maintaining
relationships. However, it is important to ascertain what adolescents are doing on
SNSs in addition to assessing the time spent on it. Digital profiles provide the archi-
tecture for digital self-representation. Social interactions influence the development
of the self. As Goffman (1959) points out, people’s sense of self is the “product of
scene and is not a cause of it” (p. 253). Much of the social interactions of individuals
involve managing the impression that others will have of them (Goffman, 1959).
This might impact the self-esteem of adolescents also which refers to an individual’s
positive or negative attitude towards the self as a totality (Rosenberg et al., 1995;
p. 141).

Thus, several factors like time spent, the content of the interaction, parent–adoles-
cent communication, and varying patterns of usage and context patterns of usage and
context factors can play a crucial role in the identity formations of adolescents. The
‘storm and stress’ that is often associated with adolescence can be significantly
influenced by their digital activities and engagements.

Theories on the Effects of Media

Various theories have explained the effect of media on the individual. An under-
standing of the online behaviour of adolescents will help design appropriate strate-
gies for maximizing the benefits and minimizing the threats or risks of the online
world.

Media Effects Theory

In order to understand the effects of digital media on adolescents, it is desirable
to know about important theories of media effects. Historically, media effects are
characterized by three- or four-phase model with its boundaries defined by emerging
media technologies, the overall cultural context, and ideological perspectives used by
the prominent researchers and theorists. The first phase of this model is characterized
by ‘magic bullet’ or ‘hypodermic needle’ metaphors symbolizing that ‘medium’
shoots the messages and creates impact into its receivers. Thus, it focuses on the
content of the media affecting the development of the individual. In the initial stages
of mass media expansion, the printing press, newspapers, films, and radio intruded
into everyday life and played a significant role in shaping the opinions, attitudes, and
behaviours.
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Cultivation Theory

This theory was conceptualized by George Gerbner in 1969 and has still remained a
powerful theory of mass communication in the constantly changing media environ-
ment. Cultivation theory proposes the ability of television to influence and shape the
people’s values and beliefs about the world. This theory argues that people acquire
knowledge in the form of stories. Television disseminates stories of three types
namely fictional stories (how things work), news stories (how things are), and stories
of values (what to do) which ultimately shares the opinion of its viewers.

Globalization has caused fusion among the cultures. Most of the dominant media
messages have flowed towards the cultural centre of gravity, i.e., the most common
homogeneous, dominant stream in the society rather than towards conservative views
or liberal views. Our value systems—ideologies, assumptions, beliefs, images, and
perspectives—are cultivated to a great extent by television portrayals of right and
wrong. Cultivation impact is determined by the repetition of messages of a particular
type, exposure time (heavy viewing or light viewing), and knowing about users’
viewpoints. While evaluating the impact of TV portrayals, variations in age, sex,
socio-economic status, minorities, and occupational factors also play an important
role.

Uses and Gratifications Theory

The uses and gratification theory (Katz et al., 1974) advocates that people use mass
media for deriving gratifications. This theory’s assumptions also apply to digital
media usage of people who use it to satisfy various needs including cognitive, affec-
tive, personal, and social needs. People and especially adolescents use social media
for social interaction, information acquisition, sharing, and self-expression. Digital
media platforms also enable adolescents to participate and interact on various issues
of public importance. They also use social media for entertainment, gaming, and
viewing trolls and humorous content.

Children, adolescents, and young adults use social networking sites (SNSs) to
express their views.Whiting andWilliam (2013) discovered that 56%of their respon-
dents used social media to express their opinions and thoughts by liking and sharing
posts, photos, and comments. Some of the adolescents join professional online sites
like LinkedIn to seek the promotion of their career prospects. In fact, surveillance is
also one of the motives of the young population to use social media. In Whiting and
William’s (2013) study, 32% of respondents used social media to spy and monitor
what other people are doing. Therefore, on the basis of this theory, it can be reason-
ably assumed that adolescents derive various types of gratifications by the use of
different digital media platforms.
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Third-Person Effect Theory

According to Davison’s (1983) theory, people believe that other people are more
influenced by the media messages than they themselves indicating a perceptual bias
resulting from the third-person effect. Mass media messages are generally attributed
as having powerful effects on the attitude and behaviours of the mass audience. This
self-serving bias to believe that other people are more vulnerable than oneself may be
applicable in the online usage of anti-socialmediamessages such as violent rap lyrics,
pornographic content, or media violence (Paul et al., 2000; Perloff, 1993). Media
perceptions such as the third-person effect seem to be a cross-cultural phenomenon
but socio-cultural factors may moderate the impact.

