Practice and policy recommendations related to technology and
young people’s mental health and safety online for young people in
the UK and Ireland.
Overview
The ‘Mood Movement Network’ is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and
the Irish Research Council (IRC). Mood Movement has hosted 4 separate networking events with a
wide range of stakeholders to discuss current research and practice results and innovations
concerning the use of new and emerging technologies to support (or otherwise) young people’s
mental health. We have collected information across events, we will now consult with the Mental
Health Foundation, UK, and our youth advisory panel to identify what are the potential research
priorities for the future. Once agreed, we will send these priorities out for consultation to expert
researchers, clinicians and young people who have had experiences of mental health difficulties from
across the globe. Once we receive their feedback, we will write a report which specifies our research
priorities and how we developed them.
This briefing document outlines the fourth networking event which explored practice and policy
recommendations related to young people’s digital technology and mental health and considerations
of safeguarding young people online. The fourth networking event was hosted on Monday 6th
September 2021. The following image outlines the schedule of speakers who joined us on the day and
delivered insightful presentations on core topics.

Wayne Denner

Our first speaker of the event was Wayne Denner, public speaker, author and trainer who specialises
in online safety and the ever-changing digital landscape. He delivers workshops on the practical uses
of digital technology and social media.

Wayne focused his talk on digital literacy,
promoting awareness of the risks of online use
and the need for a cultural change surrounding
internet usage.
According to the Ofcom Report on Children and
parents: media use and attitudes report
2020/21, parents felt the need to relax some of
the rules around their child’s online use during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, there were
fewer screen time boundaries during lockdown.

Wayne explained that reliance on devices increased across almost all age groups during the pandemic
and that children are led by the example of their parents or carers.
Wayne emphasised that parents and guardians must now introduce internet safety talks at a much
earlier age. He recommended starting these conversations from around the age of 3 years old as
children have very early access to technology through their parents’ phones or iPads to play games or
watch YouTube videos.
The workshops Wayne delivers to young people promote internet
safety for a myriad of online activities. He demonstrates how to
employ practical social engineering techniques such as a two-factor
identification and reverse image searching. When young people are
taught these skills, it encourages proactive involvement on their part
in their own online safety.
The digital landscape is constantly changing. Children’s digital safety is
not the primary concern of app or website creators, and new apps,
platforms and trends are constantly emerging on the internet. During
lockdown, Wayne provided parents with videos on how to use popular
apps or websites and discussed what the primary use of these apps
are among young people. This provided parents with a context to and
aided their risk assessment of their child using the apps or websites. For example, parents could ensure
they have the correct settings in place, such as parental controls, and outline the boundaries of using
the app with their child, for instance, only spending a short amount of time on it daily.

Wayne believes a cultural change is needed, which involves having more difficult yet consistent
conversations with children around online safety and the content they are consuming, for instance
around pornography, an ever taboo topic in today’s society.
Wayne made a key point that collaboration is necessary. Firstly, between academics and laypersons
to ensure the findings of research are disseminated in an accessible manner. In addition, it is also
necessary to have more collaboration between public and private sectors to ensure knowledge
transfer in this area. All groups and sectors working in tandem would be a help in holding social media
platforms and technology companies accountable.
Current issues in the digital world were summarised as the knowledge surrounding ‘selfies’ and where
they can end up on the internet; what children are searching on the internet; cyberrisks such as
viruses; excessive screen time and access to devices at a very early age; COVID-19’s influence on tech
reliance in many age groups; and commercialisation of children on social media.
Recommendations highlighted by Wayne included:
1. Continuing evolved and innovative education in schools and with parents, carers and
practitioners
2. Nationwide campaigns on risks of excessive use, for instance, suicide risk
3. Continued lobbying against the commercialisation of children
4. Shifting focus from digital inclusion to damage limitation
5. Healthy media habits & practical skills
6. More collaboration between public sector and private sector by exchanging knowledge and
funding

Dr. Sangeet Bhullar

Our second speaker was Dr. Sangeet Bhullar, the Executive Director of WISE KIDS. WISE KIDS work
with parents, carers, educators, youth workers and other professionals to promote digital education,
digital literacy, digital citizenship and develop critical thinking. They focus on going beyond teaching
functional skills in order to help young people to thrive online safely.
Dr Bhullar focused her talk on promoting digital literacy, online safety, digital
citizenship and wellbeing for young people.
Dr Bhullar highlighted that online safety can often be described in many complex
terms which can paint an abstract picture for children to visualise. To aid young
people’s understanding, Dr Bhullar suggests describing the internet as a city.
There are so many amazing sights to see but also a lot of dangerous places and
people. Young people need to understand the vastness of the internet, to
understand the varied possibilities of danger.

Dr Bhullar highlighted from the outset of her talk about the benefits of the online world.

