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  Good morning, dear friends and welcome to this module.  In the previous module, we 

had discussed how surveillance and misinformation might compromise the privacy of 

individuals in digital communication.  However, privacy concerns are not the only pitfalls 

of modern online communication.  New media including social networks and online 

content plays a significant role in the development of adolescents and young persons.  It 

influences their communication, social interactions and information consumption, 

shaping their perceptions and behaviours not only about the world but also about 

themselves.   

 

New media highlights a more active and interactive media use in adolescents due to the 

technologically advanced mobility of different devices easily available and under use 

nowadays. Adolescents seem more susceptible when it comes to media's impact because 

they are still in a developmental stage in which parental mediation strategies are less 

effective than they might have been with younger children and their peers become more 

important for them.  

 During the critical period of adolescent development, individuals often experience 

imaginary audience, a cognitive distortion where they believe that others are constantly 



focused on their actions and behaviours as if they are under constant scrutiny and 

evaluation.   

 

 

The concept of imaginary audience refers to the belief amongst the adolescents that one is 

continuously being watched or evaluated by the other people online as well as offline.  

New media technology allows substantiating such an audience on social media platforms 

by creating their personal profiles on different social networking sites like Facebook etc., 

enhancing their status by posting updates, sharing information, seeking followers etc.  

Subsequently, the adolescent may bathe in their self-created celebrity status while 

receiving likes on Facebook or by adding new friends. The opposite situation impacts 

them in a negative manner.   

This imaginary audience perception often intertwines with the personal fable 

phenomenon.  The personal fable is a belief that adolescents hold where they perceive 

themselves as unique and invulnerable assuming that no one else can truly understand 

their experiences. Both of these cognitive distortions can significantly influence an 

adolescent self-perception and decision making.  



 

The idea of the personal fable is related to the imaginary audience. This is the belief by 

an adolescent that one is highly special and unique. The more followers they may have 

been able to create or attract on social media, the more strongly this personal fable seems 

to be fed. These imaginary concepts are made even more concrete and alive by creating 

one's virtual audience through user-generated content such as postings, personal blogs, 

pictures, video clips etc., on personal pages like Facebook or MySpace. Similarly, an 

individual can easily create virtual friends on Facebook and even believe that they have a 

lot of friends by adding friends to one's personal page.   

The personal fable's influence on adolescents extends into the realm of identity formation 

and new media. As discussed in previous modules, individuals may construct online 

personas that reflect their perceived uniqueness seeking affirmation from their virtual 

audience.   



 

The affordance of newer communication technology drives adolescents to look for 

attractive role models with whom they can identify. In the relatively safe environments of 

the virtuality of the internet, the adolescents may feel safe to experiment with and try out 

different roles or explore a variety of possible selves. Identity construction is supported 

not only through the exposure of one's personal fable and showing favourite role models 

on social networking sites but also by the possibility of actually acquiring an identity 

through creating an avatar.   

This complex interplay between cognitive distortions, identity development and new 

media underscore the intricate dynamics shaping the experiences of contemporary 

adolescent lives. Furthermore, as adolescents navigate identity formation within the 

digital landscape, the influence of peers in new media becomes increasingly significant.   



 

Adolescents strongly depend on their peers for emotional security and normative 

behaviour while secure relationships with peers are associated with social and emotional 

competence. Newer communication technologies provide new ways through which peers 

communicate and influence each other more so than in traditional media. On social 

networking sites and blogs, peers directly comment on each other's postings. The 

abundant exposure to a large variety of relevant others will evoke continuous 

comparisons with peer group members.   

 



Peer pressure to confirm to in-group standards, norms and values highly common among 

adolescents may be further increased through the depictions in new media technologies. 

The massive portrayals of specific types of young characters in the online portals may 

perhaps even push towards standardization of specifically held opinions. For example, 

the overwhelming portrayal of partying good looking youngsters may cause peer pressure 

on others. It may invoke enhanced objectified consciousness in others and perhaps also 

decreased self-esteem in those who feel inferior in comparison to those optimally 

exposed identities.  

Mood management theory, a prominent concept in media psychology, posits that 

individuals choose media content to regulate their emotional states. This theory 

acknowledges that people, especially adolescents, engage with new media to alleviate 

negative emotions or enhance positive ones. It plays a pivotal role in understanding 

media consumption patterns and their emotional consequences. 

