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Risk Behaviors among Youths in a Two-Aspect Approach: Using Psychoactive
Substances and Problematic Using of Internet

Łukasz Tomczyka and Arkadiusz Wąsi�nskib

aPedagogical University of Cracow, Krakow, Poland; bUniwersytet Ł�odzki, Ł�od�z, Poland

ABSTRACT
Risky behaviors, both online and offline, draw the attention of people who are engaged in
education, namely parents, teachers, law enforcement representatives. This text joins the
efforts to explain the relations between the Problematic Internet Use and offline risky
behaviors. The main objective of the research was to present the co-occurrence of risk
behaviors connected with taking psychoactive substances and dysfunctional use of the
internet among adolescents. The research was conducted in Poland (N¼ 667 students of
secondary and upper-secondary level schools aged 12–19) during September–October 2015.
The following tools were applied: the risk behaviors in virtual space 2.0 scale; the Bergen
Facebook Addiction Scale; the diagnostic survey—youth and psychoactive substances. Risk
behaviors and attitudes in students during taking psychoactive substances were compared
with their behaviors evidencing dysfunctional use of the internet. The analysis of correla-
tions between risk behaviors in the real and virtual space indicates strong co-occurrence of
some aspects of using psychoactive substances and online activities that result in negative
consequences. However, for most of the categories of experiences with psychoactive sub-
stances it is observable that individuals who do not engage in risk behaviors in reality are
less prone to use the internet in a dysfunctional manner. As both worlds infiltrate, these
explanations turn out to be of particular value for the redefinition of prevention of risky
behaviors among the adolescents. Correlations between the offline and online space enforce
the development of new prevention programs which would cover both spheres.
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Introduction

The structure of the introduction, where the the-
oretical concept framework of the research is out-
lined, includes definitions of risky behaviors, the
concept of resilience, the meaning of risky behav-
iors during adolescent development and the
importance of protective resources for low expos-
ure to negative influences. The discussion ends
with a presentation of risky behaviors of adoles-
cents, considered in two perspectives: in regards
to activity in the networked media and use of
psychoactive substances. Reflections in subsec-
tions “Theoretical grounds of risky behaviors
among adolescents,” “Factors reducing willing-
ness to engage in risky behaviors” and “Co-
occurrence of risk behaviors—two-aspect
perspective” form a single, coherent theoretical

framework which allows to outline the indicators
of risky behaviors explored in two perspectives.
This two-aspect approach is the subject of the
research. It reveals the integrity of different
dimensions of risky behaviors exhibited by ado-
lescents today. On the one hand, problematic
Internet use may stimulate and strengthen the
need to use psychoactive substances, on the other
hand, consumption of these substances may
facilitate more and more problematic Internet
use. These contributing factors may interfere,
strengthen each other and accumulate and there-
fore have destructive impact on the development
and functioning of adolescents. But despite the
potential risks in this area, not every adolescent
is susceptible to this influence. For this reason,
different aspects of the protective resources of
adolescents are mentioned. In the two-aspect
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approach presented herein, these measures reduce
their vulnerability to risky behaviors.

Theoretical grounds of risky behaviors among
adolescents

The term risk behaviors (also called problem
behaviors) refers to such behaviors that diverge
from the regulative norms adopted for certain
age. This involves various forms of activities with
potentially negative consequences for the devel-
opment and functioning of adolescents, whereas
in adults they can fit into the norms of conven-
tional conduct. The importance of risky behaviors
for the psychophysical and social development of
adolescents may be considered in the context of
few basic functions. They are associated with
activities aimed at: meeting blocked needs which
seem very important, reducing emotional stress,
manifesting opposition against significant adults
in social environment, reducing fear of failure to
meet social expectations and demonstrating iden-
tity attributes (Siudem, 2013).

It is assumed that risky behaviors of adoles-
cents are connected with behavior classified as
presenting potential risk for their physical and
mental health, course of life and relationships
with their social environment (Jessor, 1991).
Considering Jessor’s model of risky behaviors, it
seems that they tend to accumulate. It means
that one risky behavior increases the potential of
other risky behavior. When two such factors are
present, adolescent individual is not only willing
to engage in such activities but also creates con-
ditions which facilitate new risky behaviors
(Jessor, 1987, 1991).

Risky behaviors are identified with the risk fac-
tors which become present in different areas of
development and functioning of young people.
They emerge through mutual interactions
between family factors (demographic and social
structure of family environment and socialization
process), socio-psychological sphere (personality
system and system of perception of social envir-
onment) and social behaviors (structure of risky
and conventional behaviors) (Jessor, 1998).

Adolescent risk behaviors include the ones
taken up prematurely in the context of psycho-
physical and social maturity for certain stage of

development as well as behaviors that are
unplanned and unintentional from the point of
view of being convinced about the lack of conse-
quences they involve (Jessor, 1991, 2014). They
are usually behaviors connected with using psy-
choactive substances (e.g., smoking, drinking
alcohol, taking drugs or designer drugs), sexual
activity, violence in interpersonal and group rela-
tions and dysfunctional participation in social
media.” Problematic” nature of risk behaviors
depends on adolescents’ immaturity in various
areas of their personality and potentially it may
occur in each form of their activities, both in the
real and the virtual world.

