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Introduction: children in the current generation grow up immersed in digital media. The use of digital
technology can bring benefits to our personal lives, but when it starts at a very young age, it can lead
toits abuse and exposure to potential risks. The main objective of the study was to describe the trends
in the use of information and communication technologies by the pediatric population.

Material and methods: observational, cross-sectional, analytical and descriptive study in a sample of
220 patients aged 7 to 13 years who visited the pediatric emergency department of the hospital for
unrelated reasons.

Results: of all survey respondents, 53.6% had a mobile phone of their own, with an average age at the
time of acquisition of the first mobile phone of 10.16 years. We found no significant differences in
the degree of supervision based on the nationality of the family or paternal educational attainment,
although in the case of maternal attainment, we found was a greater degree of supervision in mothers
with university studies. In addition, 66.3% of the sample used social media.

Key words: Conclusions: the findings of our study offer a description of the use of mobile devices and social
o Adolescence networks in children aged 7 to 13 years. We found widespread adoption of these devices, highlighting
the use of social networks and a notable degree of parental supervision. Pediatricians play a
fundamental role in promoting the healthy use of emerging technologies and in detecting the risks
they entail.
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Uso de redes sociales y dispositivos maviles en la poblacion infantil de La Rioja

Introduccién: los nifios de la generacién actual crecen sumergidos en los medios digitales. El uso de la
tecnologia digital puede aportar beneficios en nuestra vida personal; sin embargo, cuando se inicia a
una edad demasiado temprana, puede conllevar riesgos, como el acceso a contenido inadecuado para
laedad y abuso de estas tecnologias. El principal objetivo del estudio es describir la forma de uso de las
tecnologfas de la informacién y las comunicaciones (TIC) en la poblacién pediatrica.

Materiales y métodos: estudio observacional, transversal, analitico y descriptivo con una muestra de
220 pacientes, entre 7y 13 afios, que acudian por otro motivo a Urgencias de Pediatria hospitalaria.

Resultados: de las personas encuestadas, un 53,6% tenia teléfono mévil, con una edad media de ad-
quisicion del primer mévil de 10,16 afios. No se encontraron diferencias significativas en el grado de
supervision en funcién de la nacionalidad familiar ni en el grado de estudios del padre, si en el caso de
la madre, con mayor grado de supervision en las madres con estudios universitarios. Un 66,3% de la
muestra disponia de redes sociales.

Palabras clave: Conclusiones: los resultados de este estudio ofrecen una descripcion sobre el uso de dispositivos mo-

o Adolescente viles y redes sociales en edades comprendidas entre 7 y 13 afios. Se ha observado una adopcién gene-
ralizada de estos dispositivos, destacando el uso de redes sociales y un notable grado de supervision
parental. Los pediatras desempefian un papel fundamental en la promocién de un uso saludable de las
nuevas tecnologfas, asi como en la deteccion de los riesgos que conllevan.
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INTRODUCTION

The current generation of adolescents is immersed
in a digital environment. Traditional media, such as
television and radio, have been complemented by
emerging digital technologies that allow instant
access to entertainment, information and knowled-
ge, as well as social contact and advertising.

According to a report carried out by UNICEF in
2023 on users aged 11 to 18 years, the mean age
at which children received their first cell phone in
Spain was 10.96 years.? In Spain, the minimum
age required by law to have an account in a social
media platform is 14 years, and up to 89% of ado-
lescents have at least one social media account.?

Lack of knowledge about the dangers involved and
the preventive measures that can be taken to avoid
them can put a large number of adolescents at
serious risk. The use of social media is associated
with lower life satisfaction, internalization of ne-
gative experiences, depression, anxiety, attention
problems, insomnia and an increased risk of obe-
sity.*> Cyberbullying is one of the most important
risks associated with the Internet. It is usually an
extension of traditional, face-to-face abuse. In a
survey conducted among children and adolescents
aged 11 to 18 years, 19.8% reported having expe-
rienced school bullying and 12.2% cyberbullying.®
Another of the risks associated with the use of the
Internet is sexting, which involves sharing images
of a sexual nature via cell phones or the Internet.
Seven percent of Spanish people aged 11 to 16
years reported having received messages of a se-
xual nature, with important differences based
on sex: nearly 10% of male participants reported
having ever received this type of message compa-
red to 5% of female participants.? Addiction is yet
another risk of using the Internet or social media.
Some authors have suggested that approximately
10-15% develop addictive behaviors similar to tho-
se found in substance dependence, giving rise to
manifestations of withdrawal and tolerance.”