Though the magnitude of the third-person effect may vary on the basis of indi-
vidual differences it has certainly some behavioural consequences depending upon
the media types and adolescents’ willingness to support the imitation of contro-
versial contents such as violence and pornography. Social networking sites (SNSs)
have indirect behavioural consequences on the adolescents. Unlike traditional media,
SNSs have turned out to be very influential media platforms for the adolescents.

Framing Agenda Setting and Priming

Framing research is a strategy of constructing and processing news discourse (Pan &
Kosicki, 1993) that examines ‘individual frames’ (Scheufele, 1999) or ‘mentally
stored clusters’ (Entman, 1993, cited in Scheufele, 1999). This internal structure
of mind perspective has two broad foundations, i.e., sociological and psychological.
Users of mass media do not usually encounter messages with a blank mind. They use
schemata or initiate expectations that lead one’s exploration in a particular direction
while ignoring others. There are differences in terms of semantic and schematic
activation. This varies on the basis of information stored in memory and external
cues, respectively.

Agenda Setting Theory

Agenda setting theory developed byMcCombs and Shaw (1972) refers to the creation
of public awareness and concern of issues through media influence and attempts to
establish a preference in theminds of people. The setting of agenda refers to the effect
and transfer of media agenda to the society in a reciprocal way. Media activities do
not operate within a vacuum. Further, the agenda of media also exerts a subtle form
of control on ‘how’ and ‘why’ of the public opinion.

During the times of digital media expansion and availability of heterogeneous
media, the situation has changed through fragmentation of audiences. Digital media
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platforms may influence agenda setting through the social media sharing to a large
audience. The traditional power of mass media has led to the reduction in the influ-
ence of political agendas due to the personalized use of digital media. Adolescents
and children nowadays prefer entertainment in comparison to news and political
knowledge. In the contemporary times, mass media is losing its grasp on the public
agenda due to increased selectivity and audience fragmentation. On the contrary,
digital online platforms for social networking and entertainment such as Instagram,
Facebook, and WhatsApp are growing in popularity leading to customized infor-
mation through filters which limit exposure based on past searches and interests.
Bulkow et al., (2013; p. 59) suggested that …agenda setting, aims at homogenizing
the public opinion by bringing in live positive judgments of involved and uninvolved
persons for issues which are regarded as important by the media at a certain point in
time, thus covering the society as a whole.

Priming Theory

The priming theory of media is based upon the cognitive psychology model of
human memory which assesses the effect of priming on public opinion. According
to this theory by Iyengar and Kinder (1987), exposure to one stimulus influences
a response to a subsequent stimulus, e.g., the word ‘student’ is recognized more
quickly following the word ‘teacher’ and then by the word ‘bread’. Priming can be
perceptual, associative, conceptual, affective, or semantic.

Media may prime goals and behaviours within their audience by providing infor-
mation about ‘significant others’ embedded in media content. These may trigger
motivational and behavioural responses in the audience, e.g., celebrities can be shown
repeatedly in the media leading to priming aspects of an individual’s self-concept.
Another example is the role of media in the form of movies and video games in the
formations of aggressive thoughts and emotions among children and adolescents.
However, the priming effect may be moderated by chronic media exposure, personal
salience of issues, and the need for cognition.

Co-construction Theory

With a plethora of socialmedia and digital environments available such as chat rooms,
instant messaging, text messaging, and social networking sites, users construct and
co-construct their environments (Subrahmanyam et al., 2010). It is, thus, a dynamic
environment where the users co-construct and use various digital platforms and
tools in varied ways. The critical issues in the life of adolescents concerning their
identity and social development get reflected in their online interactions also. Co-
construction theory suggests that adolescents help to create the content of digital
communication influencing their lives and pointing at a strong continuity between
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adolescents’ offline and online lives (Subrahmanyam et al., 2006). Thus, Internet as
a cultural tool (Greenfield & Yan, 2006) creates online cultural spaces and norms
that affect the well-being of adolescents.

Risk Factors

Risk factors for Internet addiction may range from physical, psychological to socio-
cultural factors. Lam (2014) based on a systematic review of longitudinal studies
pointed out three broad categories of variables: psychopathologies of the participants,
family and parenting factors, and others such as Internet usage, motivation, and
academic performance. Internet use time, neuroticism, and life impairment were
found to be the three main predictors of Internet addiction (Hassan et al., 2020; Wu
et al., 2015) which indicate multiple factors interacting to lead to addiction.