Youth risk behaviors usually lead to disorders
in functioning in the social environment and psy-
chophysical development disorders (Ostaszewski,
2005a; Bobrowoski, 2007). In the environmental
aspect they are connected with breaching valid
social and legal norms, and aftereffects resulting
thereof in relation between an adolescent and his
or her social environment (Jessor et al., 1993).
They also pose potential threat to young people’s
health and their development in various spheres
of their personality. Depending on their fre-
quency and the degree of harmfulness, the per-
formed risk behaviors result in fixed
developmental deficits in young people, that are
difficult to remedy or compensate for (Jessor
et al., 1998; Ostaszewski, 2005b).

A factor that increases the potential threats of
risk behaviors in adolescents is their co-
occurrence and likely interdependence in the real
and virtual dimension. Researchers has focused
so far on the separate analyses of: (a) exogenic
factors identified with the environmental and cul-
tural layer, the occurrence of which increases the
risk of either using psychoactive substances or
dysfunctional use of the social media (Brooks
et al., 2012; Chaiton & Zhang, 2007; Adlaf &
Paglia, 2001; Wąsi�nski & Tomczyk, 2015); (b)
endogenic factors identified with the psychophys-
ical layer, that determine the self-
destructive outcomes of risk behaviors (Anderson
et al., 2007; Kumpulainen, 2000; Py_zalski, 2009;
Tejeiro Salguero & Bersabe Moran, 2002; Turner
et al., 2012). However, it seems cognitively
interesting to learn about the nature of the
mechanism of multidirectional transferring by
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adolescents the risk behaviors between the real
world and the virtual one.

Factors reducing willingness to engage in
risky behaviors

When studying the threats associated with risky
behaviors among the adolescents, it is important
to consider the fact of diverse responses to the
risk factors. These responses depend on individ-
ual resources. Thanks to protective resources,
exposure to the same risk factors results in a
whole spectrum of behaviors, from complete
readiness to engage and intensify risky behaviors
to intentional withdrawal.

One of the more, if not the most, important
aspects of protective resources is adolescents’
awareness of the negative consequences of their
behavior. When it is lacking, individuals begin to
believe in low harmfulness or even lack of nega-
tive consequences of risky behaviors (Pettorruso
et al., 2020; Tiego et al., 2019). Such belief dras-
tically increases vulnerability of young people to
the potential threats resulting from the risky
behaviors (Igra & Irwin, 1996; Weinstein &
Lejoyeux, 2010). The mechanisms of seeing no
danger here become understandable in the light
of the theory of social learning (Bandura, 1977),
the theory of reasoned action (Ajzen & Fishbein,
1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), the problem
behavior theory (Jessor, 1987) and the theory of
resilience to risk factors, developed in many
aspects by various researchers (Garmezy, 1985;
Kumpfer, 2002; Olsson et al., 2003;
Werner, 2000).

Other aspects of protective resources are con-
nected with the occurrence of educational and
socialization influences which are unfavorable for
adolescents’ development and can be found in
their social environment (family, neighborhood,
peers and school).These influences do not have
to mean the negative course of their social
learning or translate automatically into their
negative development. The danger of being sus-
ceptible to risky behavior increases with constant
co-occurrence of different risk factors and it
depends on the time of their occurrence, the
nature of relations between the factors and vari-
ous configurations of their influence on certain

individuals. Theoretical explanations of the resili-
ence phenomenon expose the relevance of indi-
vidual and environmental resilience (protective)
resources of adolescents to their positive adapta-
tion and development (Luthar & Zelazo, 2003).
They are considered on the following levels: (a)
personal, (b) of positive relations providing sup-
port of the significant others from the family
environment, (c) educational advantages of the
local environment (Ostaszewski, 2005c). The
greater are adolescent’s resources, the bigger
chance to shape his or her resilience to the risk
factors (Borucka & Ostaszewski, 2008;
Greenberg, 2006).

Adolescents with poor protective resources
usually do not see the negative consequences of
risk behaviors and fall into the trap of their illu-
sory advantages (Scull et al., 2010). The conse-
quences usually involve tendencies to experiment
with, escalate the risk behaviors as well as their
co-occurrence (Cogollo & G�omez-Bustamante,
2013; Hughes et al., 2015; Van Zundert et al.,
2012). This intensifies the negative outcomes in
fixing and deepening of developmental deficits
and distorted functioning in the social environ-
ment (Anderson et al., 2007; Scull et al., 2014).

Research results confirm this: for adolescents,
smoking in the favoring circumstances is often a
prelude to drinking alcohol and using drugs,
what significantly increases the risk of alcohol,
drug and designer drug addiction (Dzielska,
2014; JeRdrzejko et al., 2013; Mustaine &
Twsksbury, 2004; Sałaci�nska et al., 2015).
Consuming the above-mentioned psychoactive
substances (also medicines to intoxicate oneself)
by adolescents coexists with the risk behaviors
associated with aggression and verbal violence,
early sexual initiation and cyberbullying (Mazur
et al., 2009; Pickett et al., 2002; Siudem, 2013).
Adolescents who regularly engage in risk behav-
iors show lack of capabilities to solve problems
and handle emotions as well as low self-esteem
more often than their peers (Zadworna-Cie�slak &
Ogi�nska-Bulik, 2011). Dysfunctional use of the
internet results, first of all, in readiness to partici-
pate in online activities for a long time; neglect-
ing the biological, cognitive and social needs; loss
of control over time while “being online”;
increased propensity to violence; looking for
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friends in the virtual world (Kopeck�y et al., 2012;
Py_zalski, 2012; Tomczyk & Wąsi�nski, 2014;
Wąsi�nski & Tomczyk, 2015).

