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1. The current youth mental health and wellbeing landscape
The purpose of this paper

This paper intends to serve as a discussion starter. The National Mental Health Commission (the
Commission) wants to deepen the conversation around digital technologies and mental health so
that we can better understand what components of technology are helpful or harmful. Where digital
technologies simultaneously present opportunities and challenges, we hope to develop
recommendations that maximise potential benefits and minimise potential harms for young people.

We want to hear about your experiences with digital technologies and how they have impacted your
mental health. We’d especially like to hear from young people, parents, educators, and experts in
youth mental health and digital technologies. While we note there are many positives to digital
technology, this paper deliberately explores the issues young people are experiencing so that we can
develop solutions and provide robust policy advice to Government and the mental health and
suicide prevention sectors. We will deliver this advice in a publicly released report in September
2023.

We invite you to share your views via the survey available through the Commission’s Have Your Say
platform, which you can find here.

The short survey asks you to:
e Share your reactions to the ideas we put forward throughout this paper on how digital
technologies help or hinder young people’s mental health and wellbeing.
e Consider what should be done about the potential mental health and wellbeing impacts we
have highlighted.

When the Commission uses the term digital technology, we are referring to the electronic tools,
systems, devices, and resources that generate, store, share or process data.! Digital technologies
includes digital environments, services, and platforms — these are online spaces that may allow
access to and uploading, distributing, and sharing of content, such as social media services and
gaming platforms.? Social media refers to any online social network, which is a website or app that
allows a user to create and share content online (e.g., TikTok, Instagram).3

Research into the ways young people engage with digital technologies and the positive or negative
impacts this can have is still in early stages. As technology constantly evolves, research in this area
can become quickly outdated. As a result, the ideas we put forward in this paper should be thought
of as hypotheses, drawing conclusions based on currently available evidence. This is to help spark
new ideas that support young people as well as possible and as early as possible. Where there is only
early evidence available to support a concept, this is highlighted in the paper.

We recognise that this paper cannot speak to the diverse experiences of all young people in
Australia, and there may be further evidence we have not fully captured. We welcome you to share
additional research with us alongside any other insights you might have, and we will seek to
incorporate this into our thinking moving forward.

Background

The Commission provides cross-sectoral leadership on policy, programs, services and systems that
support better mental health and social and emotional wellbeing in Australia. There are three main
strands to our work: monitoring and reporting on Australia’s mental health and suicide prevention


https://haveyoursay.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/youth-digital-health-survey

systems; providing independent advice to government and the community; and acting as a catalyst

for change.

In 2021, the Commission began exploring the decline in young people’s mental health over recent
decades, focusing on those aged 13-25 years. Over the last fifteen years, a number of indicators of
psychological distress have been increasing at a higher rate for this age group compared to others in
Australia. Indicators include measures of self-reported distress,* self-harm hospitalisations,® rates of
anti-depressant use and Medicare Benefits Schedule (MBS) mental health service usage,® together
with service providers saying that young people have been presenting to services with increasingly
complex problems.

To investigate why this was occurring, we undertook desktop research as well as consultation with a
Youth Advisory Group convened through headspace National, alongside a Technical Advisory Group
comprised of experts in children and young people’s mental health. This process highlighted six
highly complex and interrelated drivers of increased distress, each reflective of significant cultural
changes to the world in which young people live. Figure 1 below provides an overview of some of
the documented changes that may be contributing to increased distress.
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Figure 1. Overview of possible drivers of increased mental ill-health across six domains

A focus on digital technologies and youth mental health
Our deep dive led us to conclude that one of the most dynamic, impactful and unexplored facets of
young people’s developmental experience relates to the significant expansion of digital technology.
We know this is just one of many components affecting youth mental health, but it is one we are
seeking to understand more deeply. More than simply a mechanism or tool for doing things, digital
technologies are an intrinsic part of the environment in which we all now live, learn, relate, and
grow,’ with schools, workplaces, and communities all increasingly reliant on digital technology to



function. Given the significant expansion of digital technologies into all areas of our lives, the
Commission is exploring how digital technologies are impacting young people’s mental health and
wellbeing.

We acknowledge that social media is only one element of our increasingly digitised world, and a
small component of what young people engage with on a regular basis. Schools, workplaces,
community spaces, and even our homes are increasingly digitally connected. While it is often
suggested that social media is the main cause of the decline in youth mental health, we believe it is
important to explore the impact of digital technologies more broadly.

Many people are concerned about the impacts of digital technologies on young people, including
young people themselves.? Young people have been subject to significant scrutiny about their use of
digital technology, and in response, there has been considerable work done to support young people
to be safe online (see the work of the eSafety Commissioner). However, the responsibility does not
sit with users of digital technology alone — some apps and platforms are designed specifically to limit
our ability to self-regulate our usage, particularly when we are unaware of how we are being
influenced.®

A wide range of factors are thought to affect whether digital technology use has a positive, neutral,
or negative impact on mental health — for example, the type of technology used, the nature of that
usage, the frequency of use, as well as individual characteristics such as personality and gender
identity. While the evidence base is rapidly emerging, large scale, longitudinal studies are limited on
this topic!® making it difficult to draw conclusions around causation. Further research into all areas
of digital technologies will be critical in continuing to strengthen our understanding of these
emerging issues. However, based on the available evidence, we theorise that the harmful elements
of digital technologies discussed in this paper are one component contributing to increased mental
ill-health of young people.