 

 

 Mood management theory which has been put across by Zillman and Bryant in 1985 and 

the theory of media attendance proposed by Larose and Easton in 2004 proposed that 

dysphoric moods play a role in media consumption.  Larose etcetera uncovered a 

mechanism that further describes the process.  Depression was directly related to 

expectations that internet use would relieve dysphoria which were in turn directly related 

to both deficient self-observation and deficient self-reaction both of which were powerful 

determinants of internet usage.   



Understanding the interplay between mood management theory and mental health 

disorders is essential.  New media can either serve as a coping mechanism potentially 

alleviating symptoms or exacerbate existing issues. 

 
 

  Social media usage has been associated with various issues including depression and 

anxiety. The constant exposure to online stimuli and the potential for cyberbullying and 

harassment can increase these conditions. It has also been linked to reduced positive 

mood, lower levels of happiness, decreased life satisfaction and an inclination toward 

addictive and detrimental mental health behaviors.   

We are going to share a video now.  It discusses a new warning by the Surgeon General 

of the US about the impact of social media on the mental health of children. It states that 

there isn't enough evidence to deem social media platforms safe for kids and teenagers 

and expresses concern over the rising rates of depression, anxiety and suicide among 

young people partly attributed to the impact of social media.   

 



 

For decades there's been that Surgeon General's warning on packs of cigarettes but this 

morning for the first time a new warning about something else, social media and what it 

means for kids' mental health.  Why now for this advisory?  We're issuing this advisory to 

sound the alarm.  Surgeon General Vivek Murthy says there's not enough evidence to 

show social media platforms are safe enough for kids and teens.  We see rates of 

depression and anxiety and suicide and loneliness going up among young people and I'm 

concerned that social media is an important driver of that youth mental  health crisis. 

 

  This is the defining public health issue of our time, youth mental health.  Research 

shows 95% of teens are on social media, more than a third say they're on constantly and 

teens spend an average of three and a half hours each day on these kinds of apps, 

something research shows can double the risk of experiencing symptoms of depression 

and anxiety.  The other day my daughter came up to my wife and I and asked us if she 

could post a picture on social media.  How old is she?  My daughter is five years old.  

She's actually in preschool but she's been hearing about this from her friends. 

 

  All of the big platforms require users to be at least 13 years old to create accounts but 

nearly 40% of kids ages 8 to 12 say they've used social media too.  Tech expert Max 

Stossel sees it in the conversations he's had in the past six years with more than a hundred 

thousand students, parents and teachers.  When I started doing this work I was getting the 

question is 16 too young to give my kid a smartphone, now I'm getting the question is 

like third grade too young to give my kid a smartphone.  Stossel recommends 14 but 

ultimately the right age may be different for different families.  You are almost certain to 

get pushback from tech companies who say they're trying to protect kids, they have age 



limits in place. 

 

  I appreciate that the technology companies have taken some steps to try to keep kids  

safe but it hasn't been nearly enough.  The Surgeon General thinks Congress can and 

should do more to regulate social media companies the same way safety standards are in 

place for car seats for example and at home the  advisory recommends creating a family 

media plan together implementing tech free zones  like at meal times and partnering with 

other parents with similar philosophies for support.  What's at stake here is our kids and 

their future, plain and simple.  Here's the thing the Surgeon General's advisory 

acknowledges there are good things about teens being on social media, the ability to 

connect, to have friendships, to find support.  We've reached out to the big social media 

platforms on this waiting to hear back but many of them have put some safety 

precautions in place. 

 

  Meta for example prompts teens to take breaks and has a family center and guides to 

help people use the platform.  It really is a debate for each family.  If you're wondering 

okay what is the Surgeon General doing he tells me that he and his wife plan to wait until 

their kids are out of middle school to get on those apps.  Savannah.  

 

The video highlights that nearly all teens use social media and excessive use is linked to 

symptoms of depression and anxiety. Mental health disorders when aggravated by 

excessive new media use can pave the way for online addiction. Individuals struggling 

with conditions like depression or anxiety may turn to the internet as an escape or a 

source of comfort. Inadvertently they fall into the trap of compulsive online behaviors 

which further implicates their mental well-being.   