Co-occurrence of risk behaviors—two-aspect
perspective

In this context, modern socio-cultural changes
pose the threat of young people engaging in the
risky behaviors in two seemingly separate dimen-
sions: abuse of psychoactive substances and activ-
ity in the Internet. The two-side approach reveals
a new quality, that is, the co-existence and
mutual stimulation of both types of risky behav-
iors. Based on the present knowledge, it can be
assumed that problematic Internet use stimulates
interest in psychoactive substances whereas
increased consumption of these substances facili-
tates risky behaviors in the Internet (Ho et al.,
2014; Kelleghan et al., 2020). Thus, there is a
relation between risky behaviors connected with
psychoactive substance abuse (in particular, can-
nabis and alcohol) and problematic Internet use
(PIU), even though the direction and strength of
this relationship has not been clearly determined
(Lanthier-Labonte et al., 2020). The factor that
motivates adolescents to engage in risky behav-
iors is the growing intensity of risky behaviors
which encourage more and more bolder experi-
ments aimed at crossing the limits in stimulating
sensory impressions and experiences (Jelenchick
et al., 2016; Lanthier-Labonte et al., 2020). In
addition, a more subtle aspect of the relationship
between the use of psychoactive substances and
PIU has been revealed, namely that the two types
of risky behaviors increase the risk of becoming a
victim of both traditional and cyber bullying
(Casas et al., 2013; Chang, Chiu, Miao, Chen,
Lee, Huang, et al., 2015; Zsila et al., 2018).

The research conducted among students
(N¼ 2,069, Turkey) confirmed that one of the
factors conditioning internet addiction is regular
smoking and alcohol consumption (Alaçam et al.,
2015, pp. 383–388). Spending free time i.e. on
systematic and relatively long use of internet
cafes services was also connected with more fre-
quent smoking and alcohol consumption among
teenagers (N¼ 2,484, China) (Wu & Delva, 2012,
pp. 496–510). Co-occurrence of regular and

frequent consumption of various psychoactive
substances, especially cigarettes and alcohol, and
dysfunctional online activity has been also
pointed out in the research conducted in a Polish
drug rehabilitation center (N¼ 20, qualitative
research, Poland) (Korzeniowska et al., 2012).
The interdependence of risk behaviors performed
in the real and virtual spaces, has been revealed
also by the studies conducted in the representa-
tive group of Korean adolescents (N¼ 73,238,
2010) (Sung et al., 2013). However, the compara-
tive study on compulsive internet use performed
among university students (USA N¼ 1,182,
China N¼ 1,761) did not confirm a clear relation
between the use of psychoactive substances and
problematic Internet use (PIU) (Sun et al., 2012).

The real nature and authenticity of experiences
derived from cyberspace activity leads to a con-
clusion that the style of functioning of adoles-
cents in the web is significant for transferring
risk behaviors between the so called real world
and the virtual one (Wallas, 1999). This observa-
tion is connected with the principle of correlation
between behaviors in the real and virtual worlds.
The principle says that: (a) a person with high
creative potential and significant protective
resources, who exercises his or her capabilities in
the real world behaves in analogically in the vir-
tual world’ (b) a person with small protective
resources, who has tendency to radicalize risk
behaviors in the real world will show tendencies
toward risk behaviors also in the virtual world.
In the subject matter literature the significance of
the medium factors for the range and course of
co-occurrence of risk behaviors are considered in
the following aspects: cultural (Unger et al., 2002;
Szewczyk & Weinmuller, 2006; Szpunar, 2016),
educational (Wang et al., 2015; �Zaloud�ıkov�a
et al., 2012), environmental (Bili�nski et al., 2012;
Katainen et al., 2015; Kowalewska & Mazur,
2013; Ziemba, 2019), learning (Kubiatko, 2013;
Tomczyk & Kopeck�y, 2016; Walotek-�Scia�nska
et al., 2014).

Thus it is cognitively interesting to investigate
the specifics of co-occurrence of risk behaviors
linked to the use of psychoactive substances and
dysfunctional participation in the cyberspace. It
seems that today, the mechanism risk behaviors
in both dimensions mutually stimulating one
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another works even stronger. Promoting the
attractiveness of psychoactive substances in social
media encourages adolescents to experiment in
this area. In turn, the states of characteristic exci-
tation caused by the psychoactive substances
prompt them toward new experiences in the vir-
tual world. Thus, a conclusion is likely, that rad-
icalization of risk behaviors and their
consolidation in daily functioning of adolescents
with poor protective resources cumulates self-
destructive experiences of psychoactive substances
consumption. This fosters risk behaviors in
the cyberspace.

In this context, it is cognitively valuable to
study the nature of co-occurrence of risky behav-
iors connected with the use of psychoactive sub-
stances and problematic Internet use, set in
Polish socio-cultural perspective. The increased
use of Internet by Polish adolescents—with clear
tendency to engage in risky behaviors—has been
revealed in the research conducted in large sam-
ples of school students, as part of the project
Nastolatki 3.0 (Tana�s et al., 2017) and Polish EU
Kids Online 2018 survey (Py_zalski et al., 2019).
So far, there were no research in Poland into the
relationship between problematic Internet use
and consumption of psychoactive substances.

Methods

Research problems

The main aim of the research is to show the rela-
tionship between risky behaviors associated with
the use of psychoactive substances and problem-
atic use of the Internet. With reference to the
theoretical framework presented earlier, the
authors want to show in which areas this rela-
tionship exists. Moreover, the research is diagnos-
tic in nature, so the indirect aim is to show the
scale of risky behaviors both online and offline.