Public discourse often focuses its concern about two factors — excessive use and harmful content.
This typically leads to calls for use of digital technologies to be restricted or reduced. Restrictive
approaches tend to be ineffective at reducing harm as they do not inform young people on what
components of the digitised world may be harmful, nor do they empower young people to utilise
techniques for reducing safety risks. Attempts to quantify what constitutes ‘excessive’ or ‘too much’
use have been challenging, given this is often dependent on the type of use as well as the context of
the individual — what is ‘too much’ for one person could be completely different for another.*?

It is important to consider the positive potential of digital technologies, 7**41> as well as the rights
and agency of young people, when exploring their impact on mental health and wellbeing. For
example, social media is a powerful tool for connection and has been particularly critical in keeping
young people informed and connected throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.’ Young people are also
adept at building their own digital skills and put in significant efforts to manage online risks.®

When approaching this issue, we should acknowledge that it is not just young people who are reliant
on these technologies in everyday life — many adults are likely to also experience negative impacts of
digital technologies, and so restriction approaches targeting young people may prove misguided. We
should also be mindful of the varying levels of connectivity across groups and consider how policy
approaches are ensuring fair and equitable access to the digital technologies that are required for
success in today’s everyday life.


https://www.esafety.gov.au/young-people

How regularly are young people accessing digital technologies?

Available data confirms that Australian children and young people are high users of digital
technologies. An estimated 97% of households with children aged under 15 years are connected to
the internet.” Time spent online tends to involve researching topics of interest, listening to music,
watching videos, movies or TV, chatting with friends and gaming online.'® Teenagers use an average
of four different social media services, and 12-year olds report using these services despite age limits
for most services being 13 years.® Despite Australia’s high levels of connectivity, there are some
groups who are less likely to be digitally included — this is sometimes referred to as the ‘digital
divide’. Levels of digital inclusion increase with education, employment, and income.®

2. Exploring the impacts of digital technology on youth mental health
Based on the available peer-reviewed literature, grey literature, and input from our consultation
with experts and young people, we have mapped out the various ways digital technologies
negatively impact young people’s mental health and wellbeing. These have then been broadly
themed into three domains (see Figure 2 below) and explored further in the following section. This
discussion paper largely focuses on the negative impacts to assist us to understand the nature of the
problem. Throughout each section, the positive impacts are also noted, and these will be a key
consideration when the Commission is developing policy advice.

Comparison
&
Connection

Mind &
Body

Exposure &
Engagement

Figure 2. Overview of domains



Mind and body

This domain discusses how digital technologies are impacting sleep, attention, and physical health
and wellbeing.

Sleep

Poor sleep has been linked to poorer physical and mental health outcomes — it is a risk factor for
development of mental health conditions such as depression and is associated with heightened risk
of suicidal ideation.?>?! For young people, sleep disturbance can affect the ability to regulate
emotions and increase the risk of anxiety, low self-esteem, disturbed mood and fatigue. The
relationship between sleep and mental health is bi-directional, in that sleep is both a symptom of,
and a contributing factor for, mental ill-health.?

Those aged 14-17 years in Australia are often not obtaining the recommended hours of sleep during
the school week, while 18-24 year olds are on average obtaining the lower end of the recommended
sleep length.>?° Through the 2021 Australia Talks National Survey, 89% of respondents agreed that
technology was having a negative effect on their sleep. This sentiment was strongest among young
people, with 94% of 18-29 year olds endorsing the negative association.?® It is common for young
people to use digital technology directly before bed, and this has been found to lead to later sleep
onset and less overall sleep.?° Young people have noted that they sometimes engage in prolonged
evening digital technology use as part of relaxation given this is often the only time in which they do
not have other responsibilities such as school, work or domestic duties (sometimes referred to as
‘revenge bedtime procrastination’).?* It is also common for young people to use digital technology to
help them fall asleep.?® Evidence suggests using meditation and mindfulness apps?®%"?® or white
noise? to assist falling asleep appears to improve sleep outcomes. In contrast, the use of television,
computer games and music to fall asleep are less beneficial for young people’s sleep length and
quality.®

A meta-analysis found that children and adolescents who used a portable screen-based media
device (including smartphones and tablet devices with internet and social networking capabilities) at
least three times per week had inadequate sleep duration and poor sleep quality compared to those
who did not have access to a portable screen.® Similarly, a number of systematic studies have noted
an association between engagement with digital media, including social media, gaming and internet
use, (particularly high rates of use and use before bedtime) and poor sleep quality for young
people.31323%334 Sleep quality generally refers to the satisfaction of the sleep experience, including in
relation to the time it takes to fall asleep, sleep disruption/awakening, and feeling refreshed when
waking.3>3® Restricting mobile phone use in the hour before a young person’s bed time has been
shown to assist earlier sleep and increase total sleep time.3” Research also indicates active screen
time has a greater impact on young people’s sleep than passive screen time.3® Active screen time
includes engaging in activities that facilitate direct exchanges with others, like video gaming and
posting, commenting and liking other posts. Passive screen time refers to the consumption of

information without direct exchanges, for example scrolling app ‘newsfeeds’.?

