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Abstract

The recent period of Internet restriction in Bangladesh, which oc-
curred from July 14 to August 5 during the anti-discrimination
student movement, had a significant impact on individuals’ lives.
This study aims to know how their communication, information
access, and daily activities were affected and how they used to cope
with that, again what were their expectations from social media
and communication tools. Through interviews with 15 individu-
als from diverse demographics, supported by qualitative analysis
and sentiment analysis, the findings provide valuable insights into
the challenges faced, experiences shared, and recommendations
offered by participants. Based on these findings, we propose design
implications to develop a robust digital infrastructure capable of
addressing similar challenges in future scenarios. Our work con-
tributes to CHI by serving as a foundation for policymakers and
designers to create effective solutions that mitigate the adverse
effects of Internet shutdowns.
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1 Introduction

The recent Internet restriction and shutdown in Bangladesh, from
July 14 to August 5, left the country disconnected from global con-
nectivity for nearly five days during the anti-discrimination student
movement. These restrictions severely affected communication, in-
formation access, and daily activities, highlighting the critical role
of Internet in modern life. The shutdown created unique challenges
for individuals, forcing them to develop coping mechanisms and
adapt to limited connectivity while also exposing design shortcom-
ings in existing digital platforms. To investigate these impacts, this
study focuses on addressing the following research questions:

e RQ1: What are the impacts of the Internet shutdown on in-
dividuals’ communication, information processing, decision-
making, and daily lives?

e RQ2: How do sentiments vary during the Internet shutdown
based on individuals’ experiences?

¢ RQ3: How do individuals adapt to the Internet shutdown,
and what roles do alternative communication, information
sources, and community networks play in decision-making
and socio-political awareness?

e RQ4: What design features and improvements in social me-
dia apps and devices could have enhanced user experiences,
safety, and adaptability during the Internet shutdown and
movement period?

After interviewing 15 individuals from different demographics, we
conducted a qualitative study and analyzed their sentiments using
various models. Findings reveal the impacts of the shutdown on
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individuals’ lives, their emotions regarding the crisis, their adaptive
strategies, and their expectations from social media and communica-
tion tools. Based on these findings, we propose design implications
to enhance digital systems for better resilience during crises. Our
work contributes to CHI by providing insights, which can help
policymakers and designers create solutions that better address the
challenges faced during future Internet shutdowns.

2 Background

The July 2024 Internet shutdown in Bangladesh was precipitated
by widespread protests following Sheikh Hasina’s controversial
fourth-term election victory, extending her 15-year rule amid allega-
tions of human rights violations. On July 1, the Anti-Discrimination
Student Movement launched protests demanding reforms to civil
service reservation quotas, marking the beginning of a significant
social outburst [11]. Tensions escalated on July 14 when Hasina
made inflammatory remarks about the protesters at a press con-
ference, further fueling nationwide agitation [33]. By July 15, the
BTRC ordered 3G and 4G Internet shutdowns in Shahbag and key
protest sites, later expanding to universities. Violence erupted when
Chhatra League activists attacked quota protesters at Dhaka Uni-
versity, and images of injured female students circulated widely
on social media, sparking nationwide condemnation. The killing
of Abu Sayed, a student at Begum Rokeya University, by police on
July 16 further intensified protests, prompting the BTRC to extend
the shutdown to 59 universities and 205 sites nationwide [34].

On July 18, the NTMC banned Facebook and YouTube, restricted
4G to 2G, and the BTRC falsely blamed Internet disruptions on
Mohakhali data center fires, a narrative debunked by journalists
from The Daily Star, who found no evidence of fire or damage at
the sites [32]. Broadband services were partially restored on July
23 and fully reinstated by July 24, but mobile Internet remained
restricted until July 28, with social media and communication apps
blocked. Protests continued into August, leading the NTMC to block
Telegram, Messenger, and Facebook on August 2. On August 4, 4G
services were suspended, and broadband was shut down on August
5. However, all Internet services were restored on August 5 when
Sheikh Hasina resigned and left the country [34].