In order to further specify the main research
objective, the following detailed objectives
were identified:

� Q1: To what extent does smoking determine risk
behaviors in the internet?

� Q2: To what extent does the use of e-cigarettes
determine risk behaviors in the internet?

� Q3: To what extent does alcohol consumption
determine risk behaviors in the internet?

� Q4: To what extent does drug consumption
determine the risk behaviors in the internet?

� Q5: To what extent does intoxicating with medi-
cines determine the risk behaviors in
the internet?

� Q6: To what extent does consumption of energy
drinks determine the risk behaviors in
the internet?

The main goal of the study is to show the rela-
tions between the risky behaviors related with the
use of psychoactive substances and the problem-
atic Internet use. In reference to the theoretical
framework presented above, the authors intend
to show in which areas these type of relations
exists and how strong they are. The study is diag-
nostic, thus, its indirect objective is to present the
scale of risky behaviors in both online and off-
line world.

Research tools

The structure of the research problems presented
herein is the typical structure of methodology of
the quantitative, educational social research. As
the questions are connected with the scale and
because we present the relations between the var-
iables, we have applied the quantitative approach.
For this purpose, we used the tools which we had
used in our previous research and which were
also applied by renown Norwegian researchers
for the analysis of the mechanisms of the risky
behaviors in social media (problematic Internet
use in the first place). The selection of the tools
was motivated directly by the research problems
posed. We have applied the original version of
the Bergen Facebook Addiction Scale which was
translated into Polish, and the expanded version
research tool (survey questionnaire—youth and
psychoactive substances) used the Risk Behaviors
in Virtual Space 2.0 Scale (Wąsi�nski & Tomczyk,
2015). Bergen Facebook Addiction Scale
(Andreassen et al., 2012) został przetłumaczony i
wystandaryzowany w jeRzyku polskim
(Charzy�nska & G�o�zd�z, 2014). The final version of
the tool consists of 32 closed questions with a
complex structure of multivariant answers
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choices. The tool underwent pilot tests in the
group if 5% of the population. In addition, the
internal coherence of the tool was calculated and
amounts to 0.887, which proves that the parame-
ters of the measuring scales used are satisfactory.

Research procedure

The survey research was conducted during
September 1, 2015–September 27, 2015 in all sec-
ondary and upper-secondary schools in the city
of Czelad�z. They survey was anonymous. It was
conducted by interviewers from outside of the
schools; they had qualifications in teaching and
ensured the atmosphere of security, anonymity
and authenticity of answers. Students were
answering in a traditional way by filling in the
paper version of the research tool. The survey
began with providing instructions on how to fill
in the questionnaire. Each of the questionnaires
was numbered, and the analysis of the survey
results were performed through the STATISTICA
application. The coding procedure covered 667
correctly filled in questionnaires. The data ana-
lysis was carried out in several stages. First, the
percentage distribution of variables was calcu-
lated, then chi-squared test (v2) was calculated.
The strength of association between dichotomous
indicators was calculated through the contingency
coefficient (C), while the strength of association
for nominal multi-variant indicators was pre-
sented through Cramer’s V coefficient. Each cor-
relation also have determined confidence level (p)
and the number of degrees of freedom (df). The
direction of correlation of variables was set
through the detailed analysis of the direction
tables (Rubacha, 2008).

Sample characteristics

The research was conducted in the group of 697
students (30 questionnaires were rejected due to
errors they contained). So the sample consisted
of 667 students of secondary (25 classes
altogether) and upper-secondary (6 classes
altogether) schools functioning in the city of
Czelad�z (the Silesian voivodship, Poland). It is
82.1% of the total population of students of the
listed education levels in this city (data calculated

on the basis of statistics provided by the City
Hall) In that group 519 students attended 3 sec-
ondary schools in Czelad�z (79.6% of the popula-
tion at this education level) and 148 attended
Zesp�oł Szk�oł Og�olnokształcących i Technicznych
(General and Technical Schools) in Czelad�z
(92.5% of the population at this education level).
Therefore, the sample selection is purposeful and
exhaustive, and the sample meets the representa-
tion criterion.

It should be highlighted that 50.15% of the
respondents were girls, whereas boys constituted
49.85% of the group. 34.2% described their fami-
lies as wealthy, 58.28% as existing on the average
level while 7.52% evaluated their families as living
modestly. The average age of the respondents
was 14.85 years, which is close the median of 15.
The minimum respondents’ age was 12 years and
the maximum was 19 years. In reference to other
similar research (online risk behaviors) one can
notice similar distributions of independent varia-
bles (Kopeck�y et al., 2012; Py_zalski, 2012). The
detailed characteristics are presented in Table 1.

Ethical aspects

The research was diagnostic and was partially
conducted among the minors. Therefore, the
research procedure required several actions. The
tool was anonymous. The questionnaire did not
consist of any questions which would enable
identification of the respondents. The survey was

Table 1. Sociodemographic variables.
Sociodemographic variables N %

Total sample 667 100
Gender
Boys 49.85 332
Girls 50.15 335

Economic situation of the family
Very well 58.28 389
Average level 34.2 228
Low level 7.52 50

Family structure
Living with mother 94.15 628
Living with father 69.87 466
Living with stepfather 10.94 73
Having siblings 52.77 352
Multi-generational family 15.53 104

Structure of behavioral assessments
Excellent 17.98 120
Very good 40.45 270
Good 25.84 172
Satisfactory 12.36 82
Unsatisfactory 2.81 19
Unacceptable 0.56 4
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performed by the qualified staff who were com-
mitted to keep high ethical standards. The stu-
dents were informed they can withdraw from the
survey at any time. Participation in the research
was based on the consent of: school supervisory
authority, school management, class teachers and
the respondents. The ethical issues were also dis-
cussed with the party commencing the research
and validated by the team supervising the
interviewers.