It has been well established that young people tend to stay up later due to biological delays in sleep
onset during adolescence,* nonetheless the amount of sleep young people are getting has been
declining since the late 1990s.%! Digital technologies provide a convenient and engaging mechanism

18-10 hours of sleep per night is recommended for 14-17 year olds, with the average amount of sleep during the school week for this age
group varying between 6.5-7.5 hours. For 18-24 year olds, the average weeknight sleep is estimated to be 7 hours 14 minutes, with the
recommended sleep length for this age group being 7-9 hours.



by which to stay up late, which are likely exacerbating existing tendencies for later sleep onset in
adolescence.

Hypothesis 1: Digital technology use, particularly before bedtime, is negatively impacting young
people’s mental health and wellbeing by reducing overall amount of sleep and the quality of that
sleep.

Attention

There is considerable speculation about how digital technologies may be impacting our cognitive
abilities. Research is still evolving in this field, with gaps particularly in longitudinal studies that
would demonstrate lasting impacts.*? Attention is one aspect of cognition critical to our learning and
functioning® that is thought to be impacted by digital technology. On a fundamental level, attention
refers to the capacity to process targeted information while tuning out other details. The nature of
this impact on attention is debated however, likely due to the number of variables that play a role
(such as individual characteristics and type of tasks tested). Research that links impacts on attention
to mental health and wellbeing, is particularly new.

Nonetheless, it is evident that digital technologies can attract and retain attention, not just due to
the content they present, but also because of how the digitised world is designed.* Current research
proposes that characteristics of digital technologies encourage us to engage with a wide range of
information and to be readily distracted. For example, the ‘attraction mechanism’ is where
algorithms propel a self-reinforcing reel of appealing content to the forefront of digital platforms,
where the more you interact, the more content is tailored to you.** ‘Checking behaviours' involve
quick frequent use of devices to get a gauge on new information from news and social media,
reinforcing us with quick rewards that draw us away from other tasks.* This can include at times
when we aren’t directly engaged with a device. For example, when hearing an alert or seeing a
notification pop up on your phone.*?#>% Just noticing someone else using their mobile device or
being reminded of an activity that can be completed on one’s mobile phone (email, information
search etc.) can also trigger subsequent mobile phone use.*® These behaviours are examples of ways
in which digital technology is designed to demand a shift in our attention, ultimately bleeding into
many aspects of our lives.

Frequent shifting of attention is referred to as ‘media multi-tasking' and has implications for our
ability to sustain attention. Some research has demonstrated that ‘heavy’ media multi-taskers had
greater vulnerability to being distracted by irrelevant information in their environment and in their
own memory,*” however this finding has not been consistently replicated.*®

These impacts on attention present particular challenges for learning environments. Despite the
benefits digital technologies are thought to have brought to young people’s education®®° (see
section on ‘Learning, working, and disconnecting’), there are also concerns that these technologies
impact students’ ability to focus and learn effectively. Educators surveyed for the Gonski report
found that 84% believed that digital technologies were a growing distraction in the learning
environment and 78% believed that students’ ability to focus at school had decreased.>! Parents are
also noticing the effects of digital technologies with over 90% of Australian parents feeling that they
themselves are negatively distracted, at least to some extent, by digital technologies. Three in four
believe that this distraction is growing.>?

Activities that feel meaningful to us, or are known to foster a sense of self, purpose and wellbeing>?
often require sustained attention or the maintenance of goal-directed activity. For example, things
like finishing a project you’ve worked really hard on, building relationships with loved ones, solving a



school or work problem, or a creative hobby. However, when we experience frequent distractions or
interruptions, often facilitated by the design of digital technologies, we are less likely to be able to
sustain our attention on those meaningful activities that require longer periods of focus or deep
thought. Some studies have begun to demonstrate that this has an indirect impact on young
people’s mental health and wellbeing — media multi-tasking was found to reduce engagement with
academic and social activities as well as impacting sleep length and onset (as discussed above).>

Given some digital technologies have been found to be a pervasive source of distraction and
interruption®® which therefore reduce our ability to focus on other important aspects of life,** we
theorise this is ultimately affecting mental health and wellbeing. Young people may be experiencing
a reduced ability to engage in activities that foster a sense of self, mastery, meaning and purpose,
aspects that are critical for good mental health and wellbeing. While this impacts everyone, young
people are exposed to this from a younger age, during key developmental periods and at a time
critical to the formation of identity (a foundational developmental component of maturing into an
adult).>®> While some forms of digital technologies can promote achievement and mastery (e.g. a
qualitative study found online game play could lead to benefits for players including offering a sense
of meaning, personal growth and skill development)>® — we theorise that the way in which young
people are engaging with some forms of technologies, and the ways in which these technologies are
designed, are not consistently promoting these critical components of wellbeing.

Hypothesis 2: Digital technologies that are designed to capture and hold attention (such as social
media and other mobile apps) are negatively impacting young people’s mental health and
wellbeing by making it harder to pay attention to other meaningful activities that encourage a
sense of self, purpose and meaning.