In the contemporary digitalized societies, the breakdown of social support and
increase in self-centeredness have contributed to the emergence of excessive depen-
dence on social media platforms. Family satisfaction, the first familial factor studied
by researchers (Ko et al., 2007) among Asian adolescents, indicated a negative
relationship with Internet addiction. A detached family relationship significantly
contributes to Internet addiction (Hassan et al., 2020).

Using the Internet for playing games was found to be related to at risk for Internet
addiction in around 5% of school personnel in a rural area in Japan (Tsumura et al.,
2018).

In the recent COVID-19 pandemic during the lockdown period, 50.8% of the
participants reported increased gaming behaviour (Balhara et al., 2020). It indicated
the use of gaming behaviour by adolescents as a coping mechanism against stress.
This highlights the need to develop awareness about appropriate coping strategies
which can be a protective factor for the adolescent. For instance, parental use of
excessive Internet may be imitated and seen as acceptable behaviour by the growing
children in the family. Effective parent–child communication and a cohesive family
environment (Hassan et. al., 2020) are protective factors for the proper development
of adolescents.

Implications of Adolescent Digital Engagement

The adolescence stage is characterized by novelty-seeking, curiosity, and experi-
mentation. The digital world offers them an exciting opportunity to form friends
and look out for new things. This is also a ‘cool’ thing and a very much ‘in’ thing
for the adolescents to engage and be a part of the social media world. However, this
may raise concern for adolescent well-being because of their characteristic impulsive
nature and risk-taking behaviour of adolescents and also the fact that their ability for
self-regulation and other executive functions are still developing.
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Everyday life activities of adolescents in the contemporary time period are
construed and constructed around the paramount reality of online socialization. The
diverse range of activities, public and private, rational and irrational, their interper-
sonal bonds, their meeting place, conflicts, and the sum total of relations are guided,
shaped, and influenced through interactions on digital platforms.

Phenomenological, interpretative, critical, and social identity perspectives are
necessary for understanding the complex role of the Internet in everyday life. High
usage of the Internet by different types of adolescents and different ways of using
along with changing familial and cultural contexts would bring about widely diver-
gent consequences. Adolescents engage in active sense-making, sometimes threaten
and undermine the privacy of their friends, and don’t hesitate to participate in acts
of aggression and possible oppression. As with the growing infrastructure of the
Internet and the number of Internet subscriptions rising phenomenally everyday
with dangling wires across the open spaces between apartment buildings, wireless
connections entering our tiny bedrooms, the cyberspace has become a vehicle for
responsible and irresponsible behaviour.

How can the coexistence of 
inevitable internet in 

adolescents’ life be controlled?

The world of the Internet has opened up a wide range of activities, new patterns of
behaviour in the new contexts where expectations of autonomy, privacy, and ethics
are at risk. Several instances of misuse of Internet platforms in the form of cyber-
bullying, trolling, dating, sexting, and privacy violations are taking place frequently.
The problems of identification due to anonymity and pseudonyms often pose threat
to the peace and happiness of adolescents and pose a serious challenge of tracking the
IP address and public Internet terminals to the law-and-order agencies. Cyberspace
can’t be depicted as a coherent unambiguous whole rather it consists of a wide range
of activities, and the onscreen performances engaged by adolescents are embedded
in everyday social practices. The possibilities of playfulness and deception had been
the dominant themes of gender and sexuality in digital cultures. Identity deception
in different forms is a common practice on Internet sites ascertained through verifi-
cation that lets other members ‘verify’ that you actually are who you actually claim
to be. Further, the online world can create and recreate the body in so many ways
through image text and sound that can create a problem for the adolescent.

There are issues related to dissolution and fragmentation problems, and options
of creating embodied persona have increased on digital interaction of adolescents.
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Many value-based ethical practices are compromised in Internet-mediated commu-
nication contexts, and balancing privacy, accountability, reliability, self-expression,
and security always remains unstable owing to situational and contextual factors.

There are various readings of Butler’s theory (1990, 1993) of gender performa-
tivity in cyber-spatial contexts. Many Internet researchers have explored the connec-
tions between Internet games and sexuality (e.g., Consalvo, 2003). Taylor (2009) has
made important contributions to the area of embodiment and gaming.

