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Abstract: The ability to respond to complex demands in a hypermediated society such as the
current one, in young people who navigate the digital world, demands a combination of practical
skills, knowledge, values, and social components mobilized together to influence the ways of
communicating, acquiring values, and training. Taking this context into account, the following
research aims to discover if there is a relationship between the use of the Internet and the social
values perceived by university students highlighting the variables of gender, age, and academic
year. Regarding the methodology, the type of study is non-experimental with a correlational design,
with a sample of 305 university students from the faculties of human and social sciences, as well as
education in the Spanish and Chilean context. To collect data on the variable presence of social values,
the “Social Values Questionnaire” was developed, and to collect data on variable Internet use, the
“Internet Use Questionnaire” was constructed, considering reliability criteria. The results revealed
that most university students that use the Internet can identify social values and use them when they
communicate with classmates, friends, and family, although with certain differences when looking at
the variables analyzed. In conclusion, it is important to promote the ethical and responsible use of the
Internet and social networks among young university students because it promotes the development
of personal skills and social values.

Keywords: higher education; Internet; communication; values; student perception

1. Introduction

The Internet has become a tool that is used not only to communicate across vast
distances, but to also influence the life, behavior, and attitudes of citizens [1–3]. This new
way of communicating has generated, according to Dentzel [4], a social debate on the
forms of communication brought about by the Internet. These new ways of communicating
between people through the Internet have increased the use of social networks or digital
applications [5–7]. These aspects affect social relations because it frees people from their
geographical space and at the same time construct new communities. Children, adults,
and young people acquire new communication patterns and values that influence their
behavior [1,2]. This is a focus of interest of this study, in which it becomes necessary to
study how young people perceive the acquisition of values in the digital context in which
they live, considering that they acquire specific patterns that influence their development.

Following this line, not only the Internet, but the media, in general, has become a
symbolic representation. In this sense, it is noted that “the change from social life to
virtual life through social networks is one of the greatest dangers of the abusive use of new
technologies for young people” [8] (p. 1). In particular, the Internet and social networks
that characterize it, have an undeniable impact on the user’s behavior and acquisition
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of values [9–11] because they become generators of content and information [12]. Today,
this fact is accentuated, as interactivity has become the modus operandi of society in
general and specifically of young people. Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube are
synchronous and asynchronous communication channels, as stated by authors such as
Túñez and Sixto [13], which transmit not only information and content but also values and
forms of behavior that influence the construction and development of personality. “The
digital generation is being the first to experience a series of drastic changes in accessing and
processing information” [8] (p. 2), a fact that irremediably triggers new ways of behaving,
acting, and even interpreting the reality to which all young people have access [14,15].
These ways of understanding and acting on the Internet with oneself and with others,
of acquiring values and behaving on the networks, are some of the questions that have
given rise to the study presented in this paper. To this end and considering what the
true vision of the protagonists of these networks is, the aim focuses on discovering what
the perception of young people is [9] on the use of the Internet and social values. To
make understand their views, to detect the possible needs, interests, and realities with
which they live within the Network [16] (p. 16) “... the truly important thing is not
knowing that he/she is able to produce or consume, or to reflect about what kind of
relationships he/she can establish with the media or the environment, but at what expense,
with what values and with what ethical principles”. In other words, values, ethical
behaviors in networks and media are fundamental for a better understanding of these
new communication processes. In this sense, it is worth highlighting the statement made
by Castells [17] when he indicated that “the Internet is an instrument that develops, but
does not change behaviors, but rather behaviors are appropriated by the Internet and,
therefore, are amplified and enhanced from what they are” (p. 8). In addition to this, it is
worth noting the relevance of the proper use of the Internet and social networks as digital
leisure spaces [18] where adolescents socialize [19]. These are places of coexistence and
participation; locations in which privacy and identities are established as basic pillars to
be safeguarded. Nevertheless, it can be stated that “in general, young people use social
networks as an extension of their social life and not as a substitute” [20] (p. 124). However,
unquestionably “social networks increase the possibility of individual views, opinions and
issues being incorporated into the public sphere” [21] (p. 274), a fact that has a determining
influence on the construction of users’ personalities. Undeniably, “social networks have
become the key tool for communication and interaction among young adolescents that
has given rise to a new digital coexistence” [22]. However, social networks also generate
addiction and must be analyzed in detail [23]. This is the point where the value of use
should be emphasized since technology in itself is not pernicious. The negative aspect lies
in the different aspects linked to its use and management. In this sense, the role of education
is key to analyzing the different individual and social skills or competencies that society
demands specifically and in general. Therefore, it is necessary, as indicated in the title of
the Unesco report [24], to rethink education and develop new training approaches [25].