Physical health and wellbeing

Time spent on digital technology is thought to be increasing, with research from the USA indicating
that the share of teenagers aged 13-17 years who say they use the internet almost constantly has
increased from 24% in 2014-15 to 46% in 2022.%’ If time spent online is increasing, it is reasonable to
infer a corresponding decrease in time spent on other activities, including components beneficial to
mental health. This concept, referred to as the ‘crowding out’ hypothesis, has been proposed as a
plausible explanation of a causal relationship between internet usage and reduced wellbeing
outcomes.*® In support of the ‘crowding out’ hypothesis, an increase in sedentary lifestyles has been
associated with technology use, amongst other factors (such as television viewing, office work and
limited available spaces for exercise).>® Sedentary behaviour refers to being physically inactive,
either sitting or lying down for long periods, excluding when sleeping.®® Parents are concerned about
the health impacts of excessive digital technology use, including negative impacts on their child’s
physical activity levels, attention span and time spent doing other activities such as being creative,
playing and spending time with friends and family. >>®! These activities are known to be protective
factors for mental health and wellbeing.6>53%4 Thus young people’s mental health and wellbeing is
likely to be impacted by lower levels of engagement with these activities.

There have been suggestions that the use of digital technology is associated with a variety of health
risks, such as developmental problems, physical inactivity, and obesity among preschool and school
age children.%> However, experimental studies that reduced screen time revealed only a small
increase in physical activity among participants, while other studies found positive physical health
behaviours stemming from interventions that use social media to encourage physical activity.®®®’
There are more extreme examples of impacts on physical health where digital technologies are used
in excess. One study examined the consequences of excessive computer game use for young people



who self-identified as addicted to computer games and found heightened risk of obesity, back and
neck pain, orthopaedic and joint problems, eyesight and hearing problems.®®

There is growing speculation around the relationship between increased time spent on screens and
a decrease in time spent outdoors or in nature.®® An Australian study investigating childhood
interaction with nature found that 73% of adults played outdoors more often than indoors when
they were young compared to only 13% of their children.”® However, evidence of a causal
relationship (i.e. whether increased screen time is causing a decrease in time spent outdoors) is
mixed.®

We suspect that activities beyond just physical activity or time spent outdoors are being impacted by
an increase in the time spent on digital technologies. For example, time spent on creative activities
and time spent socialising with friends and family face to face. A study conducted in 2010 in the USA
found a significant decrease in creative thinking scores since 1990 across all ages, but in particular
for children in the early primary school years.”* However, this could be reflective of a number of
factors including but not limited to digital technology, like increasingly busy lifestyles with limited
outlets for creativity or leisure. This could also be said for changes in levels of physical activity and
time spent outdoors.

The development of digital technology that is tailored to improve physical health outcomes adds
another perspective to the relationship with young people’s physical and mental health. Wearable
fitness devices (such as Fitbit’s and Apple Watches) have emerged as a way to promote healthy
levels of physical activity. While there is some indication that wearable technology can be effective
in reducing sedentary behaviour, there are concerns that for adolescents, the technology may
contribute to increased negative emotions such as experiences of guilt, competition and internal
pressure.”? In addition to negative emotional consequences, the use of fitness wearables may
exacerbate harmful compulsions and have the potential to trigger, sustain or worsen eating
disorders.” This is one example that highlights the complexity of the relationship between physical
activity and engagement with digital technologies as it is possible to do both at the same time.

Physical and mental health are fundamentally connected. People with lived experience of mental ill-
health have an increased risk of developing a chronic physical health problem, while those with a
physical health condition are more likely to develop a mental health condition.” As young people
spend increasingly more time engaged with digital technology, research on the corresponding
physical impacts of usage is closely tied to current and future mental health outcomes.

Hypothesis 3: Increased use of digital technology is negatively impacting young people’s mental
health and wellbeing by decreasing time spent on other activities such as physical activity, and
increasing negative emotions and behaviours associated with the use of wearable devices.

Comparison and connection

This domain discusses how digital technologies are impacting young people’s and their families’
perceptions of and connections to themselves and others.

Social comparison

Comparing our situation, abilities, opinions and appearance against others has always been used as
a way of making sense of ourselves and the world around us.”> However, with the advent of social
media we are now being offered ever-present opportunities for comparison and more accessible
avenues for feedback compared with offline settings, with likes, comments and number of friends or



followers all being able to be used as metrics of success.”® People also tend to selectively present the
best or idealised version of themselves on social media.”’

Young people see their peers on social media as realistic comparisons, however they may be
comparing themselves to highly edited or curated images resulting in comparison to unrealistic
standards.”® More frequent use of social media has been associated with greater levels of primarily
negative social comparison, promoting the user’s perception that other people are better off than
they are, or have better lives than they do.”>® However this effect appears to be influenced
somewhat by individual factors such as self-esteem, self-consciousness® and levels of happiness.®!
Similarly, Instagram use has been found to increase the internalisation of professional, social, sexual,
and romantic ideals, and Facebook has been found to negatively affect mental health due to
increased internalisation of social and romantic ideals.®* A 2021 examination of Facebook’s internal
research data indicated that the company was aware that their products may negatively impact the
mental health of young people, particularly teenage girls.®

The expansion of digital technologies has also increased exposure to targeted advertising and
harmful messages around body size and shape as well as introduced the ability to digitally alter
bodies through tools such as Photoshop and Facetune (sometimes referred to as ‘photo
manipulation’). Body image is critical to the health and development of young people; contributing
to the formation of identity, the building of family and peer relationships, and influencing how young
people navigate the physical and psychological changes of adolescence.?* Online peer feedback
(e.g., likes and comments) and messaging that reinforce the value of thin or muscular bodies are
associated with an increase in body dissatisfaction for adolescents (and increasingly for younger
children), which increases the likelihood of experiencing an eating disorder.”®8488¢ The use of social
media sites such as Facebook and Instagram have been associated with increased body
dissatisfaction for young people, especially for young women. Specifically, greater engagement in
appearance-focused activities on social media, such as photo-related Facebook use (but not general
Facebook use), is associated with greater body-image related thoughts such as thin-ideal
internalisation, and body surveillance behaviours.?”8