3 Related Work

Numerous studies have explored the impacts of Internet shutdowns
[10, 26, 31, 37], individuals’ coping strategies [8, 23, 35], and design
recommendations [2, 6]. Grandhi et al. examined perceptions of
long-term shutdowns, highlighting personal and societal impacts
with implications for preparedness and design [14]. Lupien et al.
investigated Internet dependency and responses to shutdowns, re-
vealing mixed effects on work, knowledge, and social ties, alongside
offline coping strategies, with implications for education and emer-
gency management [22].

Additionally, studies focused on shutdowns during social move-
ments [15, 36]. Guntrum et al. analyzed ICT’s role in Myanmar’s
anti-military protests, examining its effects during shutdowns and
proposing solutions like offline applications and secure VPNs [16].
Similarly, Awwad et al. explored how Palestinian activists adapted
to shutdowns amid censorship and intimidation, emphasizing low-
tech, labor-intensive methods used by Hamas and the Palestinian
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Authority [5].

While extensive research has been conducted on Internet shut-
downs, their impacts, and potential design solutions during both
routine periods and social movements, this study is the first to
explore these dynamics in the context of the recent shutdown in
Bangladesh.

4 Methodology

The methodology includes questionnaire preparation, interview
conduction, transcription, organization, and analysis. A semi-structured
questionnaire was developed using existing literature, refined through
three pilot interviews, which were conducted online, and finalized
with open-ended and Likert-scale questions. Fifteen interviews
were conducted in total, including the pilot interviews (12 online
via Google Meet, and 3 in-person), with recordings processed us-
ing OBS Studio! and phone recorders. Transcriptions were refined
using TurboScribe? and Whisper-large-V33, then categorized in a
Google spreadsheet for analysis.

To capture the diverse experience of participants, we employed pur-
posive sampling to recruit 15 participants in multiple demographic
dimensions: gender, age, place of residence, and level of activity. Of
the 15 interviewees, 11 identified as male and 4 as female, 10 lived in
Dhaka and 5 lived outside, and 7 were active protesters and 8 were
passive. The age brackets were: 18-24 (6), 25-30 (4), 31-40 (3), 41 -
50 (1), 50+ (1). As the Internet shutdown and subsequent govern-
ment crackdown were in response to a student led movement, we
prioritized the broader student community and recent graduates in
order to capture the distinct experiences and perspectives of those
most directly affected by these measures.

5 Data Analysis

We employed two different methods for data analysis: thematic
analysis and sentiment analysis. Thematic analysis provided in-
sights into the overall impact, adaptation strategies, and design
implications, addressing RQ1, RQ3, and RQ4. Meanwhile, senti-
ment analysis revealed how sentiments have fluctuated during the
Internet shutdown, addressing RQ2.

We conducted thematic analysis using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase
framework [7], streamlining it into four key phases. The interviews
were transcribed and systematically reviewed, with key excerpts
highlighted and categorized into a structured dataset. Using an
inductive coding approach [9], we generated 231 distinct themes,
appearing 901 times across sections. These themes were refined
iteratively, with senior authors reviewing, merging, and reorganiz-
ing them to ensure clarity and coherence. This rigorous process
allowed a structured interpretation of the participant experiences,
which formed the foundation for our qualitative insights.

Prior works on Sentiment Analysis used various machine learning
techniques [3, 18, 20, 24, 27, 38, 40], as well as various transformer
and LLM approach [17, 19, 21, 25, 28, 30, 40] and tools [12]. Sen-
timent analysis involved selecting suitable emotion classification
models as indicated in Table 1, integrating them into an analysis
pipeline, and systematically applying them to each dataset entry.

Lhttps://obsproject.com/
Zhttps://turboscribe.ai/
Shttps://huggingface.co/openai/whisper-large-v3
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The transformer library pipeline facilitated model execution, iden-
tifying the top three emotions per entry. Results were visualized
through graphs, aggregating the top emotions for each participant
and question into a total score, offering a clear overview of emo-
tional patterns throughout the interview.

6 Findings

This section highlights the participants’ experiences, the impacts of
the shutdown on their day-to-day decision making and information
processing, and how they adapted with those. Morever, this section
also includes the recommendations and expectations of social media
apps and devices from them.

6.1 Impacts of the Internet Shutdown on
Information Processing, Decision Making
and Daily Life

Our findings revealed important aspects of the impact of the Inter-
net shutdown on individual’s life, particularly focusing on commu-
nication, information-processing and daily life.