Results

The research indicate that the probability of initi-
ation in smoking, alcohol and drug consumption
increases with the age of students. However, this
relation is basically not present for the category
of using designer drugs and medicines to intoxi-
cate oneself (Table 2).

The analysis of thresholds of initiation in tak-
ing psychoactive substances revealed that the key
age span is the age of 11–14 when the willingness
to experiment with alcohol and cigarettes
increases. Drugs and designer drugs initiation
takes place in a smaller scale and later (Table 3).

The highest level of interest in initiation in
this area is visible in students with the
lowest grades in behavior and decreases among
students whose behavior has been evaluated
higher. This regularity is reflected by the x-multi-
plication factor that describes the frequency of

initiation incidents in a given area in the groups
of students with certain grade in behavior
(Table 4).

The most frequent motivation to take a psy-
choactive substance is curiosity about the sensa-
tions and experiences of hallucinogenic
excitement caused by that substance. Relatively
often it is also a motivation to have good fun,
boredom, ease of access as well as lack of aware-
ness of future consequences described by students
as stupidity (Figure 1).

Consumption of psychoactive substances varies
depending on the time of the day. According to
students’ declarations, cigarettes are most often
smoked after and before classes, on weekends
and holidays, and—although less frequently—
during classes and at night. In turn, alcohol and
drugs are most often consumed on weekends and
holidays, and in the evenings; much less often at
night and after school.

Electronic cigarettes and energy drinks
(smoked and consumed only by 31% of students)
are treated in a specific way. First, they are com-
monly used and, second, students quite often
consider them harmless (Table 5).

The regularity of psychoactive substances con-
sumption varies depending on their type.
Cigarettes are most often smoked daily but also
occasionally, once a month, what can be associ-
ated with the so called “social smoking”. Alcohol
and other substances are usually not treated as
fixed elements of the day but rather attractive
additions to once-a-month or once-a-week events.

The vast majority of students (88.82%) declare
they use internet every day. On average, each stu-
dent spends online about 5 hours a day (the
median is 3.5 hr). The students point out to vari-
ous forms of online activities as the most attract-
ive means to organize their leisure time. Sport is

Table 2. Declaration of not consuming psychoactive substances according to the stage of education.
Declaration of not consuming psychoactive substance Secondary school students Upper-secondary school students

Smoking (cigarettes and electronic cigarettes) 62.4% 20.9%
Alcohol consumption (beer, wine, cider, vodka, cocktails) 50.4% 4%
Using substances such as: marijuana, amphetamine, hashish, heroine, LSD,

hallucinogenic mushrooms, psychotropic drugs, glues, gas from
cigarette lighters.

85.2% 52%

Using designer drugs (swallowed, sniffed, smoked and inhaled) 90.4% 83.1%
Taking medicines in order to intoxicate oneself (syrups, analgesics,

psychotropic)
85.4% 85.1%

Table 3. Declaration of psychoactive substance initiation
according to age.
Declaration of psychoactive
substance initiation

Age span crucial for
psychoactive substance initiation

Smoking initiation 13–14 years
Alcohol initiation (beer, wine, vodka) 13–14 years
Drug initiation (marijuana) 15–16 years
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the only” competition” to the internet. Except
witching movies online, the attractiveness of
internet decreases with age (Figure 2).

Students’ online activities vary from the stereo-
type ideas of high level of their IT and informa-
tion competencies, symbiotic relation with the
cyberspace and creative use of the latter to
develop new initiatives or concepts. Most of the
students evaluate their competencies in handling
new technologies as low and declare quite a big
distance toward risk behaviors in the cyberspace.
They use the internet primarily to maintain their
activity in social media and create their image by
posting private photographs and favorite music.
Students use network technologies in a multitask-
ing manner, to perform many activities simultan-
eously in order to dynamize and multiply their
online experiences (Table 6).

The social aspect of online activity is crucial
for students regarding their sense of active par-
ticipation in the virtual dimension of social life;
life that is monitored and commented by peers

on daily basis. It is also crucial for building one’s
own status in the peer group (Table 7).

In general, students are not aware of the risk
of addiction to psychoactive substances, except of
smoking (13.8%) and energy drinks (7.2%).
However, an opposite tendency is revealed in
terms of their own activity in the internet: 153
students (22.6%) are concerned about getting
addicted while as much as 466 students (68.41%)
declare they know someone who is engaged prob-
lematic Internet use. Many of them are not able
to decide whether they have problems with over-
using the internet (18%).

The research results show a relation between
some aspects of risk behaviors in students and
using psychoactive substances and dysfunctional
participation in the internet (Table 8).

There is a tight association between risk behav-
iors in the real space, that are to intensify the
experiences of smoking, alcohol and marijuana
consumption, and the tendency to extend the
time of online activity. Extending the time spent

Figure 1. Type of psychoactive substance and most frequent motivation.