The 'body positive' movement evolved in resistance to narrow conceptualisations of beauty that
media outlets traditionally perpetuate and reinforce,® and was popularised through sharing on
social media.®® Body positive content on social media typically consists of photo sharing that
promotes more diverse and 'natural' portrayals of bodies.’>*? This content has been linked to
positive effects including increased body satisfaction and improved mood. However, there are also
concerns that this content can mirror the messaging it is attempting to negate, as it has also been
found to increase self-objectification and can be highly sexualised.®! In recent years, the term 'body
neutrality' has gained popularity, focusing on accepting your body, rather than aiming to ‘love it’.
Although research is lacking, this concept is becoming frequently discussed online. These
movements, typically popularised and often led by young people, demonstrate the power of digital
technologies to drive social change, with impacts directly linked to mental health and wellbeing. As
understanding grows around the effects of digital technologies on body image, consideration should
be given to the messaging young people are absorbing, and what can be done to mitigate harm.

While there are challenges with the pressure to be ‘perfect’ online, connecting through digital
technologies can also increase social capital, facilitate more diverse social networks and increase
intercultural engagement.®°*% There is some indication that some forms of online engagement can
support identity development among young people. In one example, interaction when using multi-
player games demonstrated the ability to engender a sense of belonging, connection and agency
among players.?® Online platforms can be even more critical for social connection among
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marginalised groups — for example, it is well documented that young people who identify as
LGBTIQA+ find a strong sense of belonging online.’”*® For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young
people, research highlights that social media is vital for building community where there are
geographical distances between family and Country.®® When exploring ways to reduce self-
comparison online, solutions should be mindful of the sense of connection and belonging that young
people also find online.

Hypothesis 4: Digital technologies (mainly through social media) are negatively impacting young
people’s mental health and wellbeing by increasing how often young people compare themselves
to unrealistic standards.

Pressures on parenting

Digital technologies have significantly shifted the way families interact and the expectations of and
on parents and carers. As parental mental health strongly impacts youth mental health,'® these
shifts are important to explore. Parenting has been described as being harder now than it was 20
years ago, with a negative impact of parental mental health. The University of Melbourne collected
data in 2011, 2014 and 2017, and found that parents’ life satisfaction had declined overtime.®* One
of the top challenges identified by parents is digital technology.®

Digital technologies have resulted in a significant increase in the information available for families to
consider when making parenting decisions, as well as intensifying the way families are being
observed and held accountable for those decisions. This increased availability of information and
resources can be beneficial for decision making, but it can also lead to increased pressure, stress and
self-comparison. A 2019 survey found 60% of Australian parents expected weekly communication
from their child’s school, with 7% expecting daily communication.'®® Although some parents wanted
this contact, a significant portion (30%) were feeling overwhelmed by the amount of information
they received. Social comparison through social media has been found to lead to higher levels of
parental role overload, lower levels of parental competence and higher levels of maternal
depression.’® Concern about judgement from others about parenting practices has also increased
stress.'% Despite this, digital technology can be a beneficial tool for parents to maintain social
connections and reduce social isolation, as well as providing access to peer support.106:107.108

Parents are also concerned about managing their child’s use of digital technology both in relation to

109 and the impacts of excessive screen time.'! A 2021 Australian poll of parents of

online safety
children aged one month to less than 18 years found that parents’ number one health concern for
their children was excessive screen time.®! Parents also acknowledge a need to manage their own
digital use. The Gonski Institute for Education found that 72% of parents, carers and grandparents
believed that their own technology habits influenced the habits of their children, with 73% of
parents and grandparents reporting it was harder to control their child’s digital habits due to their
own use of screen-based devices.*? In relation to online safety, parents and carers are typically the
first place young people will go to seek support if they experience something negative when
online.’® ReachOut’s research exploring parents’ perceptions of social media found that despite a
majority believing that it was a parents’ role to keep their teenager safe on social media, almost 40%
weren’t sure what to do if their child experienced a safety issue and 40% felt they needed more
support to know how best to talk to their teenager about social media safety.'!
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These increased pressures on parenting presented by digital technologies are occurring within a
context of increased pressures on parents more broadly. For example, increased numbers of

112 113 114 and costs

working parents*“ and use of formal childcare,*** alongside the rising costs of childcare
of living,!*> are all contributing to increased pressures on families. Research has highlighted that
having to manage the logistics of both parents working at the same time as worrying about children
contributes to increased parental stress.'0%10>11 |n addition, digital technology has facilitated work
demands bleeding into home hours for working parents, further adding to household stress!’
(discussed further in ‘Learning, working, and disconnecting’). Given families have a significant
influence on young people’s lives, family relationships and environments can contribute to the
challenges young people experience. Therefore, these pressures on parents and carers are likely to

have an impact on children and young people.

Hypothesis 5: Digital technologies have increased parental stress by increasing monitoring
responsibilities and self-comparison, which is negatively impacting families and young people’s
mental health and wellbeing.