The current situation and context require “new forms of education that foster the
competencies that societies and economies need today and tomorrow” [24] (p. 3). Beyond
the learning of knowledge, it is necessary to consider the axiological dimension of critical
competence [26] needed in the digital society [27]. A media ecosystem [28] in which
audiovisual content is spread immediately implies a notable diffusion of values and
counter-values [29] that citizens and young people must detect. Therefore, in the academic
field, specifically in higher education, it has been observed that the Internet and its tools
have taken a fundamental role [30], especially this last year with the pandemic, in which the
increase of a digital divide has been noticed [31], or the negative effects of the suspension
of classes have been experienced. Faced with this new situation in which social networks
are present in a hegemonic way, values, skills, and competencies must be rethought and
included in the curricula, because according to Cotino [29], alluding to a United Nations
report [32], the use of digital technologies involve risk for human values in education
and quality; therefore, they need to be known, evaluated, and acted upon so that they
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are respected. In this sense, some authors [33] state that the arrival of the European
Higher Education Area (EHEA) has generated rethinking on how to manage the training
of university students, the future professionals who will be agents of change in which
they must be educated in ethical, social, and civic values. These are skills that the digital
society demands from the so-called millennials [34] or the so-called by Children’s Space,
Generation T; skills that should be present in the training of all university students since
they constitute the future professionals [35]. This means that professionals should use ICTs
and multiple devices [36] with minimum skills for accurate performance. Teaching this
must be accompanied by new methodologies that adapt to current demands, new ways of
teaching among which are active methodologies that favor learning and the acquisition
of skills in an active way, focused on the student [37–40]. These are innovative ways of
teaching that aim to develop in students, from an early age [41], the necessary skills to
identify values and counter-values in the environments to which they are exposed.

These are forms of teaching that take into account emotional competencies [42] directly
related to values [43]. In the university context, the Tunning Project refers to values as a
fundamental part of the competencies of higher education students. A project that can be
considered key to the training of network users who indirectly demand media literacy [16]
that empowers them [44]. In addition, it can be stated that values are the cornerstone of
education and must be taken into account in the integral education of students that allows
them to become active users [45] capable of producing and designing content [46]. This
ability to produce and design, not just consume, requires an active role to detect the values
transmitted by different media; an aspect that undoubtedly constitutes an advantage when
using social networks [47]. That is to say, an education that allows them to participate in
on- and off-line life [48]. These reasons justify the interest and need for research such as the
one presented here, which seeks, in the digital society also known as multiscreen [49], to
understand the perception that the participating sample has of the transmission of values
through the Internet.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Data Collection

This study was non-experimental with a correlational design because it aimed to
analyze relationships between variables [50]; how they occurred, naturally, without any
type of intervention was observed, in order to investigate associations. Likewise, it is
considered transactional research [51,52] because it was conducted at a specific moment or
a single time.

The objective of the study was to determine the relationship between Internet use and
the social values perceived by university students, highlighting the variables of gender,
age, and academic year, in terms of whether these values are identified by students when
they relate to peers, friends, and family through Internet use.