Risky Encounters

The extraordinary rapidity of Internet diffusion and the development of digital plat-
forms online have led to increased risks for adolescents in the recent years. Public
anxieties and the anxieties of parents in the Indian context have also increased mani-
fold times. There is a typical paradoxical situation that poses a moral dilemma for the
parents that opportunities and risks are inextricably interwoven in the engagement
of online technology. The design and content dynamics of online materials are such
that it becomes difficult for the parents to draw the boundary lines between safe use
and risky encounters. Advertisements related to pornographic content keep flashing
while children use the Internet. The offline conduct of adolescents can be socially
regulated by parents and teachers while this factor goes unregulated on the online
platforms. Mancheva (2006) reports that one in three Internet users in Bulgaria have
met in person somebody whom they met online, and one in three have experienced
continuous attempts to communicate with them (often about sex) against their will. A
2006 survey in Poland reported that two in three Internet users make friends online
and share personal information, almost one in two had met someone whom they
encountered online and half of them went alone, and one in four of these described
the behaviour of the other person as suspicious (cited in Dreier et al., 2013).

In the Indian context, we also very commonly experience cases of polyvictimiza-
tion by children and adolescents’ bullying in schools and in our day-to-day social life.
In anthropological parlance, a relationship is called a ‘joking relationship’ (Radcliffe-
Brown, 1940), where the person in such a relationship can throw abuse and banter
against each other.

Cyberbullying involves harassment by teasing or insulting victims using modern
digital platforms. Bullying among children generates from healthy socialization
turning into ugly and hostile manifestations of interactional dominance. Based on
evidence from research, there are immediate and long-term detrimental effects of
school bullying on the educational, psychological, and professional lives of the
students.

Cyberbullying is more prevalent than traditional bullying owing to the anonymity
offered through digital platforms as it is easy to harm without physical interaction. It
requires little planning as the threat of being caught is less and lack of supervision also
acts as a contributory factor in committing cyber offences. Victims of cyberbullying
can be reached at any given point of timewhereas traditional bullying occurred during



236 N. Kumar

school hours. Relational aggression is a very common form of bullying where the
bully uses their social network to spread rumours or indirectly attacks or threatens
relationships in order to produce a particular outcome (Jackson et al., 2009).

Adolescent age seems to be a more vulnerable group as it is a transition from
the innocent world of childhood into the mature world of adulthood. Psychological
problems like depression and lack of interest in school activities are some of the
symptoms experienced by cyberbullying victimization. In some situations, prolonged
bullying may lead to eating disorders, suicide, and homicide as a consequence of
persistent anxiety, low self-esteem, and feelings of anger and revenge. Some of the
normative factors of socio-cultural acceptance of anger as acceptable means for
solving problems are shown in the media such as violence shown in Bollywood
movies and use of force to achieve a goal, caste, and gender-related stereotypes
and aggression used as a suitable strategy for getting something they want. The
power and performance of the written word and textual attacks often carry a heavier
emotional impact than that of verbal attacks. It is difficult to establish simple cause
and effect relations for the prevalence of cyberbullying owing to the influence of a
complex set of factors contributing to this process. The dominance of consumerism,
nuclearizing family system, low–high-income gaps among the household, lack of
parental support due to strict and extendedworking time schedules, urban anonymity,
lack of communication ethos of helping each other, marital discord, rising divorce
rates, and high pressure to perform to get a job are some of the factors relevant in
the Indian context.

What measures at the school 
level can be taken to stop 

cyberbullying?

Problematic Internet Use (PIU)

The Internet has dramatically increased in theworld and in India. Research in this area
has used various terms like ‘Internet addiction’; ‘Internet dependency’; ‘cyberaddic-
tion’; ‘virtual addiction’; or ‘compulsive’, ‘problematic’, ‘excessive’, and ‘patholog-
ical Internet use’, all being similar to problematic Internet use. (Breslau et al., 2015;
De Cock et al., 2014; Kuss et al., Kuss, Griffiths, et al., 2014, Kuss, Shorter, et al.,
2014; Richter et al., 2016). The reasons for the use of variable terms are lack of inter-
nationally agreed unanimity on this issue and lack of agreement to call it independent
pathology. Currently, gambling disorder is the only accepted behavioural addiction
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in the Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM 5). Some of the
researchers use the term ‘problematic Internet use’ (PIU) while others use ‘Internet
dependence’ with no necessary notion of disorder per se. It would be more apt to
explore the dynamics of Internet usage and discuss the relevant concepts related to
this field. Preston (1941) cited in Tokunga (2015) was among the first who described
media addiction as “giving oneself over to habit forming practice very difficult to
overcome, no matter how the after effects are dreaded.”