6.1.1 Impact of the Internet Shutdown on Communication and In-
formation Processing. The Internet shutdown had profound conse-
quences on communication, disrupting critical social and economic
interactions. Most of the participants reported their struggle to
communicate with near and dear ones to get their important infor-
mation. P13 conveyed a sense of being in the dark due to a lack of
communication:

"90% of the time, we were in the dark. I struggled to
get reliable updates about my cousin, who was actively
involved in the movement. Every 2-3 days, I somehow
managed to call him to check on his well-being and find
out what was happening, but those calls were neither
smooth nor dependable." (P13)

Many participants reported significant challenges in acquiring and
verifying information during the curfews and Internet shutdowns.
Limited access to trusted sources and delayed information severely
impacted their ability to stay informed. Although a few highlighted
the reliability of basic news from selective channels, notably Jamuna
TV, significant distrust arose due to perceived government influence
and propaganda, leading to widespread skepticism and rejection.
For instance, P8 said:

"T've always been skeptical about TV news. I feel they’re
always biased towards the ruling party... During the
movement, my skepticism increased significantly, and I
stopped believing them at all. For instance, Somoy TV
often published utterly fabricated news in favor of the
ruling party, Awami League. Other channels avoided
covering important news that reflected poorly on the
ruling party, like updates on the casualties—how many
children and young adults were killed by the police
under government orders." (P8)

6.1.2  Impact of the Internet Shutdown on Decision-Making. The
absence of reliable information during the shutdown profoundly
disrupted decision-making of the individuals. A portion of the par-
ticipants expressed difficulty trusting available information sources
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and felt heavily dependent on a limited number of unreliable op-
tions, further complicating their decision-making. Again, some
participants reported that their decision-making was marked by
rushed and tough choices under restricted circumstances, often
driven by incomplete or unreliable information. P5 recounted a
narrative from his life to illustrate the severity:

"At a tea shop near our house, people were discussing
how we wouldn’t be able to buy essentials starting the
next day. Panic started to spread fast, and everyone
rushed out to stock up on whatever they could—potatoes,
eggs, rice. The atmosphere was tense, and the scramble
for supplies felt surreal.” (P5)

6.1.3 Impacts of the Internet Shutdown on Daily Life. All partici-
pants reported significant disruptions to their daily lives and so-
cial interactions due to the inability to access timely and reliable
information, which affected their ability to communicate, access
resources, and maintain normal routines. A few respondents experi-
enced tangible challenges, such as difficulties in accessing essential
resources like food, medicine, or financial services, due to the lack
of updates about the safety around their surroundings. Access to
healthcare was disrupted for some, with participants citing diffi-
culties in acquiring medical assistance and information during the
shutdown.

6.2 Sentiment Variations During the Shutdown

Employing the four different models as stated above, varying senti-
ments were detected from distinct people. As shown in Figure 1,
model 1 detected "sadness" as the dominant emotion in 8 individu-
als, "joy" in 5 individuals, and "fear" in 2 others. This clearly shows
how the shutdown resulted in significant frustration among indi-
viduals, and when they were talking about their experiences, their
sorrow was expressed. Again, some individuals had joy in their
expression because the protest was successful, and they did not lose
any of their loved ones. Morever, some expressed fear regarding
discussions of the traumatic experience throughout the shutdown
in their lives.

Similarly, as shown in Figure 2, model 2 identified "neutral" as the
dominant emotion in 10 individuals and "fear" as the top emotion in
5 individuals. This could be attributed to the predominantly infor-
mational nature of the questions, which prompted responses with
a neutral tone. Consequently, as shown in Figure 3 and Figure 4,
models 3 and 4 performed poorly, as they classified all or most
responses as "neutral,’ failing to capture the underlying emotional
context.

6.3 Adaptation Strategies and the Role of
Networks and Information Sources

Our findings revealed various coping mechanisms employed by
individuals to address communication and access challenges, mul-
timedia sharing and bandwidth limitations, as well as the role of
networks in community support and risk management

6.3.1 Adapting Communication and Access Strategies During Re-
strictions. The responses highlighted diverse strategies for adapting
to communication limitations, with phone calls, SMS, and VPNs
being the most utilized. During the complete Internet shutdown,
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No Model Name Description

1 bhadresh-savani/distilbert-base-uncased-emotion® | This model is a fine-tuned version of DistilBERT-Base-Uncased”
model, trained using the dataset from the Twitter-Sentiment-
Analysis® dataset.