 

 

It has been claimed that excessive internet use can be pathological and addictive and that 

such behavior comes under the more generic label of technological addiction.  In 1999 

research Young claims that there are five specific subtypes. First is cybersexual addiction 

which suggests a compulsive use of adult websites for cybersex and porn.  Cyber 

relationship addiction suggests over involvement in online relationships.  Net 

compulsions suggest compulsive online gambling, shopping or day trading. Information 

overload suggests compulsive web surfing or database searches continually. Computer 

addiction suggests obsessive computer game playing. 

 

  Thus, online addiction encompasses various aspects of digital life, one prominent form 

is online gambling addiction. This addiction is subset of the broader issue highlights how 

easy access to online betting platforms can lead to financial reign, strained relationships 

and also severe psychological distress.  



 

 Technological advancements in gambling have led to sub-global trends.  Gambling 

outside traditional venues, a shift towards solitary play, deregulation and expanded  

gambling opportunities have now become popular. Analysis revealed substantial socio-

demographic distinctions between internet and non-internet gamblers with the former 

being more male, young, single, educated and employed in professional roles. Limited 

data indicates that online gambling is not inherently more problematic, but it offers 

vulnerable individuals easily accessible convenience gambling, likely contributing to 

higher problem gambling rates online.  

The following video discusses concerns about a potential surge in gambling addiction 

during COVID-19 lockdowns in Europe. It highlights how bookmakers have increased 

advertising on TV and social media to attract new and vulnerable customers.   



 

With millions still under lockdown across Europe, there are growing concerns that being 

housebound for hours on end could be helping fuel a new wave of gambling addiction.  

In the UK, campaigners say that bookmakers have gone on an advertising blitz on both  

TV and social media and are trying to use lockdown measures as a way to lure in new  

and even vulnerable customers. 

 

  What we see in is that more people are turning to online gambling, some are to 

boredom, some  are to panic because they have a problem with gambling and they feel 

they need to go  back to it.  They've been driven by bonuses and advertising and the 

temptation is just too much.  One person that can speak about that temptation is Alex 

Macy.  He's a former sufferer of gambling disorder.  He now works on trying to help 

warn others about the dangers of gaming addiction. 

 

  You know, I put myself back into the, you know, the fog and the haze of gambling when  

I was there in that position.  And if this, you know, if these circumstances were set up on 

me now, you know, it would  cause a lot of anxiety.  And there's no doubt I would be 

gambling more.  He says he's been contacted by a number of people under lockdown that 

have told him they're  scared about falling into an addiction trap.  On social media, for 

example, and then they're seeing these adverts pop up, they're clicking  on the adverts and 

then all of a sudden, you know, their bank account has been emptied. 

 

  So yeah, it's a really risky time for people out there right now.  The UK government has 

now launched a wide reaching inquiry into problem gambling, which  will look at 

everything from mental health related issues to its impact on crime and  suicide.  For 



campaigners though, it also now needs to attest how the industry used lockdown 

measures  as a means to find new clientele.  I don't honestly believe that we can even 

guesstimate how many people will become problem over the next, over the last few 

weeks and the next few weeks, because it is  an activity that is easy to do, easy to get 

involved with and very, very, very, very easy  to spend and get hooked excessively.   

 

The lockdown measures, consequential boredom and promotional offers have driven 

some people towards online gambling, potentially intensifying gambling problems. 

Online gambling addiction shares commonalities with online gaming addiction, both 

representing problematic internet related behaviours. These addictive tendencies often 

result from the same psychological mechanisms related to instant gratification, escapism 

and reward systems found in games of chance or online gaming, making it crucial to 

address digital addiction in a comprehensive way.  

 

 

Research has consistently shown that a small minority of people who play online games 

do so excessively.  Many of these students are considered susceptible to problematic 

online gaming due to flexible schedules, constant broadband access and adjusting to new 

social media and living conditions. Numerous studies highlight that excessive video 

gaming can harm individuals as summarised by Griffiths et al in their 2012 research. It 

may result in consequences such as neglecting responsibilities, isolation, decreased 

wellbeing and academic struggles.  



 While online gaming addiction focuses on immersive gameplay experiences, social 

networking addiction revolves around the incessant need for social validation and 

connection.   

 

Similarly, people addicted to social networking sites like Facebook may exhibit addiction 

like symptoms similar to substance dependence.  Scholars have theorised that young 

individuals with narcissistic traits may be more susceptible to addictive use of different 

social networking sites. Research on self-perception consistently reveals that a substantial 

portion of young adults acknowledge social networking addiction tendencies or 

behaviours like constantly checking social networks, engaging in the activity longer than 

intended and feeling stressed if unable to access social networking et cetera. 