Television addiction has been conceptualized as a multidimensional phenomenon
consisting of three key elements: (a) loss of control that results in toomuch time spent
in front of the TV; (b) unsuccessful attempts to reduce its use; and (c) functional
impairment such as professional and social problems (Kubey, 1990). It is also an
important aspect to understand and analyse that at times moral panics or exaggerated
reactions are highlighted whenever there is a lack of concrete empirical evidence at a
large scale and at a longer period of time. Internet nowadays has become an integral
part of adolescents’ life activities and it has become extremely difficult to dissociate
offline from online.

In 1996, Kimberley became the first to publish a detailed case report of a 43-
year-old female homemaker with addictive use of the Internet, similar to an alcohol
addiction. However, other researchers disagreed with this and concluded that an
addictive behaviour could exist among certain Internet users. Several other studies
published later showed that addictive Internet users can in fact experience similar
symptoms as were traditionally found for substance use disorders, i.e., salience,
withdrawal, mood modification, conflict, and relapse. (Kuss & Griffiths, 2012; Kuss
et al., Kuss, Shorter, et al., 2014; Widyanto & Griffiths, 2006).

A systematic literature review conducted by Kuss and Griffiths (2012) concluded
that on the molecular level, Internet and gaming addiction is characterized by an
overall reward deficiency that entails decreased dopaminergic activity. The Internet
can have beneficial effects on the users in many situations; hence, many researchers
are cautious enough not to label it as addiction. In a variety of situations, Internet
use may become a saviour for alleviating the real-life problems and individuals may
feel a strong desire to connect to it but to suggest that this is a mental disorder seems
to be a stretch.

Mitchell (2000) had commented that the question of Internet addiction having a
diagnosis of its own is debatable as it is difficult to know whether Internet addiction
develops on its own or occurs as a result of underlying comorbid psychiatric illness.
After more than a decade, this debate still remains open as reflected by its non-
inclusion in the DSM 5.

Cognitive–behavioural perspective considers PIU as a multidimensional
syndrome having cognitive and behavioural symptoms leading to negative social,
academic, or professional consequences (Caplan, 2005). PIU is considered as
an outcome of deficits in online relationships and relationship-building resources
(Tokunga & Rains, 2016). Hence, such adolescents may prefer online interaction
over face-to-face interaction as they may suffer from psychosocial problems like
loneliness and depression. Relational resource deficit indicates uncontrollability over
Internet use and mood alteration. Similar to the central characteristics of substance
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use disorder and gambling disorder, it highlights impaired control, interpersonal
problems related to use, neglect of major roles, restlessness when not allowed to use,
and withdrawal from important activities.

DSM 5 includes Internet gaming disorder (IGD) as a potential behavioural
disorder, explicitly referring to the Internet as not yet an acceptable disorder, rather it
is included as a potential disorder needing further research prior to consideration for
inclusion as an official disorder. The central symptoms of IGD include preoccupa-
tion, withdrawal, and tolerance, along with unsuccessful attempts to control its use.
Deception, escape, jeopardized relations, and job or career opportunities are some
of the other symptoms of gaming disorder. Though complete unanimity and consent
statements are lacking for Internet use disorder, there is no denying the fact about
its problematic aspects. The problems related to gambling behaviour also have simi-
larities for Internet-dependent persons. The umbrella term ‘Internet use disorder’ is
used commonly with its subtypes, e.g., related to gaming, social media, or sex.

As compared to other concepts such as ‘compulsive Internet use’ or ‘exces-
sive Internet use’, the term ‘problematic Internet use’ is commonly used relying on
measures of the amount of time spent online. Another unifying description is Prob-
lematic Interactive Media Use (PIMU) which is a syndrome describing behaviours
characterized by compulsive use of, increasing tolerance to, and negative reactions
to being removed from interactive screen media use, which impairs the individual’s
physical, mental, cognitive, and/or social function (Rich et al., 2017). The researchers
have proposed four variations of PIMU, gaming, social media, pornography, and
information seeking/surfing the web which includes uncontrolled online searches of
anything.

The Internet addiction test (Young, 1996) is one of themost used scales for Internet
addiction, and other important scales are the compulsive Internet use scale (Meerkerk
et al., 2009), the Internet addiction diagnostic questionnaire (Young 1998b), the
generalized problematic Internet use scale-2 (Caplan, 2010), and the problematic
Internet use questionnaire (Demetrovics et al., 2008). Different adolescents using
excess of the Internet have different reasons and stories to justify their behaviour.
Their exploration to digital pathways leads them to develop various adaptive strate-
gies to balance offline and online activities. In the Indian context, adolescents’ exces-
sive Internet use leads them to neglect daily routines and may result in an academic
downfall, aches, sleeplessness, and parental conflicts.