Table 5. Declaration of harmless character of some psychoactive substances.
No own opinion Not harmful Harmful

Electronic cigarettes in comparison to tobacco cigarettes 25.9% 27.3% 46.8%
Energy drinks 25.8% 21.9% 52.3%

Table 4. The level of interest in psychoactive substance initiation.
Behavior grade

Multiplication factor of 0.23 among students declaring initiation experience in using psychoactive substances Excellent
Multiplication factor of 0.64 among students declaring initiation experience in using psychoactive substances Very good
Multiplication factor of 0.45 among students declaring initiation experience in using psychoactive substances Good
Multiplication factor of 1.27 among students declaring initiation experience in using psychoactive substances Satisfactory
Multiplication factor of 2.4 among students declaring initiation experience in using psychoactive substances Unsatisfactory
Multiplication factor of 8.1 among students declaring initiation experience in using psychoactive substances Unacceptable
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online is a tendency typical for all internet users,
yet students who take the risk of experimenting
with the mentioned psychoactive substances stay
online much longer than their peers who do not
take such risk (Figure 3).

Discussion

Activity of students in the Internet reflects the
norms and behavior patterns that dominate in

Figure 2. Preferred forms of leisure activities.

Table 6. New technologies and evaluation of own competences and behaviors in social media space.
Students’ IT and information competences

Internet activity
Constructing a website on their own 33.4%
Running a blog or own website 15.7%
Publishing information about oneself in the form of photographs, favorite music 50%

Attitude toward own IT and information competencies
Compared to peers, above average IT knowledge and skills 35.9%
Compared to Informatics teachers, above average IT knowledge and skills 38.2%

Style of functioning in the context of new network technologies
Internet is the priority among my interests 18.8%
Spending every free day in front of computer 19.2%
Extending time spend with computer 22.8%
Dislike toward forms of spending free time other than computer and network 29.8%
Frequent use of computer at night 13.7%
Multitasking 87.9%
Daily use of Facebook 72.8%
Regular/occasional illegal downloads of movies, music and software 20.3%/33.9%

Attitude toward risk behaviors in the internet
A will to hide own activity in the internet before others 19.7%
Declaration of knowing people who engage in problematic Internet use 68.1%
Awareness of risk of problematic Internet use 22.6%

Table 7. The specifics of online activity in social
media services.
Social aspect of internet activity

Number of hours of daily activity on Facebook
Participation in the social media service from 0.5 to 2 hours/day 50.2%
Participation in the social media service from 2.5 to 4 hours/day 12.6%
Participation in the social media service for more than
4 hours/day

12.2%

Number of Facebook friends
Number of friends up to 100 people 4.6%
Number of friends from 100 to 400 people 20.1%
Number of friends above 400 people 24.9%
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their peer groups and which encompass, in an
integral way, the real dimension of social reality
along with its virtual correlate. Usually, different
forms of this activity do not cause negative effects
and are not considered risk behaviors. Contrary
to the consumption of psychoactive substances,
the threshold of risk in the virtual sphere, con-
nected with the high probability of occurrence of
negative consequences is harder to reach. It
requires mental and time-wise engagement reor-
ganizing the daily schedule according to internet
activity (Tomczyk & Solecki, 2019; Yıldız Durak,
2020). Reaching the threshold of risk is nor usu-
ally connected with incidental events. Without a
doubt, today recognizing one’s own behavior in
the context of risk behaviors is more difficult
(Young, 2009). The source of this difficulty are
blurred norms and behavior patterns. They con-
fuse students and create a room for false inter-
pretations of certain activities as conventional
behaviors that lead to the completion of develop-
mental tasks. The interpretation of the problem-
atic Internet use as a risky behavior is still
unclear. Considering time as the important deter-
minant of the right and negative use of the social

media, there are many disputable methodological
issues related to this particular factor. Time
becomes less and less significant when it comes
to determine the problematic Internet use (Kir�aly
et al., 2014; Fineberg et al., 2018). The way media
is used becomes much more important, as well as
the impact of digital media on the offline activ-
ities and the nature of psychosocial functioning
mediated by the Internet (Bayraktar, 2017;
Py_zalski et al., 2019).

In this context, the way most students function
online (about 80%) should fall into the category
of conventional behaviors. They treat Internet as
the space that enables different forms of social
activities. It serves primarily as means of enter-
tainment (listening to music and watching online
movies, playing network games), source of infor-
mation (daily browsing) and first of all, to create
one’s own image which shapes the character of
relations in the peer group (Demetrovics et al.,
2016; Tomczyk & Selmanagic-Lizde, 2018). It
involves regular, daily updates of own profile in
order to raise interest in oneself, that is, creating
one’s own image in social media (mainly
Facebook, Instagram). The key indicators of

Figure 3. Association between intensive experiences of smoking, consumption of strong alcohol (vodka) and marijuana, and ten-
dency to extend the duration of online activity.
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attractiveness and popularity of a person is their
constant presence in a social media service as
well as considerable number of friends.
Understanding how do young people function in
the cyberspace allows to redefine our interpret-
ation of the risky behaviors, also in the context
of the changes which take place in the virtual
world. More and more time spent using social
media by both adults and adolescents and over-
lapping online and offline worlds force us to con-
sider redefining the risky behaviors mediated by
digital media—as proved, among others, by the
recent results of the global research such as EU
KIDS Online (Livingstone et al., 2015; Smahel
et al., 2020).

