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ABSTRACT

The COVID‑19 pandemic is an ongoing global pandemic, caused by severe 
acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS‑CoV‑2). As a measure to 
break the chain of transmission, the Government of Nepal has declared 
full phase lockdown with the shutdown of schools, restrictions on mass 
gathering, and public transportation and sealing of international borders. 
With the shutdown of the school and colleges, Children and adolescents 
are forced to spend most time indoors. Lack of physical activity, outdoor 
sports, and limited social interactions and the provision of digital learning 
has a rapid rise in screen time. Staying Indoor increases digital games 
among children and adolescents as there’s a ubiquitous leisure activity. 
Children and adolescents of this era are bingeing on digital stuff and this 
review reveals it has dramatically escalated during the lockdown period. 
Furthermore, it proclaims increased access to digital devices associated 
with various risks affecting their physical, mental and social well being. 
The unpredictable changes due to COVID-19 Pandemic has a great impact 
on children as they are adopting unhealthy behavior. This has highlighted 
the urge to focus on health and sensible strategies and manage screen 
time to improve quality of life.  
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INTRODUCTION

Nepal is a low-income country with a total 
population of 29 million, of which 40% (12 million) 
are younger than 18 years of age.1 Childhood and 
Adolescence period is a unique stage of human 
development and a window of opportunity for 
laying the foundation of good health and wellbeing 
that benefits lifetime.2 Nepal Government 
officially declared the shutdown of all educational 
institutions and postponement of the academic 
exam, as to prevent the spread of COVID-19. 
The shutdown of educational institutions, home 
confinement, provision of E-learning has risked 
children with over access on the internet and social 
media.2 During COVID-19 Pandemic social media 
has become an essential source that facilitates 
the sharing of ideas, thoughts, and information 
through the virtual networks and communities 
via the digital device as a computer, tablet, or 
smartphone or web application using social media 
platforms.3 The widely used social media apps are 
Facebook, YouTube, Whatsapp, Wechat, Instagram, 
QQ, TikTok, Twitter and  Linkedin.4 Relatively 
using social media platforms are becoming more 
dominant than traditional leisure pastime such 
as sports, outdoor activities, reading, storytelling, 
socializing, and libraries visit. The COVID-19 
outbreak has created multiple consequences on 
the lives of children and adolescents leading to 
acute and chronic stress. Excessive Internet usage 
includes four main components: (a) Internet overuse 
and loss of sense of time, (b) withdrawal symptoms; 
tension or depression when use is limited, (c) 
tolerance; as a need for more time online and (d) 
negative effects on social functioning.5 .However, 
digital addiction covers a wider scope than just 
gaming. Albeit related to gaming, the World Health 
Organization (WHO) indicates a serious sign of 
the impact of digital technology on human well-
being, including ‘gaming disorder’ as a disease.6 
This review aims to highlight the involvement 
of children and adolescents in the digital device 
during the COVID-19 Pandemic. National and 
international reports, along with journal articles 
on the related topic been reviewed for writing this 
narrative review.

Screen Time Guidelines by Age

The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) and the 
World Health Organization(WHO) recommends 
no screen time besides video chatting with 
relatives under the age of 18 months . Toddler’s 
screen time has to be limited to less than an hour. 
Preschoolers can enjoy screen time up to 1 hour 

per day. Likewise, Elementary School-aged screen 
time has to be limited 1 to 1.5 hours per day. 
Similarly, Middle School aged for 2 hours per day. 
Other family members have to limit screen time to 
2 hours per day.7, 8 On the other hand, time spend 
on homework or other educational activities does 
not need to be limit as time spend playing video 
games.9 Excessive or poor quality screen time links 
with physical, mental, psychosocial, and behavioral 
problems. Apart from this quality of social media, 
children’s exposure is more important than the 
types of technology or the amount of time they 
spend.10 Unstructured playtime is important 
for a young child’s cognitive development than 
electronic media. Thus, attention is required to 
maintain the quality of social media during the 
COVID-19 Pandemic.

