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Self-actualisation (identity development)

Esteem (self-esteem, confidence, achievement, respect)

Love and belonging (friendships, family, intimacy)

Safety (security resources, health)

Physiological needs (access to resources)

Adolescent motives for engaging with 
social media



Why do we need to pay 
attention? 



Children and Parents: Media 
use and attitudes report 
(Ofcom, 2024) 
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• Girls (12-17 years) are more likely 
than boys to “send supportive 
messages to friends having a hard 
time; search out share or discuss 
news stories”

• Of 8- to 17-year-olds: 

• 6 in 10 have multiple profiles on at 
least on social media account.

• 67% report that using social 
media makes them happy all or 
most of the time.

32% have seen something worrying or 
nasty online in last 12 months.

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/media-habits-children/children-and-parents-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2024/
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• 7 in 10 use to benefit their health 
and wellbeing

• An Ofcom (2023) report found that 
71% of 11-18s feel more confident 
interacting online than in person 
(53%); in particular, LGBTQ+ youth 
(69% vs 38%).

What were the benefits 
reported? (Ofcom, 2024) 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/online-safety/protecting-children/online-comms-among-children
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/media-habits-children/children-and-parents-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2024/


What do we (think) we 
know? 
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Guardian, Sun 1st Jan 2023. Author Amelia Hill article screen shot

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2023/jan/01/social-media-triggers-children-to-dislike-their-own-bodies-says-study
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CNN Article screenshot for social media concerns 23/05/2023

” One study of 6,595 US adolescents between 
ages 12 and 15 found that those who spent 

more than three hours a day on social media 
had twice the risk of symptoms of depression 
and anxiety as non-users, the report notes.”

(Riehm et al., 2019)

https://edition.cnn.com/2023/05/23/health/social-media-kids-surgeon-general-advisory-wellness/index.html
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6739732/


What does the 
evidence show us? 

SECTION ONE
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• Effects found in more recent longitudinal work 
are small to moderate (Beeres et al., 2021; 
Riehm et al., 2019; Thorisdottir et al., 2020).

• A review of 25 reviews published between 
2019-2021 showed most find weak and 
inconsistent evidence of an association 
between social media use and mental health in 
adolescence, but 3 of the 25 found large 
effects (Valkenburg et al., 2022).

• Many findings reported are cross-sectional.

▪ Kelly et al., 2018 (assessed 10,904at 14 years 
using UK Millennium Cohort study): It is 
important to look beyond relationship, to 
understand process 

Effects are smaller than represented in 
in the news… 



Viner et al. (2019) show that the relationship 
between social media use and wellbeing is 
reduced when account for cyberbullying, sleep, 
and physical activity for girls (but not for boys).  

Considering where the 
focus should be
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To have the greatest impact, we need 
to know more about other factors that 
may impact the relation between 
social media and mental health and 
wellbeing, such as supporting young 
people who may be experiences 
cyberbullying, and displacement of 
sleep and physical health.

Note recent work suggests small 
effects for social media use frustration 
and sleep deprivation, BUT ALSO for 

sleep deprivation and social media 
frustration with greater use
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• In recent years much work is cross-sectional 
(explores associations/differences between 
one or two timepoints). 

• Cannot determine what causes what. 

Importance to look more at predictors

Social 
media 

use 
Risk

Sleep?
Home?

MH?

Orben & 
Przybylski (2019)
Exploring risk for 

wellbeing in 
comparison to 
technology use 
in a sample of 

355,358 
observations.



Beeres et al (2021) completed 2-year longitudinal 
study with 3,501 14- to 15-year-olds. 

- Higher social media use = higher Strengths and 
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) scores

- BUT, no evidence of causal relationship. 

- There were no significant associations between 
changes in social media use to predict change in 
SDQ. 

- There was a weak association between changes 
in use with SDQ at each timepoint
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Longitudinal data shows small effects

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

with mental health.



Use in excess is likely to have detrimental 
consequences

Need more nuanced understanding and focus

Negative experiences online may co-occur with 
negative experiences offline

We need to work with young people
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Takeaways



Break out rooms
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Break out room discussions
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1. How do we know what evidence to 
trust?

2. If you were to devise a policy for social 
media use what would it include? 

3. What responsibility should we place on 
App and social media developers to 
keep young people safe online? 



THANK YOU

https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/prof-dawn-watling-17700652263
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