The dysfunctional dimension of online activity
is relevant for one in five students and is recog-
nized in the functional as well as mental sphere.
In the functional sphere it is about daily schedule
in which Internet activity is treated as the priority
and all others life activities are subdued to it. The
mental sphere involves intellectual and emotional
engagement in the virtual world, an inclusion in
the virtual reality of social relations
(Subrahmanyam & Smahel, 2010). And the per-
spective of this inclusion is then applied to rela-
tionships in the real world. Students treat the
virtual world as the goal in itself, where the
meaning of norms and behavior patterns
acknowledged in the real world is being made
relative. They are driven by the need to draw
attention to their social media profiles, view
other’s profiles, blogs and websites in search for
new information, events, contacts. These students
reveal tendencies to (a) reducing other interests
to the advantage of the Internet, (b) extending
the time spent online in each free moment, (c)
gaining a growing number of friends in their
social media profile, (d) illegal downloading con-
tent available online, (e) hiding their online activ-
ity before others. At the same time, they are
aware of breaching the norms and behavior pat-
terns adopted by the real world, as well as the
threat of problematic using of Internet
(Andreassen et al., 2017; Kuss & Griffiths, 2011).
The hitherto discussion on the PIU symptoms,
FOMO, Internet addiction (the term which is
often criticized due to the lack of clear diagnostic
criteria) has resulted in many publications

presenting divergent diagnostic factors.
Additional difficulty is the matter of determining
the thresholds of repeatability of the certain phe-
nomena, which would enable clear classification
of the certain behavior determinants. The selected
research (Tomczyk & Potyrała, 2019) have
revealed the number of discrepancies between the
intense and problematic (risky) use of the
Internet. The situation seems much simpler when
it comes to classification of the offline risky
behaviors among the adolescents, mainly due to
the legal conditions but also less clear but evenly
important cultural and social aspects.

Co-occurrence of students’ risk behaviors in
the two-aspect approach is seen in several layers:

Q1: Regular and frequent smokers show strong
tendency to be constantly present in social media,
they experience difficulties and are aware of
failed attempts in organizing their own leisure
activities outside Facebook. Even occasional
smoking is the factor that evokes tendency to
extend the time spent online at night. In turn,
the practice of saving pocket money to buy psy-
choactive substances, which itself is already a
form of nurturing the addiction to certain sub-
stances, releases the ability to apply critical self-
assessment in terms of reality of becoming a
problematic using of Internet. This relationship
has been confirmed in other studies which were
conducted using similar methodology but in
completely different cultural settings (different
territory) (Lee & Lee, 2017; Morioka et al., 2016).

Q2: Similar to tobacco smokers, students who
use electronic cigarettes and, at the same time,
claim they are harmless, experience great difficul-
ties in organizing their free time outside
Facebook. Simultaneously, they openly declare
they are addicted to the Internet. Intensive use of
social networked portals is now more and more
often associated with FOMO. The results of the
research into FOMO and psychoactive substances
confirm that both problems are characterized
with low self-control (Omer, 2020) but they can
also result from the developmental issues (experi-
menting, attempts to cross the legal, cultural and
social boundaries). Thus, when developing
hypotheses about the causes of the co-existence
of some phenomena, we need to remember the
above mentioned factors, also pointed out by
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other researchers who study risk and adolescence
(Sung et al., 2013; Li et al., 2014).

Q3: Students who drink various kinds of alco-
hol (beer, vodka) admit they often illegally down-
load content from the internet, mainly video,
music and software they consider attractive.
Students who consume strong alcohols (mainly
vodka), show strong attachment to the regular
participation in social media. In situations of no
access to it they are sad and this feeling cannot
be compensated by other forms of activities. The
lack of alternatives as a stimulator of the risky
behaviors is a typical factor for both online and
offline space (Tomczyk, 2019). When interpreting
the correlations between the risky behaviors, we
need to consider many important intervening
variables, namely available ways of spending free
time in the local environment, the role of family
in the leisure activities or having a hobby outside
the offline space. These correlations are interest-
ing but they do not explain the wider context.

Q4: Students who have experimented with
glue-sniffing show strong determination to hide
this fact before other people, stronger than in
case of those who experiment with smoking
marijuana. This is probably due to the negative
attitude toward glue-sniffing quite commonly
expressed by the society, which is not so visible
in terms of marijuana (at least not to such
degree). However, in both cases they tend not to
boast about their experiences. Hiding risky
behaviors, both online and offline, may hinder
the estimates of the relationships between the
both forms of risky behaviors among the adoles-
cents. This is a universal challenge for the quanti-
tative research conducted among the young
population. In addition, classification of a certain
behavior as risky will be located in a different
place on the scale of acceptability, depending on
age, religiousness, awareness or parental control
(Mikaeli Manee & Aria, 2018; Szkodny &
Kaczor-Szkodny, 2018).

Q5: The students covered with the research
use medicines to intoxicate themselves sporadic-
ally. However, the few who have such experiences
reveal (like the glue-sniffers) difficulties with con-
trolling their participation in social media, thus
they try to limit this online activity. When pre-
senting this type of correlation, we need to

consider the issues related to experimenting dur-
ing the adolescence and addictions. For many
adolescents experimenting is their typical activity.
However, a frequently repeated risky behavior,
both online and offline, is connected with the
low level of self-control. Increasing self-control in
the context of risky behaviors may contribute to
the reduction of such behaviors offline (Li et al.,
2013; Mei et al., 2016).