Concerned by the impact of the excessive use of
these technologies on the wellbeing of children
and adolescents and with the aim of guiding
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families in their responsible use, the Asociacion
Espafiola de Pediatria (AEP, Spanish Association of
Pediatrics), through its Health Promotion Commit-
tee, has developed the Digital Family Plan, which
provides evidence-based recommendations for the
use of technology in the home.® One of the current
measures for the protection of children and ado-
lescents in the use of social media is the establis-
hment, in June 2024, of a draft bill aimed at gua-
ranteeing their rights in the digital environment,
including the protection of their personal data and
restricting access to age-appropriate content.’

The primary objective of the study was to describe
the use of information and communication techno-
logies (ICTs) in the pediatric population of La Rioja.
The secondary objectives were to describe the ne-
gative and positive aspects of social media, to de-
termine whether the family supervised the use of
these devices and to analyze whether there were di-
fferences in the use of mobile technology according
to the nationality of the family, parental educational
attainment and the sex of the child or adolescent.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

We conducted a single-center, prospective, cross-
sectional, observational, descriptive and analytical
study. The data were collected during the patient’s
visitto the pediatricemergency department of the
Hospital Universitario San Pedro de Logrono, in the
presence of the accompanying adults, between
January 2024 and May 2024. We obtained appro-
val from the Ethics Committee for Drug Research
of La Rioja (CeimLar) prior to data collection.

Inclusion criteria

Patients aged 7 to 13 years who visited the pedia-
tric emergency department for reasons unrelated
to mobile device or social media use.

Exclusion criteria

* Patients with any limitation that would prevent
them from completing the questionnaire auto-
nomously.
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* Patients whose parents or legal guardians refu-
sed to participate in the study.

* Patients classified as triage level | in the emer-
gency department, requiring urgent care.

 Patients who completed the questionnaire
during a previous visit to the emergency de-
partment.

The questionnaires were completed by partici-
pants, and their parents or legal guardians provi-
ded informed consent to their participation in the
study.

The statistical analysis of the collected data was
performed with the R Commander software. In
the descriptive analysis, we expressed numerical
variables as mean, median and standard devia-
tions and qualitative variables as percentages. In
the inferential analysis, we used the Student ¢ test
for paired and independent samples for quantita-
tive variables and defined statistical significance
as p < 0.05.

RESULTS

The sample consisted of a total of 220 children
and adolescents, of whom one was eliminated
from the analysis due to an error in the comple-
tion of the questionnaire (0.04% of the total). Of
all participants, 53.6% had a mobile phone of their
own, with a mean age at acquisition of the first
mobile phone of 10.16 years (SD 1.80) and a mi-
nimum age of 6 years (SD 1.80) (Figure 1). On the
other hand, 46.4% did not have their own phone,
but within this group, 69.6% used their parents’
devices on a daily basis.

When we considered the nationality of the family
(Spanish, 73.6% vs not Spanish, 26,4%), we found
that the mean age at acquisition of the first mo-
bile phone was 10.30 years in children of Spanish
origin compared to 9.94 in children from families
of other countries, a difference that was not statis-
tically significant (p = 0.311).

Regarding the daily use of electronic devices, televi-

sions were used most frequently (73.2%), followed
by mobile phones (65%) and tablets (40%).

Figure 1. Aged of ownership of first mobile phone
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When it came to the time spent using mobile pho-  The main purpose for which respondents used
nes, we found a daily usage greaterthan 5 hourson ~ mobile devices was social media (36%), followed
weekdays in 6.7% of respondents and on weekends by gaming (17.4%) and watching videos or movies
or holidays in 11.9% of respondents (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Daily mobile phone usage over the week

(17.4%) (Figure 3).
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In terms of withholding the device, 58.3% of res-
pondents reported that their parents kept their
mobile phones during school hours, so they had no
access to them, and 28.7% that parents withheld
mobile phones during weekends and holidays.

Regarding supervision by adults/guardians, 87.9%
reported that their use of mobile devices was
monitored, most commonly through monitoring
applications (59.4%), followed by direct supervi-
sion (52.8%), set schedules (40.5%) and signed
contracts (4.7%).