A definition of digital literacy was provided:

Young people familiarising themselves with the different risks of online activities, whether they are
passive or active participants, and the laws surrounding these activities was noted as being crucial to
helping prevent the harm associated with their digital technology use. The 4 Cs of risks to young
people online were outlined in this following table:
A framework for classifying risks for children & young people

Young people need to comprehend that the content they are consuming may have hidden agendas.
Thus, developing critical thinking skills were highlighted as being crucial to children’s digital literacy
and also to their wellbeing. Dr Bhullar cited fake news and its employment of deepfake technology as
an example of this. Dr Bhullar also provided details on a lesson on how to distinguish between what’s
false or fake and what’s real https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/young-reporter/lesson-1-real-news-vsfake-news/z899vwx
Deepfake technology refers to the replacement of an existing image or video of a person with another
person’s likeness. An example of a deep fake video was shown to attendees
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/technology-50381728 Parents and educators must continuously
prepare young people for new and developing technology.
In addition to being digitally literate, a young person must develop resilience, wellbeing, kindness and
care to navigate the digital landscape and be a good digital citizen. For instance, WISE KIDS have a
mindfulness programme to promote wellbeing and self-awareness in young people, which actively
influences their digital citizenship.
Dr Bhullar left us with a final piece of advice on the best way for talking with young people about the
laws related to cyber risks – she recommended engaging them through creative methods such as

storytelling, quizzes, using current issues related to their lives, drama, role-play and games. She also
highlighted the importance of having a balanced discussion about the online environment including
positives and negatives.
Key research priorities identified by Dr Bhullar included:
1. What are the factors that affect young people’s resilience to risk online?
2. How do young people wish to be engaged to develop their digital literacy and agency?
3. What are the critical digital literacies young people need to thrive?

Charlotte Mindel
Our third speaker of the day was Charlotte Mindel, Head of Research at
Kooth. Kooth provide online mental health services in the UK and it is a
text-based service providing professional support and community-based
support. Kooth has separate digital platforms for adults and young
people.
Charlotte’s talk focused on a study carried out by Kooth’s research team.
The team designed a study on the experiences of vulnerable young people (11-24yrs) throughout
lockdown with a qualitative participatory design. Vulnerable young people were classified as those
with adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), trauma and other criteria. Participants were practitioners
working for Kooth, who gave accounts of the lockdown experiences of vulnerable young people on
their behalf.

Charlotte recounted that multiple workshops were conducted with vulnerable young people to ensure
the research was authentic to their experiences, for example, how they would define vulnerability
and if they related to the themes that arose from the four focus groups of practitioners.

Charlotte highlighted the various implications of the study. The study indicated that already vulnerable
young people do experience increased risk, for example, of self-harm and suicidality.
The study showed that more support is necessary in schools to support students during this transition
through the pandemic, using trauma-informed practice to identify and tackle this trauma early.
It also showed that consistent digital support was crucial to supporting vulnerable young people.
Kooth also gives privacy to its users as it is a text-based app, which made it accessible to use for
people confined to home with others during lockdown. Digital services such as Kooth had an
important role to play in providing a stable source of support for young people where care otherwise
is unavailable or to support existing provision.
Practitioners accounts proved to be strong due to the co-production with young people and
practitioners were well-placed to identify the impact throughout the pandemic.
Key research priorities identified by Charlotte included:
1. The role of digital mental health support and resilience in real world and tech settings.
2. How can we be more intelligent with assessing young people and offer right support at right
time?

Alex Cooney

Our fourth speaker was Alex Cooney, CEO of CybersafeKids Ireland, a not-for-profit organisation
working to empower children and the adults around them to navigate the online world in a safer and
smarter way.
Alex began by explaining that the ‘digital landscape’ refers to the current state of the internet in terms
of apps and trends, as well as legislation such as Coco’s Law in Ireland, an online harassment and
harmful communications bill or the ICO – new legislation limiting the ability to track and advertise to
children, which organisations are required to follow as of 2nd September 2021. Such legislation
highlights the rights of young people online.

There are numerous opportunities available to children online, such as learning, socialising,
participation, entertainment and building digital skills. Highlighting the benefits of social media for
connectedness, 81% of teens, for example, say social media makes them feel more connected to their
friends.
However, there are also risks associated with children’s use of the internet, such as the risk of
cyberbullying, having access to pornography, sexting, privacy loss, and exposure to grooming and
exploitation.

There has been a substantial increase in online child sexual reports over time, from just over 1,000,000
reports in 2014, increasing to almost 17,000,000 reports in 2019, with a further increase shown later
during COVID-19 lockdowns. In the hotline.ie annual report 2020, there has been a 142% increase in
the amount of “self-generated” child sexual abuse material, with 78% of all child sexual abuse
identified by Irish organisation Hotline.ie in 2020 showing pre-pubescent children aged 4-12.