 

  Excessive engagement in social networking can paradoxically lead to social isolation 

and loneliness. Despite the illusion of connectivity, individuals may find themselves 

physically isolated, missing out on real world interactions and struggling to establish 

deep and meaningful relationships.  



 

 

 The internet's influence on social networks can also lead to a geographical dispersion of 

connections, reducing the importance of local interactions with friends and neighbours.  

This phenomenon replaces strong local ties with weaker and more distant connections.  

States and shorts in their 2009 research made a similar argument in their book The 

Lonely America, suggesting that online activities can undermine traditional forms of 

community solidarity. Sigmund in 2009, went a step further and labeled the use of new 

communication technologies as the primary contributor to a historic decline in face-to-

face interactions.   

Additionally, the pandemic and resulting lockdowns had forced individuals to rely 

heavily on the net for various aspects of their lives and it inadvertently contributed to the 

increase in internet addictions.  



 

 So how should we study the rise of internet addiction during the COVID-19 pandemic 

and resulting lockdowns?  The first can be termed as a lockdown induced dependence. 

The lockdown situation led to increased reliance on the internet for work, education, 

socializing and entertainment and this highlighted online presence and it contributed to 

the rise of internet addiction.  Secondly, the second factor is termed as escaping and 

coping mechanism. The restrictions and uncertainties during lockdowns drove individuals 

to seek solace and also distraction in online activities leading to excessive internet use as 

a coping mechanism and a means of escape.   

 



 

Thirdly, it had implications for mental health. Prolonged periods of online engagement 

during lockdowns intensified the risk of internet addiction and its detrimental effects on 

mental health, feelings of loneliness, anxiety and depression. The rise of internet 

addiction during the pandemic necessitated proactive measures to raise awareness to 

promote digital wellbeing and provide support and resources for individuals struggling 

with excessive internet use.  

Simultaneously, the COVID-19 crisis exposed the stark digital divide in education. 

Remote learning became a necessity during this time but it also exposed the challenges 

and inequities within the education system. Students from underprivileged communities 

faced unequal access to online learning resources enhancing the educational inequalities 

and also raising concerns about the broader implications of the digital divide.   



 

The digital divide refers to the gap between those who have access to digital technologies 

and those who do not and it leads to disparities in educational as well as other 

opportunities. Researchers have pointed out that the COVID-19 virus, while not 

inherently political or gendered, has brought to the fore issues of access, inclusion and 

gender equity, particularly in terms of digital resources.  The pandemic posted challenges 

at global, individual and gender levels, particularly  affecting students who were unable 

to advance their studies due to infrastructure unfamiliarity  with online education as well 

as added stress. 



 
 

  The pandemic worsened disparities in developing countries impacting socio-economic 

status, education, gender and geography. School closures also affected essential workers 

and single parents. Unpaid school fees also led to discrimination against children in 

online learning groups, enhancing economic, gender and generational inequalities. In a 

pandemic era study on online education, teachers resorted to WhatsApp as their primary 

digital tool due to issues like poor infrastructure, limited connectivity and familiarity with 

the platform.   

It can be suggested that the digital age has ushered in transformative changes in how we 

communicate, how we form identities and also how do we navigate the complex realms 

of information in a rapidly evolving and continuously changing digital landscape. It is 

clear that our increasing reliance on technology, the perils of online communication and 

the profound influence of digital media on adolescent development as well as mental 

well-being are significant concerns.   



 

The exploration of adolescent development, the imaginary audience, personal fable and 

identity formation alongside peer influence reveals the profound impact of digital media 

on youth. It intertwines with mood management theory, emphasizing the emotional 

aspects of our online experiences which connects to mental health disorders and various 

online addictions. The complex interplay highlights the importance of engaging with 

digital media responsibly and mindfully in our increasingly connected world. The 

COVID-19 pandemic has further accelerated our dependence on technology, presenting 

new societal challenges including issues such as online addiction and their implications 

for mental health. 

 

  As we face unprecedented challenges like the COVID-19 pandemic, responsible 

technology use is paramount for individual well-being and societal progress. These issues 

underscore the urgency of fostering digital literacy, safeguarding online privacy and 

promoting responsible online engagement.   

Thank you.   