2 j-hartmann/emotion-english-distilroberta-base’ | This model is fine-tuned from DistilRoBERTa-Base® model using
six datasets for emotion detection. It can identify seven types of
emotions: anger, disgust, fear, joy, sadness, surprise, and neutral.

3 michellejieli/emotion_text_classifier’ This model is fine-tuned from the model-2 to classify seven
emotion categories using a dataset derived from the transcripts
of the television show FRLE.N.D.S..

4 SamLowe/roberta-base-go_emotions!? This model is fine-tuned from RoBERTa-Base!! using the GoE-
motions'? dataset. It supports multi-label classification for emo-
tion detection, identifying a total of 28 emotions.

Table 1: Descriptions of Used Models for Sentiment Analysis
Top 3 Emotions per Interviewee (bhadresh-savani-distilbert-base-uncased-emotion)
107 Emotions
B anger
fear
 joy
8 sadness
5 61
&
°
2
©
g
>
24
2 <
0 B
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Interviewees

Figure 1: Sentiment Analysis of the Experiences of the Interviewees Using Model 1

reliance on phone calls and SMS emerged as the primary method
of communication. Despite phone calls being perceived as largely
ineffective due to high call rates, poor network quality, and the
inability to share multimedia, and SMS being limited by high costs,
character restrictions, and outdated functionality, phone commu-
nication remained an essential means of maintaining connectivity.
Interviewee P6 expressed this dual nature of phone communication:

"Using SMS was pretty annoying, but it allowed us to
reliably convey information. Given the blackout situa-
tion, even this basic utility felt like a blessing. And while
there was concrete evidence that they restricted the mo-
bile network too, they didn’t shut it off completely. So,
we relied on phone calls to stay connected.” (P6)

After phone communication, VPNs were mostly used for Internet
access during bandwidth restrictions. While many interviewees
highlighted challenges like unreliable connections, slow speeds,
and limited functionality, which made VPNs ineffective for com-
munication, some interviewees expressed satisfaction with their
performance under a mass restriction of bandwidth. Especially the
participants who used premium versions of some VPNs, expressed
higher level of satisfaction. For instance, P4 said:

"VPN was the best workaround. I mean, I was able to
access the Internet at least, be it at a slow speed. I was
able to see the people I love, I could text them, I was able
to read the news. The use experience was not great, but
it was the best we could have had back then. " (P4)
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Furthermore, some technically skilled individuals set up local servers
using alternative networks, and some utilized the BDIX[1] server, a
data exchange system among Internet service providers in Bangladesh
that operates independently of international submarine cables, to
create locally hosted servers for sharing media and communicate.
These servers played a vital role in facilitating connections among
people.

6.3.2 Coping with Multimedia Limitations and Bandwidth Chal-
lenges. Although phone-based communication allowed minimal
functionality, participants were frustrated by bandwidth limitations
that made sharing multimedia nearly impossible. Some individuals
could share multimedia using VPNs, but this method didn’t always
work well, and was not universally reliable. Again, some partici-
pants adapted by using locally hosted or BDIX servers, but their
utility was limited by reliance on the server host being online and
running, as well as low speeds in certain cases. This led many to
completely cease multimedia sharing activities. The psychological
impact of restrictions also played a role in hindering adaptation.
Some participants reported that they were unable to adapt and
investigate alternative solutions due to psychological factors, such
as feelings of vulnerability and fear of repercussions. P4 expressed
his fear in multimedia sharing:

"Additionally, there was a constant fear of sharing mul-
timedia because of the risk posed by corrupt law en-
forcement and government-backed intelligence or mon-
itoring groups. This fear made me hesitant to even try,
further hampering my ability to connect with others or
stay informed about the movement." (P4)

6.3.3 Role of Networks in Community Support and Risk Manage-
ment. Although a notable portion of participants reported no in-
volvement in or awareness of any ad-hoc communication net-
work, many actively participated in or benefited from such commu-
nity networks. Some communities lacked pre-existing networks,
but they spontaneously formed during the movement period in
response to the necessity for communication and coordination,
thereby illustrating the adaptive nature of social networks in action.
The community network was a source of assistance for certain
participants. For example, P15 expressed her appreciation:

