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The positive and negative sides of digital 
technologies

Digital technologies, and 
young people’s use of 

digital technologies are 
often viewed very 

negatively. While there are 
negative aspects of digital 

technologies, it is 
important not to forget 
that digital technologies 

equally offer positive 
aspects as well. Both need 

to be considered. 

This unit will first outline 
negative effects of digital 

technology, and then 
discuss positive effects 
and opportunities of 
digital technologies. 

Knowledge of both the 
positive and negative 

aspects should help to 
reduce risks and focus on 
how technology can be 

used positively.
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What is the relevance of digital maturity?
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The rise of technology has both positive and negative 
aspects. 

There are a lot of problems such as high screen time, 
various types of digital addictions, safety and privacy 

concerns.

Digital technologies also have many benefits, such as 
creating and strengthening social contacts, offering 

information and support, and providing new possibilities 
of learning. 

That is why digital maturity is so important. 

Digital maturity enables young people to use digital 
technology in positive ways. The goal is that young 

people can make better use of digital opportunities, and 
avoid negative aspects.

Digital maturity is defined as the competence to use 
mobile devices in a responsible and effective manner, 

whereby one's personal needs and the needs of the 
social environment are addressed, as well as promoting 
one's own personal development and the development 

of the social environment.
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Negative effects of digital technologies



An overview of 
some main 

issues

Amount of screen time

Social comparison through platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, 
TikTok etc. 

FoMo (Fear of Missing out)

Social jealousy

Cyber-Stalking

Physical symptoms

Attention deficits

...
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The negative effects of digital technologies
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Screen time Screen time ≠ Screen time
• Passive use: consuming information about other people's lives 

(via social media profiles) without communicating directly with 
others. This often promotes negative outcomes such as 
loneliness, FoMo, social comparison, jealousy, and generally 
poorer well-being (these concepts will be explained further in this unit). 

• Active use: involves direct communication and interaction with 
others, or actively engaging in tasks like creating a video. This 
can lead to social connectedness and increased well-being.Feierabend et al. (2014), Roberts & 

David (2022), Turulski (2022)

Screen time nowadays
• A survey conducted in Austria shows that 15- to 29-year-olds spend 

42% of their free time on screen activities. 

• For example, on average, young people use WhatsApp 26 times a day. 

• In evaluating the effect of screen time on young people, the
distinction between passive and active use is important.



Ø Digital platforms allow their users to create personalised profiles that 
contain extensive but selective personal information. 

Ø For example, most users tend to share only positive moments from their 
own lives, such as nice vacations, beautiful outfits, and happy relationships, 
resulting in a self-staged appearance. 

Ø Such profiles give viewers a distorted image and create the impression that 
others' lives are perfect and benevolent. 

Ø Especially young people tend to frequently compare themselves to others.
Ø Compared to this distorted self-portrayal of others, one's own real life 

quickly appears worse. 
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Social 
comparison

The negative effects of digital technologies

Scherr & Schmitt (2018)



Ø The FoMo phenomenon describes the fear of missing out on an exciting, 
interesting experience and the feeling that others have a better and more 
fulfilling life. 

Ø As a result, teens feel a constant need to check their devices and social 
media so as not to miss anything their friends are doing online. 

Ø According to several studies, FoMo is also associated with the negative 
effects of fatigue, social comparison with others, and also stalking.

Ø Fatigue describes feeling tired and exhausted, and can occur due to exertion, 
stress or boredom, but also excessive stimulation. For example, this means 
that a person consumes so much content online that the mind is exhausted 
from too much input.
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Fear of 
Missing out 

(FoMo)

The negative effects of digital technologies

APA (2022), Luqman et al. (2020), Schmidt (2020), 
Tandon et al. (2021), Tandon et al. (2022)



Ø It is striking that all these phenomena are interrelated. 
Ø The fear of missing out stimulates extensive use of digital media, which in 

turn exposes young people to more information about others, promoting 
social comparison. Altogether, this often leads to negative feelings and 
affects well-being. 

Ø For example, such a negative feeling can be jealousy, whereby one is jealous 
of others’ biased and overly positive online profiles. 

Ø Thus, many interacting factors and their consequences should be considered 
when using digital media. 
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Social jealousy

The negative effects of digital technologies

Scherr & Schmitt (2018)



Ø The internet has made it easier to get information about and contact 
individuals, which can lead to "cyber-stalking". 

Ø The term "cyber-stalking" means that a person collects information about 
another person over a long period of time in order to use it against them or 
to put them under pressure with it. 

Ø Several studies have shown that victims of cyber-stalking suffer a variety of 
harmful and detrimental mental health consequences, including depression, 
anxiety, suicidal thoughts, and panic attacks. 