Prevention and Intervention Measures

Given the crucial nature of issues related to Internet use, a comprehensive measure
at various stakeholder levels needs to be adopted. The beginning is at home in the
family where parents and family members need to understand the vulnerability of
children and adolescents to the dark side of the virtual world and take necessary steps.
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Clark (2011) urges that ‘participatory learning’ be added as a fourth parental medi-
ation strategy that recognizes the utility of newer media to engage in interpersonal
relationships and collaborative creativity.

Schools next have a crucial role to create awareness about the safe use of the
Internet and a zero-tolerance policy for bullying, aggression, and cybersex-related
issues. The focus needs to be on building resilience and adopting effective coping
strategies.

A community approach is important which will offer opportunities and scope
to adolescents who may otherwise engage in cyber surfing or social media use or
gaming.

Steps also need to be taken at the policy level and adoption of various measures
so that the future generation is able to navigate and function in a digital safe and
healthy environment.

The most commonly used treatment approach for Internet addiction is the cogni-
tive behaviour therapy (CBT) (Widyanto & Griffith, 2006). CBT has been widely
and successfully used in other addiction and impulse-control disorders such as eating
disorders, compulsive shopping, and pathological gambling (De Abreu & Goes,
2011). Studies (Li &Dai, 2009) have found that CBT has good effects on adolescents
with Internet addiction.

A multimodal treatment approach combining pharmacotherapy, psychotherapy,
family counselling, and motivational interviewing is also used to deal with Internet
addiction and problematic interactive media use.

Conclusion

As mentioned in the McKinsey report (2019), India is one of the largest and fastest-
growing markets for digital consumers, with 560 million Internet subscribers in
2018, second only to China. The digital divide is reducing and the country has the
potential to be a truly connected nation by 2025 (McKinsey Global Institute, 2019).
Digital ecosystems are reshaping transactions in various fields including agriculture,
healthcare, business, microenterprises, retail, logistics, and other sectors.

The adolescents are born into this ecosystem and will grow and function and work
in this only. So it is important to inculcate good digital health in the adolescents from
the beginning who are the future generation so that they can effectively harness the
benefits while avoiding the risks and pitfalls of the digital world which can be so
addictive.

The present chapter highlights the realm of the Internet as a newway of communi-
cation and a new era with diverse characteristics regarding the transfer and speed of
information. There are numerous advantages related to the Internet in terms of educa-
tion and social reforms but its dark side cannot be ignored. The chapter deals with
media effects theories and important conceptual foundations related to the func-
tioning of media and digital platforms. Online education is a new reality of the
pandemic times posing threats and opportunities to the pedagogical infrastructure of
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our own country. It would be unwise to ignore the importance of the Internet but it
will be extremely dystopian to believe that it can be a replacement for our age-old
traditions of learning and teaching in the physical classrooms.

A comprehensive understanding of the digital medium can minimize its disad-
vantages for adolescents and the society in general. There are huge differences in the
access and usage patterns among the adolescents of the country, and a mindful road
map is needed to use this platform for the advantage of the adolescents. One must not
ignore the fact that in today’s globalized world, our adolescents can’t be kept away
from the paradigm shift of medium. Thus, strategies should be developed aiming to
improve its effectiveness for its users; hence, more researchers in the Indian context
are needed to understand the problems and reasons associated with this medium, and
a great deal of sincerity of efforts is required to know about its complications. Lastly,
it can be said that there are different perceptions among the scholars about its usage
and effects but as a developing county, we cannot afford to escape this powerful
medium on the basis of our subjective perceptions. Attempts need to focus on the
use of the Internet for enriching our younger generations for the development of a
powerful nation.

Time to Reflect

The use of the Internet and social media platforms has revolutionized the way adoles-
cents today learn, play, socialize, and work. Everything is at the tip of their finger—
through using mobiles and laptops or computer systems. This has created a sense
of instantness and need for immediate gratification. How is it affecting adolescents’
value system and well-being? Reactivity, anxiety, abuse, and violence are some of the
fallouts for adolescents of the present generation leading mostly a digital life. Being
constantly online has also its impact on their human relations. Since the digital or
online world is the new normal now, how do adolescents strike a balance between
their online and offline world to function effectively and live happily?
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