Learning, working, and disconnecting

The way in which young people engage with education and employment settings has been
dramatically impacted by digital technologies. Digital delivery of material allows young people to
learn about an almost inexhaustible range of topics, and proficiency with technology and learning
digital skills is widely accepted as being necessary to prepare for the ‘future of work’.2*®%1° Eight out
of 10 Australian parents believe that children need to be educated in digital skills as part of
schooling.'?°

Educators recognise that the introduction of digital technology in schools brings significant benefits.
In 2019, the Gonski Institute for Education surveyed educators across primary and secondary schools
and found that 43% believed digital technologies enhanced their teaching and learning activities and
60% believed technology has increased accessibility and positively impacted learning experience for
students with disabilities.®! Including digital game-like elements in education has also been found to
increase student participation, help develop collaboration, and encourage self-regulated learning
and creativity.>°

A major impact of digital technologies is the blurring of lines between school, work and home. As our
world has become increasingly digitised, things that previously might have stayed in one life domain
are easily crossing into others. One such example is exposure to bullying. Bullying is defined as “an
ongoing, deliberate misuse of power in relationships through repeated verbal, physical and/or social
behaviour that intends to cause physical, social and/or psychological harm”.*?! Bullying has
significant negative impacts on the mental and physical health of young people. Cyberbullying refers
to intentional and repeated harm that others inflict via a digital device, and cyberbullying can occur
through varied platforms such as texts, apps, videos, online games, and social media platforms.
Cyberbullying differs from traditional bullying in that bullies can reach a larger audience, be
anonymous, and have less awareness of the potential damage they inflict on victims.???> Negative
content can also be created and distributed quickly and widely, making it hard to remove from the
online record.'® While measuring the prevalence of cyberbullying is challenging due to varying
definitions and interpretations, one in five young Australians aged 8 to 17 years have reported being
socially excluded, threatened or abused online.??* One in five young people also admitted to
behaving in a negative way to peers online, including by name calling, deliberate exclusion or
spreading lies or rumours.'?* As availability of digital technologies has increased, the potential for
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cyberbullying has also increased, along with its negative impact on young people’s mental health.!?
Depression, suicidality, anxiety, self-harm, low self-esteem and loneliness have all been associated
with cyberbullying, however the extent to which mental health outcomes are consequences or
precursors to cyberbullying is difficult to establish.'?® Evidence indicates that mental health concerns
are both occurring as a result of cyberbullying, and that people who have existing mental health
concerns are more likely to be bullied.??? As digital technologies have provided an additional
mechanism for bullying, this is likely to be negatively impacting young people’s mental health,
particularly where cyberbullying is occurring in addition to in-person bullying. It is important to note
that most children and young people are adept at handling incidents they experience online. AlImost
all children take action when they encounter a negative experience online, with 67% of children
telling their parents about the incident, 63% unfriending or blocking someone, and 41% changing
their privacy or contact information in response to an incident.??® The impact cyberbullying can have
on a personal level depends on several factors, including personality traits, resilience, and contextual
factors such as the social support available to victims.??

Another example of digitisation increasing integration of life domains is the influence on workplaces.
Digital technologies have enabled more flexibility for many workplaces, but this has also made it
harder to disconnect by weakening the boundaries between work and non-work time.*?” Increased
workplace expectations regarding availability and correspondence have been linked to increased
stress.''” This was intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic when many organisations shifted to
fully remote work. Physical tiredness, stress, anxiety, and interference with personal life and
relationships are all negative consequences associated with overtime.'?’” Given young people are one
of the groups most likely to perform overtime in Australia, it is important to explore how
organisations can promote meaningful work life balance.'?® The ‘right to disconnect’ refers to
establishing a right for employees to cease work outside of their scheduled hours, including not
responding to calls and emails that occur outside of regular hours with an expectation of reply.??’
Enforcement of this right has been explored in many countries, and more recently it has been
discussed in Australia following implementation by the Victorian Police. Such policy strategies may
be valuable to consider as our ways of working continue to evolve.

Hypothesis 6: Digital technologies are negatively impacting young people’s mental health and
wellbeing by prolonging contact with stressors (e.g. being bullied online after being bullied in
school) and increasing the requirement to be accessible at all times (e.g. the expectation to spend
time with friends online through apps, video chat or gaming after school).

Exposure and engagement

This domain highlights how digital technologies are increasing exposure to crisis information and
inappropriate content, and discusses how young people choose to engage with this online.

Crisis exposure

Digital technologies have changed the way we access information, and the frequency with which it is
available. With many disturbing crises occurring at any one time, global news can be consumed
24/7, significantly increasing our exposure to crisis events and contributing to increased stress and
‘compassion fatigue’.1?>'% Young people prefer to access news through social media according to
Australian research, with 75% of respondents aged 13-16 years using it to access news often or
sometimes in 2020. Compared to similar research from 2017, more young Australians in 2020 said
that the news made them often or sometimes feel afraid (62%), angry (60%), sad or upset (75%),
with these results likely influenced by the focus on the COVID-19 pandemic in the media.'®!
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Increased consumption of news around disaster events has been linked to poorer mental health
outcomes in young people.’®? This can be due to the media amplifying the uncertainty felt by
viewers, with uncertainty consistently being shown to contribute to increased psychological distress
or anxiety 133134