Ø In addition, victims report their subsequent distrust of technology after the 
abuse. Above all, these studies underscore the need for education regarding 
the safe use of technology.
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Cyber-Stalking

The negative effects of digital technologies

Stevens et al. (2021)



Ø Excessive use of digital devices also has physical consequences. 
Ø The lack of exercise reduces physical fitness into early adulthood. 
Ø Excessive computer use doubles the incidence of headaches, neck, shoulder 

and back pain in adolescents. 
Ø Moreover, diets are also changing: High television consumption is associated 

with low consumption of fruits and vegetables and high consumption of 
sugary drinks, fatty snacks and fast food. 

Ø Sleep problems are also common. Device use is related to sleep deprivation 
and to worse sleep quality, especially when devices are used shortly before 
going to sleep. Worse sleep also relates to other secondary disorders (e.g., 
worse school performance and obesity).
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Physical 
symptoms

The negative effects of digital technologies

Akowuah et al. (2021), Hale & Guan (2015), Kaur et al., 
2021), LeBourgeois et al. (2017), Luqman et al. (2020)



Ø Extensive use of digital devices can lead to an attention deficit, as young 
people constantly engage in several activities simultaneously. For example, it 
is common to do homework, but at the same time answer messages and 
listen to music. 

Ø Due to this ’multitasking’, young people are not used to concentrating on 
one thing for a longer time. This impairs their attention abilities and in-
depth understanding, for example of school material, can suffer as a result.

Ø Multitasking does not work as well as most people think. It is more 
exhausting for the mind than completing one task at a time. 

Ø When multitasking, learning tasks often take longer and information is not 
remembered as well. 
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Attention 
Deficits

The negative effects of digital technologies

Crenshaw (2008), Kaur et al. (2021), 
Schmidt (2020)
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Some more facts…

A study found that 56% of 
14 – 34 year-olds find that 

the stress caused by 
digital media leads to 
fatigue. For 53%, the 

stress manifested itself in 
problems falling asleep, 

and 51% were irritated by 
digital media. A link has been 

demonstrated 
between intensive 

media consumption, 
lack of physical 

activity and obesity. 

High media use time 
is associated with 
negative health 

behaviours, poorer 
health status, and 

lower health-related 
quality of life.

Some guidelines recommend 
screen time for children and 
adolescents to be no more 

than 2 hours per day

12-13 years: 160 min
14-15 years: 232 min
16-17 years: 279 min
18-19 years: 288 min

Cao et al. (2011), 
Feierabend et al. (2014)

Actual usage times are much higher:
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Positive effects of digital technologies



The positive sides of the digital age

• However, concerns about young people's use 
of digital technologies are countered by the 
recognition that technology also offers them 
many possibilities.

• Digital devices offer new opportunities, such 
as developing new skills, finding ways to 
shape and express their identities, using the 
internet for learning and education, or 
connecting with others online.

• We will now go into more detail about some 
of the positive aspects of digital technology 
and its positive uses.
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An overview of 
some main 

benefits

Social inclusion

Support/information search

New ways of learning

Civic engagement 

Improving health

…
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The positive effects of digital technologies
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Ø Digital devices and social media offer many opportunities for social contact 
and interaction with others.

Ø One study found that two-thirds of teenagers and young adults between the 
ages of 14 and 22 "almost never" or "never" feel they are excluded from 
others when using social media.

Ø Social media make it possible to get in touch with others and also stay in 
touch, and to be able to exchange ideas with others at any time.

Ø Studies have shown that, especially for people with depression, social media 
are a way to let off steam creatively despite their lack of energy, to be 
inspired and to feel less lonely.

Social 
inclusion

Crittenden (2019)



The positive effects of digital technologies
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Ø Unfortunately, there are still many topics such as pregnancy, sexuality or 
mental illness that are sometimes taboo in society, or which young people 
feel uncomfortable talking about to others. 

Ø Sometimes young people also lack the right contact person to talk about 
certain topics. 

Ø Online access to countless sources of information and reports on 
experiences from others in a similar situation can form a very helpful source 
of information and support for young people. 

Ø For example, 79% of 14 to 17-year-olds say they have obtained information 
about their health online. Topics such as pregnancy, anxiety, depression, 
birth control and stress are particularly frequently looked up.

Support/
seeking 

information

Crittenden (2019)



The positive effects of digital technologies
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Ø Many competencies that young people should learn, such as social 
behaviour, strategic thinking, transferability of knowledge etc., can be 
learned very well via computer games. 

Ø Games have many of the characteristics of effective learning environments. 
Ø For example, games contain elements such as urgency, complexity, learning 

by trial and error, and scoring. They also support active learning, problem-
based learning, and can provide immediate feedback. 

Ø All of this also increases motivation because games can provide a specific 
goal which you are trying to reach. Material to be learned can seem more 
useful and meaningful if, for example, it is required to fight the villain -
otherwise the need is absent and abstract learning can lead to boredom. 

