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Bridging social divide
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 COMMUNICATING AND SOCIALISING VIA THEIR GADGETS  
 IS A WAY OF LIFE FOR KIDS — HERE’S WHAT THEY WISH  

 THEIR PARENTS KNEW ABOUT THEIR ONLINE WORLD  

OLIVIA JENKINS

A
T a time where
the line between
online and offline
worlds is more
blurred than ever,

young Australians want their 
parents to understand how and 
why they use social media.

Here’s what they wish their
parents knew about their social 
media obsession. 

IT’S IMPORTANT TO US
Digital wellbeing and online 
safety educator Martine 
Oglethorpe said social media was 
crucial to young people’s social 
life because it offered a speedy 
way to connect with their friends. 

“Kids use social media for quick 
communications, they send a 
Snapchat instead of texting”, Ms 
Oglethorpe said. “They create group 
chats and organise events online.” 

Studies show almost 95 per cent of

12 to 24-year-old Australians use 
social media. 

So, a balanced conversation about
the benefits and potential risks of 
social media was crucial for parents 
because so many young people had 
grown up on the internet, said 
Monash University senior sociology 
lecturer Brady Robards. 

“It isn’t all trolls, bullies, and 
predators, but it’s important we talk 
about those things”, Mr Robards said. 

“A lot of socialising, hanging out,
and learning happens online, too.”

WE VALUE PRIVACY
Research by Mr Robards found 
children take active steps to protect 
themselves online by creating 
private profiles that separated family 

and friends from public personas, as 
well as blocking nasty comments. 
“Many young people have 
developed complex strategies for 

managing privacy, reputation, and 
control in different networked 
publics,” he said. 

But Ms Oglethorpe said kids still
needed help to navigate social media 
while keeping the future in mind.

“While many kids are tech savvy,
this doesn’t correlate to having 
understandings of the many 
complexities of hanging out in 
online spaces,” she said. 

“The cognitive development is 
simply not where it needs to be in 
terms of placing kids in situations 
that were made for older people.”

Mother of four Kylie Brady said 
she had a hand in protecting her 
teens online. 

“They are left with the decision as
to whether to accept people as 
friends, but it’s my job to ensure they 
are being safe,” Ms Brady said. 

WE LIKE GETTING OUTSIDE
Kids swap out screen time for seeing 
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friends in the flesh, but social media is
an easy answer to the boredom that 
ensues while we’re limited by tough 
restrictions on sports and socialising. 

Ms Oglethorpe said devices 
offered teens a constant flow of 
content that made it difficult to 
switch off. “We need to work much 
harder today as parents in order to 
nurture and encourage outdoor 
play,” she said. 

Ms Brady said it had been harder
for her kids to unplug during 
lockdown. “Our kids do enjoy sports 
and like playing outside but it has 
been hard during this corona phase 
with all kids sport being off,” she said. 

“They have had a lot more time on
their hands which has made them 
spend more time online.”

TRUST A TWO-WAY STREET 
Blocking and banning instead of 

offering support hampers open 
communication, Ms Oglethorpe 
said. “Trying to shut it down and 
control it is not going to be as 
effective as ensuring that the 
values and thinking and 
behaviours they instil in real life
will be transferred to their online
experiences,” she said. 

“Making a mistake online
does not mean that we need to
take away the devices for fear of
that mistake being repeated or
escalating.”

Mr Robards agreed that risky
online behaviour could haunt
teens in adulthood, but they 
needed to be allowed space to
mature to develop trust. 

“People grow up, so we need
to think about past social media 
disclosures in context,” he said. 

“They can work together to 
develop boundaries, build trust and 
teach each other.”

WE’RE MORE ALIKE THAN 
YOU THINK 
Ms Oglethorpe sees the gap 
between parents and kids 
shrinking online as parents 
think about the role social 
media would have 
played in their own 

lives growing up had it been around. 
“I suspect it would be just the same,” 
she said.

She said older social media users
were also developing an 
understanding of its appeal.

“The feeling that their 
connections are frivolous and time 
wasting is slowly changing as more 
older people hang out in these place 
too”, Ms Oglethorpe said. 

“We now see more and more 
people using it to make plans, run 
events, market their work, have 
group chats and making TikTok 
videos.” 
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