Throughout the study, when reference is made to Social Values, it considers the
following: Friendship, Cooperation, Creativity, Honesty, Equality, Freedom, Respect, Re-
sponsibility, and Solidarity. The selection of these values was based on what was specified
by some authors in their studies [33,53,54] and with the purpose of understanding which
social values had a greater incidence in students. Moreover, a pilot test was conducted,
which, as Díaz-Muñoz [55] refers to, is a small study to provide relevant information to
improve the methodological and procedural aspects of future research; therefore, a pilot
group of 50 university students was selected for this study.

2.2. Participants

A non-probabilistic, incidental sampling method was used [56–58], selecting the
samples by accessibility to the higher education centers. The study sample consisted of
a total of 305 university students from Spanish public universities (3) and one Chilean
university, all belonging to the faculties of human and social sciences and education (see
Figure 1). In the case of the students, these were in the first and second cycle of their studies,
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with 59% of them under 20 years of age, 39% between 20 and 30 years of age, and 2% over
35 years of age. It should also be noted that the majority were female (85%).
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Figure 1. Study sample in percentages.

2.3. Instruments

To collect and measure data on the presence of social values variables, the “Social
Values Questionnaire” was developed, consisting of five dimensions: (1) Internet trans-
mits values; (2) Internet promotes values; (3) Identification of values with peers in Inter-
net communication; (4) Identification of values with friends in Internet communication;
(5) Identification of values with family members in Internet communication, with a total
of 37 items and a Likert scale with 5 response options. To develop the questionnaire and
determine the validity of the instrument, an expert panel of four university professors who
specialized in the subject studied linked to the areas of education and science were used. In
addition, convergent validity and discriminant validity were carried out. Positive correla-
tions were considered evidence of convergent validity, while negative correlations and the
absence of correlation were considered evidence of discriminant validity [59], and it was an-
alyzed using the Pearson correlation coefficient [60,61]. The questionnaire was completed
online by the university students, who answered it voluntarily and confidentially.

Regarding the reliability of the instrument, the analysis was performed with Cron-
bach’s alpha because they were polytomous questions [62]. They obtained a coefficient
of 0.865 making it a very reliable instrument, as according to Soler Cárdenas and Soler
Pons [63], Cronbach’s alpha is a coefficient that takes values between 0 and 1, and the closer
it is to the number 1, the greater the reliability of the instrument.

For data collection on variable Internet use, the “Internet Use Questionnaire” was
constructed (see Table 1), composed of six dimensions: (1) Relevance of Internet use;
(2) Years of Internet use; (3) Identification of values with peers in Internet communication;
(4) Hours per week of Internet use; (5) Purpose of Internet use to obtain information;
(6) Purpose of Internet use for entertainment, with a total of six items, of which five were
polytomous and one was dichotomous. Likewise, the analysis to verify the reliability of the
instrument was not performed, because the questions were of ordinal scale (qualitative).
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Table 1. Description of the instrument for variable Internet use.

Dimension Items

Gender 1

Age 2

Institution 3

Specialty 4

Academic Year 5

2.4. Procedure

To carry out this study, the research had the authorization of the university students,
who participated voluntarily and anonymously. Once the results of the questionnaires
were completed by the students in Excel, they were organized and categorized by a scale
for the test of the presence of social values on the Internet. Likewise, the relationships
between variables were analyzed by means of the Spearman’s rho non-parametric test for
non-normality of the data, which was co-run in SPSS v20 software, with a p-value of <0.05,
which rejects the null hypothesis for each hypothesis.

To verify whether the type of distribution of the data was normal and because the sam-
ple was greater than 50, the Kolmogorov–Smirnov goodness-of-fit test was used [62,64,65].
For there to be normality in the data it should be considered that p => 0.05, if this is con-
trasted then parametric tests are used for the statistical contrast [64], but if p =< 0.05, the
distribution is not normal and non-parametric tests are used [62].

As can be seen in Table 2, all variables and dimensions do not present normality for
having a p-value less than 0.05; therefore, Spearman’s rho non-parametric test was used to
verify the correlation coefficient between the variables [62,66,67].

Table 2. Kolmogorov–Smirnov normality analysis.

Kolmogorov–Smirnov

Statistic gl Sig.