We also analyzed whether there were differen-
ces in supervision in relation to family origin. In
our study, the percentage of supervision was so-
mewhat higher in families of non-Spanish origin
(89.2% vs. 88.3%), but the differences were not sig-
nificant (p = 0.872). Thus, we did not find a signi-
ficant association between the nationality of the
family the degree of supervision. We also explored
differences in the degree of supervision according
to maternal and paternal educational attainment,
establishing 3 categories: primary education,
vocational education and university education.
In relation to maternal education, we found the

highest degree of supervision in those with uni-
versity studies (34.8%), followed by mothers with
vocational training (33.1%) and the lowest degree
in those with primary education (26.1%), differen-
ces that were statistically significant (p = 0.047).

With respect to the use of social media, 66.3% of
the participants used social media, and, in this
subset, as many as 67.1% used four or more so-
cial media platforms. The most popular platforms
were YouTube (78.6%), WhatsApp (72.5%) and
TikTok (66.4%) (Figure 4).

In terms of social network privacy, 15% of respon-
dents reported having public Instagram profiles,
83.3% had private profiles and 1.7% were unsure.
As to their contacts in social networks, 78.7% re-
ported that their contacts corresponded to real-
life friends, while 21.3% had contacts they had be-
come acquainted with through these platforms.

We identified several negative aspects related to
the use of social media: 18.3% of respondents re-
ported being the target of insults through social
media; 40.5% had received messages from stran-
gers from time to time and 1.6% frequently; 12.2%
had received photographs from strangers and

Figure 4. Users of social media platforms
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18.5% had received follow requests from stran-
gers. Similarly, 8% had received images with se-
xual content and 10.5% with violent content. With
respect to social media safety, 35.2% of the parti-
cipants did not know how to change the privacy
settings of their profile and 10.5% did not know
how to block messages.

When it came to differences based on sex, we
found no significant differences in being subject
toinsults through social media (p = 0.480) or in re-
ceiving messages or photographs from strangers
(p=0.284 and p = 0.784, respectively). We found a
significant difference in the use of these devices to
play video games, with 50% of male participants
reported daily use for gaming compared to 23.1%
of female participants (p = 0.0001). With respect
to receiving images of a sexual nature, the percen-
tage was higher in male participants (11.3% vs.
5.3% of female participants), although the diffe-
rence was not significant (p = 0.323). However, we
found significant differences in the exposure to
images with violent content, which 16.9% of male
participants reported receiving, compared to 5.6%
of female participants (p = 0.031) (Figure 5).

Tables 1 and 2 summarize the results of the des-
criptive and inferential analyses.

DISCUSSION

The primary objective of the study was to descri-
be the use of mobile devices and social media in
children and adolescents aged 7 to 13 years. Com-
pared to data at the national level, the mean age
at which children in the sample acquired their
first mobile phone was a bit younger, 10.16 years
compared to 10.96 years.? In this survey, 53.6% of
respondents had a mobile phone of their own. We
did not find comparative studies in the same age
group, but according to data from the Instituto
Nacional de Estadistica (National Institute of Sta-
tistics of Spain),*® in 2023, 82.5% of children aged
10 in 15 years in La Rioja had a mobile phone, and
this autonomous community had the highest pro-
portion of mobile phone ownership in this age
group in Spain along with Extremadura (85.9%).

Oneofthe mostencouraging findings was the level
of family supervision, at 87.9%, compared to 29.1%
nationwide.? It is worth mentioning that when it
comes to parental control applications, authoriza-
tion from the minor is required for their parents or
guardians to access their accounts, since, in Spain,
the law establishes that those over the age of 14
must personally consent to it.* With regard to
differences in supervision, we only found a signi-
ficantly greater degree of supervision in mothers
with university studies compared to mothers with

Figure 5. Exposure to violent content among users
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Table 1. Descriptive analysis of the sample

phone

Sample (n) 220 children Most used social media YouTube (78.6%)
4455%C 55.45% % platform

Had own mobile phone 53.6% 68.53 (SD 51.24)

Mean age of ownership of first | 10.16 (SD 1.80) Bl L el el

used app

Most used electronic device Television 73.2%.

Entertainment/Fun
49.0%

Main purpose of social media
use

Usage >5 hours/day Weekdays 6.7%

Weekend/holidays 11.9%.

