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As human’s we have a fundamental need to 
connect, to belong

Self
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Friends
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ColleaguesPets

Environment

Objects

How do we develop and 
maintain these connections?

What are the risk and benefits?  



In the media… 
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Social media 
use often 
portrayed as 
leading to 
mental health 
decline

BUT…

Orben & Przybylski 
(2019)

Exploring risk for 
wellbeing in 

comparison to 
technology use in a 
sample of 355,358 

observations.



Most research does not 
look at change over time. 

AND…

Consider if we should be looking 
out for changes in social media use 
that may indicate challenges with 

mental health.

Beeres et al., (2021)



Bans will not work: Children 
need e-safety training. 

Children’s use of SNS: Relationships with risks and benefits
• Private use & higher digital literacy = more social capital, and cyberbullying 

victimisation.
• Greater self-disclosure = more cyberbullying perpetration and victimisation 
• Greater presentation of self = more social capital behaviours

Adolescent’s perceptions of SNS risks and benefits
• Boys were less concerned about social media risks
• Online behaviours were judged as benefits of SNS use when they were to build social 

capital, for social comparison, and disclosure to family.

(Hayes, James, Barn, & Watling, 2022a, b)



Navigating a complex set of social norms: 
online behaviours

Impression 
management

• Popularity and 
progress

• Reactions as 
communicative

Social 
Support

• Pressure to support
• Support through 

reactions
• To harm others

Self-
expression

• Influence algorithm
• Expression emotions

Young 
people use 
(and 
withhold) 
reactions

(Rides, Pote, & Watling, 2024)



Navigating a complex set of social norms: 
attention when deciding to like or not
Rides, Pote, Watling (under review)

• Older adolescents (18-25 years) 
higher in social anxiety look more 
frequently at information and for 
longer
• 13-17 years higher in social anxiety 

looked more frequently when higher 
number of like nominations on the 
post
• All looked longer at negative 

comments



Risks with bans

• Do bans work? (still accessing, unregulated, 
won’t report)

• Will it detract from training? 
• How do we allow platforms to support 

vulnerable children and the communities they 
gain support from? 

• Who is ‘left behind’? 

Why are we not holding social media 
organisations accountable? 



We need time to reflect on 
the evidence

Thank you for listening