Relevance of Internet usage 0.396 305 0.000

Years of Internet use 0.326 305 0.000

Hours per week of Internet use 0.313 305 0.000

Purpose of Internet use to
obtain information 0.371 305 0.000

Purpose of Internet use to communicate 0.358 305 0.000

Purpose of Internet use entertainment 0.269 305 0.000

Internet transmits values 0.514 305 0.000

Internet promotes values 0.380 305 0.000

Values with peers 0.527 305 0.000

Values with friends 0.529 305 0.000

Values with family members 0.519 305 0.000

Values in general 0.521 305 0.000

Gender 0.511 305 0.000

Age 0.381 305 0.000

Institution 0.249 305 0.000

Specialty 0.323 305 0.000

Academic year 0.487 305 0.000
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3. Results

The results of the research were based on the hypotheses proposed and the corre-
sponding treatment of the data obtained. In the first instance, and referring to Table 1,
it was observed that student perception regarding the identification of social values is
significantly related to gender, age, institution, and academic year. A medium positive
correlation was found for gender (p = 0.049) and academic year (p = 0.049) [68]. Therefore,
the general hypothesis (H1) is accepted: There is a relationship between Internet use and
social values from the perception of university students with regards to the purpose of
using the Internet, according to gender and academic year (Table 3).

Table 3. Relationship between Internet use and the identification of social values in general, according
to the purpose of Internet use for communication.

Presence of Values on the Internet
Use of the Internet

Purpose of Internet Use for Communication

Students’ perception Spearman’s correlation Sig.

Identification of
values (general)

According to Gender 0.113 0.049 *

According to Age 0.103 0.074

According to
Academic year 0.113 0.049 *

* p < 0.05 significant difference. Source: By the authors (2021).

In Table 4, it is observed that the relevance of internet use is related to the internet
transmitting values according to gender (p = 0.037) and academic year (p = 0.039), showing
within the range of average negative correlation; while the years of internet use is related
to the internet transmitting values according to gender (p = 0.029), specialty (p = 0.028), and
academic year (p = 0.024). Likewise, the purpose of internet use for entertainment is related
to the internet transmitting values according to gender (p = 0.029), age (p = 0.045), and
academic year (p = 0.031); showing the latter as values within the range of medium positive
correlation. Therefore, the general hypothesis (H2) is accepted: There is a relationship
between Internet use and the Internet transmitting values, according to the relevance of
Internet use, years of Internet use, and the purpose of Internet use for communication.

Table 4. Relationship between Internet use and Internet transmitting values according to relevance
of Internet use, years of Internet use, and purpose of Internet use for communication.

Presence of Values
on the Internet

Use of the Internet

Relevance of
Internet Use Years of Internet Use Purpose of Internet Use

for Entertainment

Students’
perception

Spearman’s
correlation Sig. Spearman’s

correlation Sig. Spearman’s
correlation Sig.

Internet
transmits

values

According
to Gender −0.119 0.037 * 0.125 0.029 * 0.125 0.029 *

According
to Age −0.111 0.053 0.163 0.004 * 0.115 0.045 *

According to
Academic year −0.119 0.039 * 0.130 0.024 * 0.124 0.031 *

* p < 0.05 significant difference. Source: By the authors (2021).

In Table 5, it is observed that the use of the Internet and the Internet promoting values
for the purpose of using the Internet to communicate, according to gender (p = 0.041), age
(p = 0.026), and academic year (p = 0.045) are in a range of average positive correlation.
Therefore, the general hypothesis (H3) is accepted: There is a relationship between In-
ternet use and the Internet promoting values, according to the purpose of Internet use
for communication.
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Table 5. Relationship between the use of the Internet and the Internet promoting values, according
to the purpose of using the Internet to communicate.

Presence of Values on the Internet
Use of the Internet

Purpose of Using the
Internet to Communicate

Students’ perception Spearman’s correlation Sig.

Internet promotes values

According to Gender 0.117 0.041 *

According to Age 0.128 0.026 *

According to
Academic year 0.115 0.045 *

* p < 0.05 significant difference. Source: By the authors (2021).