"The online networks and community groups were my
lifeline. They kept me updated about everything—the
truth about what was happening. Without them, I would
have been completely lost." (P15)

Community networks played a significant role in spreading news in
real-time, highlighting their importance in ensuring timely updates,
maintaining situational awareness, mitigating risk, and saving lives.
P9 expressed how community networks saved her life:

"I decided to join the physical protest one day. But my

friends warned me that three young people had been
killed an hour earlier at the spot I was heading to. I
waited for an hour to avoid the life risk and joined later
when the protest regained momentum and got stronger.
So you can see that if it weren’t for this network or
group, I may as well could have been one of those three
unfortunate protesters.” (P9)
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However, some respondents highlighted certain issues of commu-
nity networks, such as the lack of authenticity in shared information
and the limited effectiveness of these groups in addressing critical
needs.

6.4 Expectations from Social Media Apps and
Devices

Given the impacts of the Internet shutdown and the coping mech-
anisms employed by individuals, participants highlighted several
design shortcomings in social media apps and devices, expressing
a strong need for targeted improvements. Flexible connectivity
solutions, such as apps capable of seamlessly switching between
networks (e.g., mobile data, Wi-Fi, or peer-to-peer), were seen as
vital for maintaining communication. P11 suggested integrating
peer-to-peer functionality into widely used platforms like Messen-
ger to improve accessibility during shutdowns, noting:

"Not many people are familiar with platforms like Bridg-
ify or Briar, so switching to those platforms suddenly
might not be feasible, even though they are good so-
lutions. Since Messenger is widely used in the country,
an additional background architecture enabling peer-
to-peer communication could go a long way in helping
people tackle situations like Internet shutdowns." (P11)

Participants also emphasized efficient data management through ad-
justable multimedia compression settings, lightweight app versions,
and low-bandwidth servers optimized for emergencies.To address
security concerns, participants proposed secure cloud backups for
rapid local deletion and data recovery, second-profile features to
display only non-sensitive content during inspections, and hid-
den input systems to redirect unauthorized access to decoy pages.
Biometric-triggered emergency modes were also suggested for in-
stantly concealing sensitive content. Additionally, localized emer-
gency alerts tailored for crises were recommended to ensure timely
updates.

Together, these recommendations underscore the need for adapt-
able and secure app functionalities to enhance resilience during
crises.

7 Discussion

This study shows how Internet shutdowns affect communication,
decision-making, and daily life, emphasizing the importance of
connectivity in modern society.

7.1 Impacts of the Shutdown and the
Challenges Faced for it

The internet shutdown exposed severe inefficiencies in social me-
dia platforms, particularly Facebook and Messenger, which failed
to support even basic text exchanges, leaving users disconnected.
VPNs provided limited access, but messages failed to send, and
multimedia sharing was impossible, worsening the crisis.

The government claimed the blackout resulted from the destruc-
tion of data centers and fiber-optic cables [4], but post-movement
findings confirmed it was a deliberate act to suppress information
[13]. Government surveillance increased fear, with many suspecting
their calls and messages were monitored, leading to self-censorship
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and avoidance of discussions on protests and crackdowns.

With social media and online news blocked, mainstream state-
aligned media dominated, spreading filtered narratives and deepen-
ing public distrust. Phone calls and SMS became the only alterna-
tives, but high costs, character limits, and restrictions on foreign
calls hindered communication. Similar measures restricting inter-
net access have been observed in Iran, Myanmar, China, and Russia
[15][16][39][29].

The lack of fact-checking fueled misinformation, as people relied on
personal networks and word-of-mouth, often spreading unverified
rumors—a pattern also seen in prior research [15]. Curfews further
restricted movement, disrupting healthcare, emergency services,
and businesses, particularly affecting freelancers and contractual
workers relying on the internet. Tensions within families grew, as
younger individuals accessed VPNs for accurate information, while
older members relied on biased TV news, a divide also noted in
Iran [15].

The shutdown exposed critical weaknesses in Bangladesh’s digi-
tal infrastructure, highlighting the urgent need for policy reforms
and resilient communication systems, discussed in the following
sections.

7.2 Adaptive Strategies

In response to the internet shutdown, people turned to phone calls
and SMS, though high costs, character limits, and congestion made
them unreliable. VPNs provided limited access, but during complete
shutdown, they became completely unusable.