Type of contacts in social 78.7% real-life friends

media platforms

Parental withholding of Weekdays 58.3% Subjected to insults through | 18.2%

mobile phone Weekend/holidays 28.7%. social media

Main use of mobile phones Social media 36.1%. Had received messages from | 42.1%
strangers

Parental supervision 87.9% Had received photographs 12.2%
from strangers

Primary monitoring method | Parental control apps (59.4%) Had received images of sexual | 8.0%
nature

Had social media account(s) | 66.33% Exposed to violent content 10.46%

vs. other nationality

Table 2. Inferential analysis of the sample

Difference in mean age at getting first mobile phone: Spanish family

No significant differences (p = 0.311)

Difference in supervision: Spanish family vs. other nationality

No significant differences (p = 0.872)

Difference in supervision based on maternal educational attainment

Greater supervision in mothers with university degrees
(p=0.047).

Difference in supervision based on paternal educational attainment

No significant differences (p = 0.341).

Difference in receiving insults: male vs. female participants

No significant differences (p = 0.480)

Difference in exposure to sexual content: male vs. female
participants

Male 11.3% vs. female 5.3%.
Not significant (p = 0.323)

Difference in exposure to violent content: male vs. female
participants

Male 16.9% vs. female 5.6%.
(p=0.031)

lower educational attainment. We did not analy-
ze differences in the degree of supervision based
on parental sex. Other studies have found that a
higher level of education and professional status
is associated with a greater probability of parents
engaging in various forms of online mediation and
monitoring*? and more frequent or greater super-
vision by mothers compared to fathers,** which
highlights the responsibility assumed by women
inthe digital education of their children. We ought
to highlight the lower percentage of children that
had social media accounts in the surveyed sample,
of 66.3% compared to 89% nationwide. We did not
find any previous studies analyzing differences in

the degree of supervision or use of mobile phones
based on the national origin of the family.

We ought to highlight the lower percentage of
children that had social media accounts in the
surveyed sample, of 66.3% compared to 89% na-
tionwide,? probably due to the younger age of the
children in our sample compared to other studies.

As for the risks derived from the use of emerging
technologies, our findings were similar to those of
other studies carried out in Spain.

With regard to differences in the use of technolo-

gy based on sex, we found differences in daily use
of the devices for gaming and the exposure to
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violent content, which were more common in
male respondents. We found no significant di-
fferences in the rest of the variables under study,
probably due to the small sample size. Studies
that analyze differences based on sex have found
a higher frequency of gaming, sports betting and
consumption of adult content in men.**

Among the identified limitations of the study,
we ought to highlight that the completion of the
questionnaire in the presence of the parents may
have influenced the responses provided by the
patients. The small sample size may have compro-
mised statistical power for some of the variables
under study. Another limitation was the variation
in the interpretation of the concept of the family’s
nationality on completing the questionnaire, as
the aim for the purpose of the study was to analy-
ze cultural differences in the use of technology.
Children and adolescents born in Spain, even if
their parents were not Spanish nationals, were
included in the Spanish nationality group, which
may have interfered with the analysis of cultural
differences.

CONCLUSION

We found evidence of widespread use of these de-
vices, in which we ought to highlight the use of so-
cial media and a high level of parental supervision.
However, we also identified associated risks, such
as cyberbullying and exposure to inappropriate
content. These findings underscore the need to
provide education on cybersecurity and imple-
ment effective strategies to promote a decrease in
the use of social media and safer and healthier use
of technology among youth, as well as the impor-
tance of supervision adapted to the specific family
and school context.
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As pediatricians, we are committed to protecting
the health of children and adolescents and we
must play an active role in guiding the appropriate
use of new technologies. From the pediatrician’s
office, we can promote rational and responsible
use, detect the potential consequences and risks
of using mobile phones and social media, and en-
courage avoiding the use of mobile devices in chil-
dren aged less than 6 years, as recommended in
the digital plan of the AEP.

Regarding future research, it would be relevant to
delve deeper into the mechanisms of digital edu-
cation and into the education of families on the
risks and benefits of technology in order to esta-
blish strategies to guide the safe and responsible
use of digital platforms. We would also suggest
performance of longitudinal studies to observe
the impact of these trends on the social and emo-
tional development of children and youth in an in-
creasingly digital world, as we all need to be aware
of the dangers that it poses.
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