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Dangers and potentials of digital media 

 
 
Negative effects  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Screen time 
The average screen time of children and young people is getting longer and longer.  
A survey conducted in Austria shows that 15–29-year-olds spend 42% of their free time 
with screen activities. One of the most frequently used platforms is WhatsApp: On average, 
young people use WhatsApp 26 times a day (22% of young people even use it more than 50 
times a day). This may not seem particularly alarming at first glance. However, if one 
illustrates this, it becomes clear that these figures do indicate a very high level of use: 24 
hours minus 8 hours of sleep and 6 hours of school results in 10 hours of free time per day. 
This means that in these 10 hours, each young person uses WhatsApp on average every 23 
minutes. Those who use WhatsApp 50 times a day use it every twelve minutes on average! 

Sources: Turulski, 2022; Feierabend et al., 2014 

FoMO 
A negative effect associated with the use of social media, such as Instagram, Snapchat, 
Facebook, etc., is the so-called FoMO effect (fear of missing out). This phenomenon 
describes the fear of missing out on an exciting, interesting experience and the feeling that 
others have a better and more fulfilling life. As a result, young people feel a constant need 
to check their devices and social media so as not to miss anything.  
The need to be constantly online and connected with others also comes from the fact that 
social media create a social reward system for young people. Switching off therefore 
means missing out and perceived isolation for young people.  
According to several studies, FoMO is also associated with the negative effects of fatigue, 
social comparison with others, and also stalking. 

Sources: Tandon et al., 2021; Tandon et al., 2022 

Social comparison 
Digital platforms allow their users to create personalised profiles that contain extensive but 
selective personal information. For example, most users tend to share only positive 
moments from their own lives, such as nice holidays, nice outfits and happy relationships, 
resulting in a self-staged appearance. Such profiles present viewers with a distorted image 
and create the impression that others' lives are perfect and benevolent. Compared to this 
distorted self-portrayal of others, one's own real life quickly appears worse.  

Source: Scherr & Schmitt (2018) 
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Social jealousy 
It is striking that all these phenomena are interrelated. The fear of missing out stimulates 
intensive use of digital media, which in turn encourages social comparison and often leads 
to negative feelings and affects well-being. Such a negative feeling can be jealousy, for 
example, where one is jealous of something that is not real (see social comparison with 
others' self-staged profiles). Thus, many interacting factors and consequences should be 
considered regarding the use of digital media.  

Source: Scherr & Schmitt, 2018 

Cyber-stalking 
The internet has made it easier to get information about certain people and to contact 
them. This has advantages and also disadvantages. One disadvantage is "cyber-stalking". It 
is the same as stalking, only it takes place on the net. The term "cyber-stalking" means that 
a person collects information about another person over a longer period of time in order to 
use it against them or to put them under pressure. Several studies have shown that victims 
of cyber-stalking suffer a variety of harmful mental health consequences, including 
depression, anxiety, suicidal thoughts, and panic attacks. In addition, victims report a 
subsequent distrust of technology following the abuse. Above all, these studies highlight 
the need for education on the safe use of technology. 

Source: Stevens et al., 2021 
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Physical symptoms 
The use of digital media and various digital devices not only leads to mental challenges, but 
also causes physical complaints. The lack of exercise in children and young people resulting 
from excessive technology use reduces physical fitness up into early adulthood. Nutrition is 
also changing: High television consumption is accompanied by low consumption of fruit 
and vegetables and high consumption of sugary drinks, fatty snacks and fast food.  
Excessive computer use doubles the incidence of headaches, neck, shoulder and back pain 
in adolescents.  
Sleep problems are also among the most common problems. Digital media are often used 
until the evening and night hours. Impaired sleep is partly responsible for other secondary 
disorders (e.g., impaired school performance, postural issues, obesity). 