Use of Social Media 

COVID-19 pandemic is the global health crisis of 
this era. The pandemic is also an unprecedented 
socioeconomic crisis. It has been the greatest 
challenge to the world since world war II 11 The 
pandemic has carried the whole world to a relative 
standstill, influencing millions worldwide. 12 

During the lockdown, social media has been an 
ideal platform for individuals for multiple tasks 
socializing entertaining, learning, and even online 
shopping.5 In the tech-savvy world, digital gadgets 
as computers, tablets, and mobile phones intertwine 
with children’s growth and development.13 Children 
and adolescents socially connect and play with their 
friends and peers through social media. Worldwide 
with 3.8 billion social media users, and is highest 
among the age group of 18-29. Staying-at-home 
and quarantine times has increased access to social 
media apps for entertainment, particularly virtual 
games, online gaming, sports viewing and video 
game streaming a14,38 due to surplus leisure time 
among children and adolescents. Extensive closure 
of educational centers, schools, and colleges have 
transitioned to virtual and online classes, which 
necessitate using screens. The remote learnings are 
conducted on-screen thus screen time has surged. 
15 The leap of the digital environment is undeniable 
during the pandemic worldwide. 16

In Italy during the COVID-19 outbreak, the growth 
of online audience of 13-17 years has increased by 
66%.17 During the lockdown in India online gaming 
have increased by 50-75% and video streaming 
spike by 35%.5 gaming addiction rise by 30%, those 
who have managed to cut their screen and gaming 
time is relapsing20 and Nepal is no more aloof of 
this. After the lockdown Internet usage has been 
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increased by 30-40% with YouTube the most views, 
followed by Facebook and TikTok.18 The online-
based survey by ChildSafeNet includes 1,228 
respondents of all provinces, reveals more than half 
(60.58 %) are of age group 13-24 years and 2.28% 
respondents under 12 years. The survey explores 
73.9% that use the internet for entertainment, 
72.6% seeking news and information, and 63.2% 
connecting with friends and relatives. Furthermore, 
the survey states most used sites during lockdown 
are YouTube and Facebook by 79.6% and 74.3% 
respectively, 44.8% visit Nepali News Portals, 20.8% 
visit school/college sites, 18% uses TikTok, 9.9% 
plays PUBG, 9.9% plays other online games and 
3.2% plays free fire. Among the participants, 71.4% 
accept children at higher risk of online abuse and 
exploitation during the lockdown.19 The COVID-19 
Pandemic sparks the rise of digital indulgence as 
it provides enjoyment and an escape from reality 
minimizing the stress of coronavirus.20

 Effects of Increased Screen Time 

Technology is a moiety of healthy childhood as 
long as this privilege isn’t abused. Appropriate use 
of social media provides valuable opportunities to 
learn, play, socialize with friends and peers, and 
access information and support, which reduces 
their feelings of social isolation and social anxiety.21 
Apart from this, playing online games develop 

cognitive skills such as reasoning, spatial awareness, 
and problem-solving.22 Concurrently, it raises the 
screen time with associated risks. Utilization of 
excessive screen time associates with physical 
inactivity, obesity, musculoskeletal problems visual 
issues, and sleep disruption.23- 25 leading to greater 
vulnerability of mental health problems in children 
and adolescence.26 The systematic review reveals 
time spent and invested in social media correlates 
with the level of depression, anxiety, psychological 
distress, and associates with sleep problems.27, 28 
The survey among 8,079 adolescents age 12-18 
years in China reports prevalence of depression 
(43%), anxiety (37%), and combined depression 
and anxiety (31%) during the COVID-19 outbreak.29

Children’s and adolescent’s online risk to 
offline vulnerabilities. The online risks include 
cyberbullying, online sexual abuse in the form 
of pictures and videos of themselves with sexual 
content. In addition to this physical distancing 
and lack of face-to-face interaction, children’s and 
adolescent’s risk-taking behavior increases, leading 
to criminal consequences. Children and adolescents 
knowingly or unknowingly may be exposed to 
harmful content. The privacy of children may be at 
greater risk. These risks emanate from strangers, 
or from whom they may know online or offline. 
Exposure to the screen should be reconsidered and 