Q6: Students who regularly consume energy
drinks reveal a tendency similar to the way they
function in “reality”. It is the tendency to stimu-
late moods and feelings as they look for intense
sensations online. It is confirmed, both, by fre-
quent and illegal content downloads and by the
willingness to hide their own online activity from
others. Young people may not consider many
risky behaviors as actually risky or illegal. This
may include digital piracy (Tomczyk, 2018) or
regular consumption of the selected psychoactive
substances like already mentioned energy drinks
(Kumar et al., 2015). This depends on the chang-
ing social norms, pro-health education and eth-
ical attitude toward the use of new media. This
report is an example of such classification limita-
tion which results from the subjective nature of
the issue.

The analysis of the research results indicates
that there is the following correlation between
the use of psychoactive substances and risk
behaviors in the internet:

a. adolescents presenting lower level of risk
behaviors in terms of psychoactive substances
consumption less frequently undertake risk
behaviors in the cyberspace;

b. the use of psychoactive substances by adoles-
cents in order to simulate strong physical and
intellectual excitement co-occurs with taking up
risk behaviors in the internet identified with
the higher level of excitement;

c. strong addiction to a psychoactive substance
reduces self-control in adolescents and their
ability to protect themselves from compulsive
behaviors in the internet; behaviors that are
regular and entail consequences unpredictable
to some extent (mainly excessive use of social
media services and illegal content download);
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d. adolescents who tend to use psychoactive sub-
stances (strong cigarettes, alcohol and mari-
juana) often and on regular basis show
propensity to escalate their risk behaviors in
the cyberspace. They do so despite being aware
of the self-destructive nature of such behaviors
and the real danger of falling into
net addiction.

Strengths and limitations

The quantitative research conducted among the
adolescents are, by nature, limited to some
extent. We may obtain inaccurate data. This may
happen in several cases. First, when the questions
address situations which are socially unacceptable
or entail criminal liability. Thus, an error may
occur in such data. In order to eliminate this
limitation, every respondent could have refused
to fill the anonymous questionnaire. The students
were also assured of the full anonymity of the
research and informed that the data will be used
for scientific purposes only. Another important
limitation is the territory. The data collected
enable generalization in only one of the cities
located in the Silesia region, Poland. The sample
is not representative for the whole Poland.
However, given the common characteristics of
today’s teenagers and similar research performed
in Poland (Py_zalski, 2012), we may allow the pos-
sibility of generalization and transferring the
results to other cities with similar characteristics
(for example, similar population).

Conclusions

Dysfunctional online activity of secondary and
upper-secondary school students is expressed in
different risk behaviors than the activity of those
who consume psychoactive substances. However,
distinguishing between these two aspects of activ-
ity for analytical purposes does not change the
fact that in practice, when some conditions are
met these aspects may complement and deter-
mine each other (Pawłowska et al., 2014; R€ucker
et al., 2015). These conditions are first of all con-
nected to the limited resources that students have
to protect themselves from the risk factors. It
seems that this may explain different reactions to

the risk factors among students, although they
generally act upon the motivation (often thought-
less) to fulfill their curiosity about new experien-
ces and sensations, and willingness to have a
good fun (Zhdanko, 2019).

While evaluating students’ risk behaviors in
the context of psychoactive substances use, it
needs to be emphasized that mental openness to
the latter is not strictly connected with low
behavior grades at school. Lack of proper support
from the family and misinterpretation of risk
behaviors as the ones that enable them to com-
plete their developmental tasks by “taking a short
cut” is the reason why students with” unac-
ceptable” grades show much higher interest in
psychoactive substances than their peers.
Defining their own risk behaviors in the context
of conventional behaviors takes place in compari-
son to the norms valid in their peer group they
identify with or aspire to. Therefore, they are not
interested in every type of psychoactive substan-
ces (Boyer et al., 2005; Chiao et al., 2014;
Department Of Justice, 2002; Park & Drake,
2015). This tendency can be observed on the
example of significant growth of interest in some
psychoactive substances (cigarettes, alcohol, mari-
juana) among upper-secondary school students
with concurrent low interest in experiments with
other substances available on the market
(designer drugs and medicines) among secondary
school students (Haug et al., 2012; Mercken
et al., 2009).

The illusion of being able to decide for them-
selves independently and accelerated maturing
into adulthood, that allows to impress their class
and school mates causes students to respond
positively when strangers from outside the school
offer them psychoactive substances. They are an
important risk-bearing factor toward taking up
risk behaviors, especially regular, increasingly fre-
quent and repeated ones. These people contribute
the most to alcohol, drug (mainly marijuana and
designer drugs) and medicine initiation of the
researched students. Their behaviors and lifestyle
are often modeled by students who excite in
themselves the fascination in new experiences
and sensations, falsely assigning the meaning to
the experienced “dreamlike” states.
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Another element of socially accepted, the so
called familiarizing with psychoactive substances
is the belief in their harmlessness and a sense of
full control over one’s own reactions to them.
The sense of harmlessness and self-control is
developed and established through regular (most
often once a month) consumption of energy
drinks, electronic cigarettes and marijuana.
Declarations of students imply that these substan-
ces are not identified with risk behaviors due to
the quite common conviction about their harm-
lessness or very low harmfulness. Then, con-
sumption thereof is not only accepted by the
peer group but may even be admired. Occasional
character of such incidents additionally limits the
possibility of occurrence of visible negative psy-
chosomatic symptoms that would serve as a dis-
couragement against further experiments.
Students begin to grow in confidence that they
are immune to such stimulants. This state is par-
ticularly dangerous for students with low reserves
of protective resources. It encourages them to
increase the amount and frequency of consumed
substances (Chang, Chiu, Miao, Chen, Lee,
Chiang, et al., 2015; Cranwell et al., 2016).
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