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Mechanisms of Change 

• There is an urgent need to engage young people in exploring their 
experience of using digital technologies, and any resulting benefits or 
risks consequent to their use. 

• Assessing a young person’s digital life (their use of devices, social 
media, video games) depends upon their engagement with that task. 

• When engaged, they will share their experiences generously, and 
allow us to establish hypotheses as to how technology enhances their 
life or causes them stress and other harms. 

• The resulting hypotheses can then be used as research questions and 
tested. 



Research by Digital Media Organisations 

Recent insights from young Londoners on mental health. 

 

Young people are taking responsibility for their wellbeing online. 





Continuous, private, smaller groups online. 

• By the age of 11 years, many had experienced hurtful comments 
online, trolling or other negative experiences. They’re not wowed by 
it anymore, they’re tired of it. 

• But instead of opting out of social media altogether, many young 
Londoners have simply put up more boundaries online through small 
hacks like ‘SPAM’ accounts. 

• "Everyone has their main Instagram. I have about 800 followers, and 
then you have your spam which is your close friends.” 

• Spam accounts have 2-10 close friends. 



Taking a break 

• Young Londoners are also self imposing breaks from their phones or 
deleting social media to protect their mental and emotional 
wellbeing.  

• For some teens this means leaving their phone at home while they 
hang out with their friends or ‘taking a break’ over exam period.  

• For others this could mean deleting a social media app that is making 
them feel bad about themselves. 



What is happening online? 

• Multiple Factors influencing online behaviour: 
• Distressing content. 
• Trolling/bullying 

 
• Increased cognitive load (800 followers; false information; learning how to 

use a device/camera, a new platform – technostress) 
 

• Emotional exhaustion/Burn-out 
• Is this different from anxiety/depression? 
• Possible neurological changes (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29326619) 
• Impact on development 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29326619


Clinical Settings 



Case Example 

Adam, 17 years 

Injures his knee and cannot play sport. 

Viral illness. 

Becomes depressed, and starts to experience suicidal thoughts. 

Explores online to understand his experience. 

Discovers Wikipedia page with picture of ‘helium bag’ method of 
suicide, portrayed by mannequin. 

Intensified suicidal thoughts and PTSD symptoms. 

Image became ‘ingrained’ or ‘etched’ into the mind. 

 













What are the processes? 

• Content had traumatic impact; was the result Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder. 

• Guilt and shame may be obstacles to recovery. 

• Therapist knowledge of online images aided progress. 

• Normalisation of suicide attempt in images may lower threshold for 
acting upon self-harm thoughts. 

• Unprocessed ‘ingrained’ images may increase influence of the 
processes of persuasion or contagion? 



The Oriental Daily News: a departure in the coverage of suicide.  

Jane Parry BMJ 2010;341:bmj.c5067 
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How do we engage young people? 

• Try questions that relate to contemporary issues: 

 

• “How old should you be to become a YouTuber?” 

• “Do you know any creators or influencers that are making money?” 

• “In ‘Red Dead 2’ was it okay that you could beat a Suffragette to 
death?” 

• “Why do e-gamers or creators burn-out?”  
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