Table 6 shows that Internet use and social values in the category of values used
in communication with peers on the Internet for the purpose of using the Internet to
communicate according to gender (p = 0.022), age (p = 0.027), and academic year (p = 0.021)
are in a range of average positive correlation. Therefore, the general hypothesis (H4) is
accepted: There is a relationship between Internet use and social values in the category
of values used in communicating with peers on the Internet, according to the purpose of
using the Internet to communicate.

Table 6. Relationship between Internet use and social values in regarding values used in communi-
cating with peers on the Internet, according to the purpose of using the Internet to communicate.

Presence of Values on the Internet
Use of the Internet

Purpose of Using the
Internet to Communicate

Students’ perception Spearman’s correlation Sig.

Values used in
communicating with
peers on the Internet

According to Gender 0.131 0.022 *

According to Age 0.127 0.027 *

According to
Academic year 0.132 0.021 *

* p < 0.05 significant difference. Source: By the authors (2021).

Table 7 shows that Internet use and social values regarding values used in communi-
cation with friends on the Internet for the purpose of using the Internet to communicate
according to gender (p = 0.004), age (p = 0.004), and academic year (p = 0.004) are in a weak
positive correlation range.

Table 7. Relationship between Internet use and social values in regarding values used in communi-
cating with friends on the Internet, according to the purpose of using the Internet to communicate.

Presence of Values on the Internet
Use of the Internet

Purpose of Using the
Internet to Communicate

Students’ perception Spearman’s correlation Sig.

Values used in
communicating with

friends on the Internet

According to Gender 0.163 0.004 *

According to Age 0.166 0.004 *

According to
Academic year 0.163 0.004 *

* p < 0.05 significant difference. Source: By the authors (2021).

Therefore, although with some weakness, it is considered that the general hypothesis
(H5) is accepted: There is a relationship between Internet use and social values regarding
values used in communicating with friends on the Internet, according to the purpose of
using the Internet to communicate.
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Table 8 shows that Internet use and social values in the category of values used in
communication with family members on the Internet for the purpose of using the Internet to
communicate according to gender (p = 0.035), age (p = 0.048), and academic year (p = 0.041)
are in a range of average positive correlation. Therefore, the general hypothesis (H6) is
accepted: There is a relationship between Internet use and social values in the category
of values used in communicating with family members on the Internet, according to the
purpose of using the Internet to communicate.

Table 8. Relationship between Internet use and social values regarding the values used in com-
municating with family members on the Internet, according to the purpose of using the Internet
to communicate.

Presence of Values on the Internet
Use of the Internet

Purpose of Using the
Internet to Communicate

Students’ perception Spearman’s correlation Sig.

Values used when
communicating with family

members on the Internet

According to Gender 0.121 0.035 *

According to Age 0.114 0.048 *

According to
Academic year 0.117 0.041 *

* p < 0.05 significant difference. Source: By the authors (2021).

4. Discussion and Conclusions

According to the results obtained and the discussion and conclusions, it should be
noted that the proposed general objective, which sought to determine whether there is a
relationship between the use of the Internet and the social values perceived by university
students, has been confirmed, highlighting the variables of gender, age, and academic year.
It is highlighted that university students are able to identify that the Internet transmits
values in their social relationships with colleagues, friends, and family.

The first hypothesis (H1) affirmed that there is a relationship between the use of
the Internet by university students and their perception of social values when using the
Internet, according to the variables of gender and academic year (p = 0.049, respectively).
These results coincide with recent research [69]. In this study, the authors affirm that
there is a presence of social values related to the use of the Internet. Additionally, other
authors [70,71] demonstrated some differences between the genders in the use of the
Internet. Although none of these investigations specify the variables mentioned here, they
do specify that there is a generalized tendency for young people to use the Internet and to
be aware that some social values are present in their communicative processes.

Likewise, several studies show that young people use the Internet for fun and enter-
tainment, as Cloquel [72] explains. It should be noted that young people are able to use
values such as respect and responsibility when communicating on networks.