New ways of 
learning

Fazio (2020), Nebel et al. 
(2016), Schelhowe (2006)



The positive effects of digital technologies
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Ø One feature of digitisation is its fast pace. Important happenings around the 
world can be found online within minutes. 

Ø Important issues are shared and brought to the attention of society much 
faster. 

Ø This makes it easier to learn about, and engage with important issues such 
as climate change, politics, etc. 

Ø Young people are increasingly using digital platforms to advocate for social 
issues or problems. 

Ø In 2013, for example, 67% of people in the United States between the ages 
of 18 and 24 were politically active via social networks like Facebook and 
Twitter, compared to about 40% of all adults.

Civic 
engagement

Crittenden (2019)



The positive effects of digital technologies
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Ø Digital technologies can also have positive effects on our bodies. 
Ø Nowadays, there are many apps that focus on supporting healthy behaviours, 

and providing health-related information. 
Ø Topics covered include fitness, nutrition, sleep, menstruation, etc. 
Ø The use of apps has also been highly successful in reminding patients of daily 

medications and ensuring their intake. 
Ø The clear strength of such apps is that they are time and location independent, 

personalisable and adaptive. 
Ø In addition, they usually have no to low costs and ensure anonymity.
Ø Such apps are particularly motivating if they feature a certain degree of 

"gamification," i.e., if they are designed to be playful and interactive. In this way, 
digital apps can help young people achieve their health goals. 

Improving 
Health

Curtis et al. (2019), Lampert (2020), 
Ravenscroft et al. (2020)



There are both positive and negative 
effects of digital technologies. 

Neiter should be neglected or solely 
focused on. 

Considering all these possible 
consequences and opportunities

emphasises the importance of 
strengthening children’s and adolescents’ 

digital maturity, so that children can 
navigate and use the digital world in a 

benficial way. 
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Overall…



What can we learn from this? 

• This unit focused on the positive and negative aspects of digital technologies. 
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There are definitely some negative consequences of digital 
devices. These should be looked out for, and educators and 
parents should aim to guide young people in preventing 
and dealing with such risks to health and well-being. 

For example, being aware of the negative effects passive 
media consumption and social comparison can have on 
well-being could help young people to prevent or 
counteract them. One could try to use digital devices 
more actively or reduce specific use behaviours which 
make you feel bad, such as following specific persons 
online. 

Knowing about the positive effects and opportunities of 
digital devices, the aim can be to focus on using technology 
in such ways, to improve health and well-being. Educators 
and parents should guide young people in learning which 
uses of digital technologies they personally benefit from 
and increasingly use technologies in such ways. 

For example, young people could focus on using 
technologies to learn about topics or skills which interest 
them, or form friendships with likeminded people online.  



Self-assessment quiz

1. Please name at least 3 negative effects of digital technologies on well-being.
2. Explain how several negative effects of digital technologies are interrelated. 
3. How many times per day do young people on average check WhatsApp? 
4. What is the difference between active and passive use of digital devices?
5. Please name 3 positive effects of digital technologies on well-being.
6. Reflection: Please think of another example of something young people might 

feel uncomfortable talking about and would prefer to inform themselves about 
online.  

24



Self-assessment quiz – Q1 answer

Please name at least 3 negative effects of digital technologies on well-being.

For example: 
• Passive screen time 
• Social comparison 
• FoMO
• Social jealousy
• Cyber-stalking
• Cyber-bullying
• Physical smptoms 
• Developmental issues 
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Self-assessment quiz – Q2 answer

Explain how several negative effects of digital technologies are interrelated. 

FoMO leads young people to frequently check their devices and social media accounts in order not 
to miss out on anything. This increases their passive screen time of consuming content uploaded by 
others, which in turn increases social comparison. Comparing one’s real self to the perfect picture 
which others portray of themselves online can lead to social jealousy and negatively affect well-
being. 
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Self-assessment quiz – Q3 answer

How many times per day do young people on average check WhatsApp?

26 times on average
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Self-assessment quiz – Q4 answer

What is the difference between active and passive use of digital devices?

Active use refers to using digital devices for interacting/communicating with others or to engage in 
tasks. This could be something creative, such as creating pictures or videos; learning a skill, like a 
language or instrument; or using apps to achieve some goal, e.g. for time management or physical 
exercise plans. 

Passive use refers to consuming content via digital devices, without actively engaging. For example, 
this refers to reading and watching content others put online, and scrolling through the news feed 
of online platforms. This use is related to more negative effects on well-being, for example due to 
social comparison. 
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Self-assessment quiz – Q5 answer

Please name 3 positive effects of digital technologies on well-being.

For example: 
• Social inclusion
• Support/information search
• New ways of learning
• Civic engagement
• Improving health
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