Citizen journalism became a key information source, with updates
shared via SMS and word-of-mouth, though concerns about misin-
formation and manipulation remained. Fearing government surveil-
lance, people adopted self-censorship, used secondary profiles on
their smartphones, or shifted to secondary phones or button phones,
and some even pretended to support the government to avoid sus-
picion. This finding is consistent with previous work [5, 15].
Locally, ad-hoc networks and local servers hosted by tech-savvy
individuals using BDIX [1] facilitated information exchange, with
spontaneous community watch groups emerging to coordinate
efforts. While these networks provided crucial updates, their ef-
fectiveness was limited by concerns about credibility and reach.
These adaptations highlighted both resilience and the urgent need
for more robust communication infrastructures.

7.3 Actionable Design Recommendations and
Policy Guidelines for Improved Digital
Infrastructure

Based on participants’ experiences and identified shortcomings,
we propose the following recommendations to enhance digital
resilience during connectivity disruptions.

7.3.1  Flexible Connectivity Solutions. To prevent total communica-
tion breakdown, we recommend popularizing peer-to-peer network
based communication apps like Briar and Bridgify to enable offline
messaging. Early government support is essential for preparedness.
We also recommend developing hybrid-architecture based adaptive
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versions of Messenger and WhatsApp, that switch between central-
ized and peer-to-peer networks for uninterrupted communication
[16].

7.3.2  Efficient Data and Bandwidth Management. Participants faced
severe application failures under restricted bandwidth. We propose
dynamic compression, i.e., integrating adaptive compression for me-
dia to optimize transmission under network constraints. We also
propose creating lightweight, minimal versions of messaging apps
with core features for low-bandwidth use. There should also be
dedicated low-bandwidth servers to sustain critical communication
during shutdowns.

7.3.3  Privacy and Security Features. Concerns over surveillance
and forced phone inspections highlight the need for secure remote
storages, i.e., encrypted cloud backups for rapid local content dele-
tion while preserving remote access. We also recommend com-
partmentalized profiles, multiple digital identities with adjustable
privacy settings. Our recommendations also include concealed con-
versations, which are hidden chat folders with decoy access pages
for security under coercion. We also propose biometric emergency
triggers, i.e., discreet biometric shortcuts to lock or hide sensitive
content instantly.

7.3.4  Alternative Communication Channels. To enable messaging
without relying on mobile networks, we suggest proximity-based
messaging, i.e., bluetooth and NFC-based offline peer-to-peer mes-
saging. We also recommend decentralized risk notifications like,
community-driven security alerts without internet dependency.

7.3.5  Other Policy-Level Recommendations. The government should
consider a policy level implementation of distributed internet archi-
tecture, transitioning from a highly centralized internet model to a

controlled distributed network that balances preventing shutdowns

while mitigating cyber risks. Policies must also prevent mobile op-
erators from exploiting crises by drastically increasing call and SMS

rates during times of heightened demand.

By implementing these recommendations, digital infrastructure
can become more resilient, secure, and accessible during future
disruptions, ensuring continued communication and information
flow.

8 Conclusion and Future Work

This study explores the impact, adaptation, and design solutions
during the recent Internet shutdown in Bangladesh. By taking in-
terviews from fifteen individuals and doing qualitative study and
sentiment analysis from the responses, the findings highlight how
the recent Internet shutdown in Bangladesh affected individuals’
emotions, their access to information in their daily lives, their vary-
ing emotions regarding the crisis, their coping mechanisms during
the disruption, and their experiences with the existing social media
platforms and apps. By addressing their expectations, we provide
specific design implications for future systems that are anticipated
to enhance assistance for persons during Internet shutdowns. Fu-
ture research will expand the scope by including more participants,
exploring additional dimensions of the issue, and further refining
the proposed solutions to enhance their effectiveness.
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A APPENDIX
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Figure 2: Sentiment Analysis of the Experiences of the Interviewees Using Model 2
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Figure 3: Sentiment Analysis of the Experiences of the Interviewees Using Model 3
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Top 3 Emotions per Interviewee (SamLowe-roberta-base-go_emotions)
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Figure 4: Sentiment Analysis of the Experiences of the Interviewees Using Model 4
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