Figure 1: The usage of the internet before and during the lockdown reported by CybersafeNet 
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Sedentary Behavior/Physical Activity 

Schools promote health-conscious schedules 
including physical activity. School closure and home 
confinement for a prolonged period in COVID-19 
Pandemic have posed a significant challenge for 
remaining physically active and focus on mental 
well-being as living, working, or studying is taking 
place in the same space.31  Sedentary behavior 
and lack of physical activity based on screen-
time associate with multiple health problems.32 
Adequate and regular physical activities are limiting 
in children and adolescents which are important for 
good health, wellbeing and development .33 WHO 
recommends at least 60 minutes of moderate to 
vigorous-intensity physical activities daily involving 
mainly varieties of aerobic activities such as brisk 
walking or running, jumping, skipping. Physical 
activities greater than 60 minutes daily offer added 
health benefits.34

During the lockdown period, children and 
adolescents are adopting unhealthy behaviors and 
feeding habits, inadequate physical activities. The 
mental health effects of lockdown are not much 
known. Practicing a healthy habit during pandemic 
avoids the installation of new unhealthy habits or 
routines that Children and adolescents could keep 
after lockdown ensuring a better resilience of the 
way out of lockdown.33

Managing Screen Time at During Lockdown

Increasing over-indulgence with digital devices and 
technologies are the reality and indomitable. The 
screen time needs to be more productive with the 
following tips at home. Parental behavior is one of 
the most effective ways to help children develop a 
positive digital mindset, thus leading by example is 
valuable. Parents need to be informed and remain 
up-to-date about the latest cell phone app and 
the social media craze. Creating “Technology-Free 
Zones” in the dining room and bedroom can be 
great. Setting limits for screen time and sticking to 
the daily limit is important. During Lockdown the 
boundary between work and family life is getting 
blurred when the home is also a workplace and 
school interaction within the family is foremost. 
Train children and adolescents to earn screen 
time but do not allow them to earn extra time 
as a reward. Child and adolescents need to be 
cognizant about screen time is a privilege but not 
their right.35 Parents need to review and research, 
Video, and computer games before permitting 
children and adolescents to play. Even playing with 

children sounds beneficial and spending screen 
time together is advantageous. The screen needs to 
place in a typical area where anybody can envision 
what youngsters are seeing or playing. Utilizing 
leisure time  cognitively in stimulating activities, 
such as reading, board games, and puzzles games 
are utmost. Brisk walking around or walking in 
the small space within the home can help to 
stay active. Maintaining social distance, if walks 
and exercises are held outside the home. Deep 
breathing exercises, Meditation, and Yoga can 
help to stay calm promoting mental health during 
this lockdown. Involving children and adolescents 
in performing age-appropriate domestic chores 
helps to stay active at home.36 Lastly, parents and 
caregivers need to teach children and adolescents 
about internet safety at their level of knowledge 
and understanding and making sure children 
are aware of the content risks, contact risks, and 
conduct risks regarding social media platforms.37 

CONCLUSION

Digital Technology is enhancing human life in 
many ways but at the same time having a negative 
impact in different ways. Despite the negative 
consequences and risks, technology use and 
exposure cannot be avoided as many aspects of 
modern life rely on it and the digital age is a reality. 
Children and adolescents are at higher risk of the 
digital device but, study regarding indulgence in 
digital devices among children and adolescents is 
next to know.  Extended periods of social isolation 
and technology-based activities are posing the 
threat of cementing an unhealthy lifestyle leading 
to multiple health problems. Parent’s role in 
minimizing risks and maximizing opportunities in 
children and adolescents is most that have been 
raised due to the digital environment. Parents 
should act as a role model, practice healthy habits, 
and promote healthy behavior in children to adjust 
when COVID-19 pandemic passes.

Recommendations: 

Internet safety awareness programs need to be 
conducted using social media platforms including 
all duty bearers. Parents are to be acquainted with 
the parent control system in their device to manage 
unnecessary applications and sites. Apart from this 
Online Safety Helpline systems need to be operated 
to provide appropriate services as a requirement. 
Also, law enforcement needs to strengthen and an 
accessible reporting system of abuse harassment 
should be started throughout the country.
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