Source: Kaur et al., 2021 

Attention deficits 
Here, too, digital devices can leave their mark. Digital technology use can lead to an 
attention deficit, as children and adolescents mostly passively watch content on their 
devices and hardly concentrate on one thing at a time, in order to be able to do all the 
seemingly necessary tasks at the same time. Multitasking is widespread among young 
people due to the use of digital devices: Doing homework, tweeting, answering WhatsApp 
messages, listening to music - everything is done at the same time. However, in-depth 
processing, for example of school material, can suffer as a result. The school break, in 
which the brain used to have the opportunity to process learned content during exercise, 
games or conversations, is now increasingly becoming smartphone time, whereby the flow 
of data and the overstimulation continue without interruption.  

Source: Kaur et al., 2021 
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Social inclusion 
However, it is important to remember that the advance of digitalisation also brings several 
benefits. For example, a study found that two-thirds of adolescents and young adults aged 
14-22 "almost never" or "never" feel they are excluded from others when using social 
media. Social media make it possible to establish and maintain social contacts, and to be 
able to exchange ideas with others at any time. Studies have shown that, especially for 
people with depression, it is a way to let off steam creatively despite a lack of drive, to be 
inspired and to feel less lonely. 

Source: Crittenden, 2019 

Support/search for information 
Unfortunately, there are still many topics such as pregnancy, sexuality or mental illness 
that are sometimes taboo in society. Sometimes young people also feel uncomfortable or 
lack the right contact persons to talk about certain topics. Access to countless sources of 
information and reports of experiences is a great relief and support for children and young 
people. For example, 79% of young people (14-17 years) state that they have informed 
themselves about their health online. Topics such as pregnancy, anxiety, depression, birth 
control and stress are particularly frequently looked up. 

Sources: Crittenden, 2019 

New ways of learning 
Many competencies that children and young people are supposed to learn, such as 
engagement, social behaviour, strategic thinking, transferability of knowledge, etc. can 
actually be learned very well through computer games. Games have the advantage of 
having many of the characteristics of effective learning environments. For example, games 
contain elements such as urgency, complexity, learning by trial and error, and scoring. They 
also support active learning, experiential learning, and problem-based learning. Games 
allow information to be used in context, they are inherently learner-centred and provide 
immediate feedback. All this also increases motivation: Material to be learned seems more 
useful and meaningful if, for example, it is needed to fight the villain - otherwise the need 
is missing, and abstract learning can lead to boredom.  

Source: Schelhowe, 2006 
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Civic engagement 
One feature of digitalisation is its fast pace. Important happenings around the world can be 
found online within minutes. Important issues are shared and brought to the attention of 
society much faster. This makes it easier to find out about and get involved in important 
issues such as climate change, pandemics, politics, etc. Young people are increasingly using 
digital platforms to advocate for social issues or problems. In 2013, for example, 2/3 of 
people in the United States between the age of 18 and 24 were politically active via social 
networks like Facebook and Twitter, compared to about 40% of all adults. 

Sources: Crittenden, 2019 

Health Strengths 
Digital technologies can also have positive effects on our bodies. Nowadays, there are 
many different apps that focus on supporting healthy behaviours, raising awareness of 
health-related issues, and providing information. Topics covered include fitness, nutrition, 
sleep, menstruation, etc. The clear strengths of such apps are that they are time and 
location-independent, personalisable and adaptive. In addition, they usually have no or low 
costs and ensure anonymity. Such apps are particularly motivating if they have a certain 
degree of "gamification", i.e., are designed to be playful and interactive. In this way, digital 
apps can help young people achieve their health goals.   

Source: Lampert, 2020 

"Screen time" is not the same as "screen time". 
Whether digital media and mobile devices have a positive or negative impact on our well-
being and health ultimately depends not only on the duration of use, but above all on the 
way they are used. The distinction between passive and active use is important here. 
Passive use means consuming information about other people's lives by following their 
social media profiles (e.g., browsing news, looking at pictures, reading posts) without 
communicating directly with others. This type of use often promotes negative outcomes 
such as loneliness, FoMO, social comparison, jealousy, and generally poorer well-being.  
Active use, on the other hand, involves a form of direct communication and interaction 
with others. Active social media users "like", post comments and share information with 
others, while passive users just scroll through their social media feeds and hardly interact 
with others. This makes all the difference, as active use can lead to social connectedness 
and increased well-being. 

Sources: Roberts & David, 2022; Scherr & Schmitt, 2018 
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