In a review by CyberSafeIreland 2019/20, 32% of children aged 8 – 12 reported seeing something that
bothered them online, and 22% reported seeing something online they wouldn’t want their parents
to know about.
In a report commissioned by NSPCC (2017), When asked whether or not they had seen online
pornography , 48% of participants admitted to having seen porn online, with most of these individuals
(94%) having seen such content by age 14. Boys found porn to be more realistic than their female
counterparts (53% versus 39%). This exposure to porn as a form of sexual education in youth has been
linked to the normalisation of sexual harassment in schools.

A change in societal norms is needed to combat this. This could include increased legislation, improved
industry standards and public awareness campaigns. Road safety awareness was cited as an example
of how the government took action and the car industry engaged, bringing about a change in societal
norms. Research going forward should look at the long-term consequences of exposure to
pornography in early childhood and how best to address this through education.
Key research priorities identified by Alex included:
1. Investigating more directly at effects of young people’s viewing of pornography on their
development and relationships.
2. Examining longer-term impact on younger children of exposure to pornography on their
development and how best to address through education

Mattia Messena

Our fifth speaker of the day was Mattia Messena, a PhD student at UCD collaborating with
CyberSafeKids on a project aiming to better understand how to sustain positive and safe use of
information and communication technologies (ICT) for children. The PhD will be achieved by
investigating the relationship between children's ICT use, digital skills and well-being.
In relation to children's ICT use, children spend most of their time online watching videoclips, listening
to music and communicating with others, with much fewer noting that they use ICT to look for news
or to shop.

Mattia explained that digital skills come in different forms, for example, information skills and socialinteraction skills. These skills have been shown to protect against online harm, however their
relationship to well-being has not yet been well-researched. The general well-being of the child
involves their psychological, physical, social, cognitive and economic well-being.

Research that has been conducted on children's ICT use and wellbeing has primarily focused on the
negative side of technology use, with well-being variables being studied as antecedents of problematic
technology use rather than as consequences. Furthermore, contextual variables are rarely taken into
account.
Thus, Mattia proposed an adapted version of the Activity Theory model, which looks at behaviour as
a product of several elements’ mutual interactions. He relates specific elements of digital skills and
well-being to one another while highlighting the importance of contextual variables. He explained that
the child's family and school, the two most important social institutions of the child, should coordinate and share responsibility in developing the child's digital skills.

Future research and policy should:
1. Favour the development of the child's digital skills through family-school coordination.
2. Raise awareness on safety and protection through community engagement
3. Encourage media industry/tech designers to develop
programmes that sustains
opportunities.

Dr. Tijana Milosevvic

Our final speaker was Tijana Milosevvic, an Elite-S Post-Doctoral Research Fellow jointly appointed
with the National Anti-Bullying Research Centre (ABC) and ADAPT SFI, focusing on social media policies
and digital media use among children and youth. Dr. Milosevvic's talk centred around the creation of
a rights-based approach to fighting cyberbullying through co-designing with children.
Content moderation using AI has become increasingly prevalent on social media, both proactively and
reactively. Proactive moderation involves the use of artificial intelligence (AI) that automatically
searches and deletes bullying content, whereas reactive moderation may require content to be
reported first.

It is important to look at whether children's feelings on this moderation are considered by large social
media companies that use this AI. Is this AI desirable for children or is it breaching their privacy? This
is examined by mapping AI-based approaches to cyberbullying detection online, mapping social media
companies' proactive responses to bullying online using AI, and using qualitative research with
children to examine how effective these proactive tools are from the perspective of children who have
experienced bullying. How can we use this feedback to optimise the effectiveness of such tools?
A qualitative study involving children aged 12 - 17 was conducted using focus groups and in-depth
interviews, during which a number of different types of interventions were proposed through figmabased demos.

Teen girls supported the idea of having automatic deletion of bullying content, if there was the option
to appeal by the poster. Teens also didn't mind AI working in the background online, even in DM’s, so
long as this was an opt-in process. The idea of having a “helper” option was welcomed, however teens
cast doubt on whether victims would avail of this option. The idea of involving bystanders was mixed.

Teens perceived taking down and account removal as being more effective punishment for online
bullying, although punishing the perpetrator with less account engagement was also seen as valid.

The event also included a virtual activity session in which people were invited to give their input to
research priorities in the field via Mentimeter.
Attendees were asked the following questions during the event.
Question 1:Based on the talks today, please rank the top future research priorities..

The top three research priorities identified by the attendees were as follows:
1. How can we educate children to become more competent users through the access of
technologies while providing them with better skills for positive use
2. What are the factors that affect young people’s resilience to risk online?
3. What are the critical digital literacies young people need to thrive?

Additional research priorities included:
4. How do we implement practical ways for people to keep themselves safe in the early age?
5. Critical dignity-based interventions – understand the role of culture in teen social relations
6. Longer term impact on younger children of exposure to pornography on their and how best
to address through education
7. How can we be more intelligent with young people and offer right support at right time?
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