Information overload in and of itself can lead to ‘information anxiety’, the sense of feeling
overwhelmed with a loss of control over situations.!>> The COVID-19 pandemic has been described
as the most publicised health crisis in modern times, with pervasive and continuous information
being shared globally.**° The World Health Organization declared an ‘infodemic’ following concerns
that people were being exposed to an excessive amount of both accurate and misinformation about
COVID-19, which made it difficult to determine the accuracy of information.3® Early findings indicate
that increased consumption of news around the pandemic negatively impacted the mental health
and wellbeing of young people.129130132 |nterestingly, one meta-analysis found that while social
media was associated with increasing psychological distress, traditional news media was not.!33
Social media also had a significant association with uptake of preventative health measures whereas
traditional news media failed to influence people’s health behaviours.** This suggests that the way
young people engage with social media is different than other forms of media. Australian research
indicated that social media was reported as the main source of COVID-19 misinformation.'% This
research also highlighted that young people aged 18-22 were the most likely age group to fact-check
news about COVID-19, suggested to be a reflection of greater levels of digital literacy.'%®

Young people have also become more aware of the discrimination that occurs locally and globally,
with digital technologies providing a pathway for online activism that has varied effects on mental
health and wellbeing.9137138139 Recent large social movements with a prominent online presence
(such as Black Lives Matter, MeToo and March for Our Lives) have increased the desire, and
pressure, to engage in activism, which have occurred during key developmental periods for today’s
young people.

Climate change is another issue that young people have passionately engaged with online, with
concern escalating in both urgency and intensity in recent years. A 2021 survey of 10,000 young
people (aged 16-25 years) across ten countries found that 84% were at least moderately worried by
climate change, with 59% very or extremely worried.'*° Digital technology has increased the amount
of information about climate change that young people can access, and it has also affected the way
in which conversations about climate change happen. Social media is a major forum for climate
change discourse, which allows young people to participate in public debate on a much larger scale
than would have previously been possible, in an instantaneous environment.*

Feeling pressure to carry out activism can increase risk of mental distress,'3 and this is likely to be

amplified through constantly engaging with these spaces online. However, it should be noted that
young people can also feel empowered through activism. Climate change activism has been
associated with building resilience and hopefulness, noting this doesn’t occur exclusively
online.13”138139 Research has also highlighted that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people see
social media as a source of empowerment and unity, and as an important tool for promoting
heightened visibility of Indigenous activism.%®

Having information about crises and global events is important — it informs behavioural responses
and can empower young people.’*? However, when these crises are complex and there are no clear
solutions, the responding anxiety can be overwhelming and make young people feel confused or
hopeless.'* It is clear there is a need to balance young people’s desire and need to understand
global crises and issues of concern with the burden of over-consuming information on these issues.
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Hypothesis 7: Digital technologies are negatively impacting young people’s mental health and
wellbeing by increasing young people’s exposure to information overload and crisis events, which
is in turn increasing their feelings of uncertainty about the future.

Engaging with inappropriate content online

One mechanism for understanding online risk is the 4Cs framework developed by Children Online:
Research and Evidence (CO:RE), which classifies content as one of four risk areas for children.!* The
eSafety Commissioner defines inappropriate content as “an image, video or written words that can
be upsetting, disturbing or offensive”.* This can be encountered intentionally or by accident, and
can include content such as sexually explicit, violent, extremist or hateful material. A high proportion
of young people aged 12-17 years in Australia have encountered inappropriate or hateful content
online, with 57% reporting they have seen real violence that was disturbing, and nearly half of
children between the age of 9-16 experience regular exposure to sexual images.* There are also
significant gaps in parents’ awareness of what their children engage with online. For example,
eSafety found that despite 62% of young people aged 14-17 being exposed to negative online
content, only 43% of their parents were aware.*

Recommender systems and algorithms play a role in young people’s exposure to inappropriate
content. Search engines use recommender algorithms to prioritise and serve results that match the
queries of users, and social media and streaming services use recommender algorithms to
personalise what is suggested and promoted to users.!*® This means that if a user spends time
engaging with potentially harmful content or harmful content is going viral, they may be
recommended more of the same material or increasingly harmful material in their feeds.?

Engaging with inappropriate content can affect mental health and wellbeing. For example, exposure
to pornography has been found to contribute to unsafe sexual health practices and influence a
young person’s expectations around sex, subsequently contributing to sexual dissatisfaction, anxiety
and fear.'¥ Global research suggests lower levels of happiness with life, previous offline and online
victimisation and lack of social support can increase young people’s exposure to negative online
content, including by increasing a tendency to seek out this content.#

Given that many young people are being exposed to inappropriate content regularly and at an early
age,"™it is likely this is having a negative impact on mental health and wellbeing. We theorise that
digital technologies have also decreased the age at which children and young people are routinely
exposed to inappropriate content, although longitudinal data isn’t available to confirm this. Further
research is also needed to explore the differences in mental health impacts between accidental and
intentional engagement with inappropriate content. We acknowledge that different types of
inappropriate content (for example, sexually explicit vs. violent material) can be encountered for
different reasons, have differing impacts on the individual, and therefore require tailored policy
responses. These will be further explored in our final report and advice to Government.

Hypothesis 8: Digital technologies are negatively impacting young people’s mental health and
wellbeing by increasing how often they interact with inappropriate content (such as sexually
explicit, violent, or hateful material) and exposing them from an earlier age.