Therefore, the responsible and respectful use of communication through the networks
contrasts with hypothesis H2, which states that university students are able to identify
social values when using the Internet to communicate and entertain themselves according
to gender (p = 0.029), age (p = 0.045), and academic year (p = 0.031), as Viñals [73] has also
stated that young people perceive the Internet as a means to relate, communicate, inform
themselves and also entertain themselves, especially highlighting friendship, cooperation,
freedom, and responsibility.

In relation to the following hypotheses, it should be noted that there is a relationship
between the use of the Internet and the promotion of values according to gender (0.041),
age (0.026), and academic year (0.045) in university students (H3). Another hypothesis
that has been tested is that young people are aware of the use of the Internet when they
communicate with their peers and the values that are promoted (H4), taking into account
gender (p = 0.022), age (p = 0.027), and academic year (0.021). This hypothesis (H4) is
contrasted by stating that there is a relationship between Internet use and the social values
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transmitted when students communicate with friends through the Internet according to sex
(0.004), age (0.004), and academic year (0.004). All the previous hypotheses are contrasted
with the studies defended by Ballesta, Lozano, Cerezo, and Soriano [74], in which they
affirm that 80.7% of the young people surveyed do not admit strangers on social networks,
which shows that students act responsibly. According to Miralles [75], in social networks,
there are languages, modes of expression, values, and lifestyles that influence the identity
of young people. This implies that social values are acquired. For example, Olcott et al. [76]
emphasize that to achieve an ethically mature society, the construction of individual and
collective values must develop throughout the life cycle of the person.

Likewise, another hypothesis (H6) has also been contrasted, which states that there is
a significant relationship between the use of the Internet by young university students and
the identification of social values when they communicate with family members according
to gender (p = 0.035), age (p = 0.048), and academic year (0.041). Aspects that contrast with
another study, in which the importance of the use of technologies and social networks, and
the presence of social values among young people when communicating with peers, was
seen [77]. In short, some facts that stand out from the study and according to the contrasted
hypotheses is that most university students use the Internet and are able to identify social
values and use them when communicating with classmates, friends, and family; although,
certain differences when considering the variables studied and analyzed (gender, age, and
academic year) must be taken into account.

Following the results of the study presented, as well as other cited and contrasted re-
search, it is important to educate young people to be responsible when using the Internet and,
in particular, when communicating through social networks, as stated by Martínez Ten [78]
in a guide for teachers that aims to promote the ethical and responsible use of social networks.
Encouraging the use of the Internet and social networks in the university environment [79],
promotes an increase in student motivation, cooperation, collaboration and group cohesion,
responsibility, independence, dialogue, communication, critical thinking, and the freedom to
organize and develop work, favoring positive attitudes, specific skills, and values among
students. This study is also relevant to identify how young people perceive the presence of
values on the Internet, especially since “the change in the values of society is indicative of
the change in the social structure” [80] (p. 3). Developing university teaching practices in
which values, attitudes, and competencies are promoted, is necessary to support adequate
self-esteem among young people. This is to say, to improve social and communicative skills
that allow them to solve their problems, manage their emotions, and develop protective
factors against the risks that social networks and the Internet may pose [81–85].

5. Limitations and Future Research

In relation to some of the limitations and future lines of research, it is worth high-
lighting the need to extend the sample to percentages of students from more universities,
since the current results reduce the generalization of the findings to a cohort of university
participants who perceive social values in the use of the Internet.

In addition, it is recommended that research combined with the collection of informa-
tion from teachers and management teams of higher education institutions be considered.
Likewise, although it is not the object of this study to address risks derived from inappro-
priate Internet use, it is evident there is a need to investigate in more depth the perceptions
young people have about Internet risks, analyze the components, and measure any impact
on them [86]. This is because there is evidence that such inappropriate use is related to
problems of self-esteem and impulsivity or depression [87], therefore, to the acquisition of
certain social values or counter-values.
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