2 More information about the benefits and risks of these systems is available through the eSafety Commissioner’s position statement on
recommender systems and algorithms, available at: https://www.esafety.gov.au/industry/tech-trends-and-challenges/recommender-
systems-and-algorithms/full-position-statement
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Engaging with harmful and unreliable content online

Digital technologies have changed the way mental ill-health is discussed, how support is accessed,
and how health information is shared. It is increasingly common for young people to communicate
their distress online, particularly to their peers. Sharing stories of mental ill-health, suicide and self-
harm, when done safely, can encourage a sense of hope as well as promote help-seeking behaviours
(for example, see Orygen’s #chatsafe guidelines).*

Research exploring self-harm has highlighted that young people accessing online content about self-
harm were likely to already be engaging in self-harm behaviours.'™ Young people were found to be
using the internet to find support from other people who had lived experience of self-harm. They
found this helpful due to the immediate nature of support available online, the stigma encountered
when seeking support face-to-face, and the long wait times associated with accessing professional
support.r>® Similar findings have been highlighted for social media use amongst people living with a
mental health condition.?® Social media platforms have become even more important to young
people for support, community and self-expression in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, in
particular for those experiencing depression.® Additionally, while online posts may express distress
and potentially intensify this distress, there is currently little evidence to suggest social media causes

this distress.1>%1%3

However, sharing unsafe stories, can cause emotional distress or worsen existing behaviour and
some young people do actively seek out online content that is harmful for their mental health.*
Well known examples of this behaviour include ‘pro-ED’ or ‘pro-ana’ communities online that
encourage and reinforce behaviours associated with eating disorders such as anorexia nervosa.
These groups have been found to lower social self-esteem, and sustain anorexic behaviours and
beliefs.!>®

154

Research focused on eating disorders has also identified that it is possible to predict severity of
mental ill-health up to eight months in the future based on what is being shared on Instagram.>®
This presents the possibility to predict a person’s need for support via an algorithm. It is important
to consider how online tools can be used to support earlier intervention, beyond redirecting to
resources when someone is already in crisis.

With the growing use of social media to communicate health information, concerns are rising
around the quality and reliability of information being shared. The nature of social media means that
almost anyone has access to a platform to post information without verification, which can result in
unreferenced or incomplete information being shared, at times by unknown authors, or with hidden
conflict of interests unknown to the reader.’>*157.18

While it is evident that young people use digital technologies to find resources that support their
mental health and wellbeing, there are also communities that actively promote harm. In addition to
these communities, there is also potential for unchecked or unreliable health information, no matter
how well intended, to be shared widely online.

Hypothesis 9: Digital technologies are negatively impacting young people’s mental health and
wellbeing by increasing exposure to groups and communities that promote harmful and unreliable
information about mental ill-health, self-harm and suicide.

3. Summary

There are many factors (see Figure 1) contributing to the increased rates of mental ill-health and
distress for young people. The expansion of digital technologies is one particularly pervasive factor
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that has caused significant changes across life domains for all Australians, but particularly for young
people.

We know that digital technologies have become fully integrated in modern life and are here to stay.
Given this, simply restricting usage is unlikely to be effective in addressing mental health concerns.
Therefore, the challenge is to support and prepare young people to mitigate the potential for harm
of digital technology while maximising the potential benefits, such as connection, innovation, and
enjoyment.

This paper has focused on distilling the components of digital technologies which may cause harm,
to ensure we have a good understanding of the problem that needs to be addressed. Please see
Table 1 for a summary of the hypotheses included throughout this paper.
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Table 1. Hypotheses exploring the impacts of digital technologies on mental health

Domain

Mind and
body

Comparison
and
connection

Exposure and
engagement

Social
comparison

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: Digital technology use, particularly before bedtime, is negatively impacting young people’s mental
health and wellbeing by reducing overall amount of sleep and the quality of that sleep.

Hypothesis 2: Digital technologies that are designed to capture and hold attention (such as social media and other
mobile apps) are negatively impacting young people’s mental health and wellbeing by making it harder to pay
attention to other meaningful activities that encourage a sense of self, purpose and meaning.

Hypothesis 3: Increased use of digital technology is negatively impacting young people’s mental health and wellbeing
by decreasing time spent on other activities such as physical activity, and increasing negative emotions and behaviours
associated with the use of wearable devices.

Hypothesis 4: Digital technologies (mainly through social media) are negatively impacting young people’s mental
health and wellbeing by increasing how often young people compare themselves to unrealistic standards.

Pressures on
parenting

Hypothesis 5: Digital technologies have increased parental stress by increasing monitoring responsibilities and self-
comparison, which is negatively impacting families and young people’s mental health and wellbeing.

Learning,
working, and
disconnecting

Hypothesis 6: Digital technologies are negatively impacting young people’s mental health and wellbeing by prolonging
contact with stressors (e.g. being bullied online after being bullied in school) and increasing the requirement to be
accessible at all times (e.g. the expectation to spend time with friends online through apps, video chat or gaming after
school).

Hypothesis 7: Digital technologies are negatively impacting young people’s mental health and wellbeing by increasing
young people’s exposure to information overload and crisis events, which is in turn increasing their feelings of
uncertainty about the future.

Hypothesis 8: Digital technologies are negatively impacting young people’s mental health and wellbeing by increasing
how often they interact with inappropriate content (such as sexually explicit, violent, or hateful material) and exposing
them from an earlier age.

Hypothesis 9: Digital technologies are negatively impacting young people’s mental health and wellbeing by increasing
exposure to groups and communities that promote harmful and unreliable information about mental ill-health, self-
harm and suicide.
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