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Background and Strategic Alignment

Social media use by young people has increased substantially, with 18—24-year-olds averaging over 4% hours
per day in 2023 (Ofcom). The widespread adoption has changed how young people are engaging online and
raised alarms about its potential mental health impacts. The relationship between social media use and mental
health among children and young people, however, is not yet clear. Instead, there appear to be groups who
are at higher risk of experiencing harm online and associated mental health impacts. As technology develops,
so does how the online environment shapes how children and young people are growing up, for better

or worse.

In 2023, the Aye Mind project was relaunched to develop the knowledge, confidence, and skills of those
working with children and young people around the online environment and its influences on their mental
health and wellbeing. This is ultimately so that our workforce can support the safe and healthy use of

digital among children and young people. As part of the refresh of the Aye Mind project, a Digital Collaborative
network was set up of partners from across Greater Glasgow and Clyde who work with children and young
people and share an interest in digital youth wellbeing.

A youth engagement project was proposed to drive the direction of the work plans for the Aye Mind project
and Digital Collaborative network and to influence partners working across Greater Glasgow and Clyde
around optimum approaches to promote positive digital youth mental health and wellbeing. This project
involved hearing from a diverse group of children and young people across GGC on their experiences of the
online environment and how it impacts their mental health and wellbeing.

Executive Summary

Key Findings:

e Privacy is the most important to young people. Young people consistently identified privacy as the
most important factor influencing whether they would use online mental health supports, and the issue
they are most worried about online. This is particularly the case with their personal information being
shared without their knowledge.

e Young people want practical, “How-to” support. They emphasised the need for simple, accessible
guidance on blocking, reporting, navigating privacy settings, and understanding platform tools.

e Time-management is the biggest reported digital skills gap. 44% of young people indicated that this
was the digital skill they found hardest to do. More than one young person designed a support around
time management in the focus groups.

e Support pathways start at home and with peers. Parents/carers and friends are the first people young
people turn to when something online upsets them. However, this varies by age. Younger participants
were more likely to turn to family, while older ones preferred their peers.

e Older young people show higher risk-taking and self-awareness. They’re both more willing to meet
online-only contacts and more likely to be concerned about the time they spend online.

e Appearance-pressure gap. Those identifying female report 3x higher worry about appearance-based
comparison than male identifying peers.

o A silent minority won’t disclose distress. 17% would talk to no-one if upset online. Notably, in this
17%, the majority of respondents were female (63%) and aged 12-17 (83%). 19% of those who said they
would talk to no one identified as having a disability with 11% reporting care experience. Anonymous
supports were the most designed by young people.


https://ayemind.com/
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Recommendations:

1. Develop supports that protect against harms while preserving the benefits of being online. Children
and young people value connection, fun, and learning online. Interventions should strengthen safety without
undermining these benefits.

2. Tailor support pathways by age. Younger age groups could benefit from parent-centred guidance and
structured support, with older groups preferring peer-based options.

3. Strengthen prevention and awareness of existing supports. Many children and young people asked for
‘how-to’ guidance on tools that already exist, clearer signposting, and walkthroughs.

4. Improve signposting to readily available tools and education

5. Create safe, non-judgemental routes for help-seeking for the “silent minority” who would speak to no one if
something upset them online.

6. Engage with digitally excluded children and young people, ensuring their voices are heard in discussions
around children and young people’s online lives.

3. Methodology

This project used a mixed-methods approach to gather a broad view of children and young people’s
experiences of being online. The methodology was designed to balance reach with opportunities for depth,
while ensuring safety, accessibility, and ethical practice throughout.

Barnardo’s Scotland engaged with young people using a survey and a series of focus groups. The survey and
focus groups were chosen to be used together as a survey offers an opportunity to reach a large number of
respondents, whilst the focus groups provide an opportunity to gather more in-depth, qualitative insights.

An online survey was developed collaboratively with members of the Aye Mind Digital Collaborative network.
The survey was piloted with 44 young people aged 12-26, most of whom were 12—14 (68%), with further
representation from ages 15-17 (13%) and 18-26 (19%). Half of respondents identified as female, 43% as
male, 5% as non-binary, and 2% preferred not to say. The group was ethnically diverse, with 41% identifying
as White Scottish/British, 30% as Asian-Pakistani, and the remaining 29% across Asian (Chinese/Indian),
Black-African, Mixed, and other backgrounds; additionally, 25% identified as having a disability and 7% as
care-experienced. The pilot showed that the survey took around 13 minutes to complete, with 88% finding it
easy or acceptable, while 9% required help. Feedback highlighted the need to shorten the survey, simplify
vocabulary, and include indicators showing progress. These insights were incorporated to produce the final
version of the survey. The final survey was hosted online via Microsoft Forms and was open from September
2025 until January 2026.

The survey was distributed via secondary schools, colleges, universities and youth/community groups as a
package with a session plan and resources. To reach secondary school young people, Barnardo’s Scotland
and NHSGGC invited the HWB leads from each local authority to an information session in May 2025 to give
an overview of the project. These distribution methods were used to reach as diverse a population as
possible. Distribution via educational establishments allowed for reaching the majority of young people, while
youth and community groups helped to gather views of young people who may not be in education. The
survey asked mainly multiple choice with some open text questions where respondents could expand on their
answers. Multiple-choice questions were analysed using frequency counts, percentages and simple
cross-tabulations to identify patterns across demographic groups. Open-text responses were reviewed
thematically, with recurring ideas grouped into key themes to support interpretation of the quantitative findings
and illustrate young people’s experiences in their own words.

The focus groups were hosted by schools, colleges and a community group in November 2025. The focus
groups made use of different participatory methods such as Mentimeter and free design activities to reduce
reliance on confidence in speaking aloud and to encourage contributions from a range of communication
styles. These explored similar themes to the survey. Visual outputs including word clouds and sketches of
support concepts were collected to deepen understanding and surface creative solutions designed by children
and young people themselves. Focus group findings were analysed thematically.
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Barnardo’s ensured strong safeguarding and trauma-informed practice throughout the project by delivering all
survey and focus-group activities in settings where a trusted adult was always present - such as schools,
youth groups, and Barnardo’s own services, so that established safeguarding policies could be followed if any
young person became distressed. Young people were provided with clear safeguarding and disclosure
statements before taking part, and trusted adults received an online-harms resource toolkit to help them
respond to any concerns arising from participation. Ethical and inclusive practice was built in through an
Equality Impact Assessment, careful selection of diverse pilot groups, and targeted engagement with young
people both in education and not in education, ensuring equity of access and support. Across all engagement,
Barnardo’s applied trauma-informed approaches and maintained a consistent focus on safety, inclusion, and
wellbeing.

See Appendix one for a more detailed overview of the process undertaken to develop and run the survey and
focus groups.
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3.1 Who took part?

3.1.1 Survey

These findings reflect the voices and experiences of children and young people who were able and willing to
participate. Small subgroup sizes mean that any demographic differences highlighted in this report should be
interpreted as indicative rather than definitive. Certain groups of children and young people also remain under-
represented, including those who are digitally excluded.

The survey had a total of 250 respondents and offered the opportunity to enter a prize draw to win a prize
such as a water bottle, football or portable charger.

To which gender do you most identify?

u
® Female 134
® Male 106
® Non-binary 1 42% sast
@ Other 1
® Prefer not to say 8

Fig 1: Question 33 — gender of survey respondents

Of the 250 respondents:

60% were 12 - 14 years old, 27% were 15 — 17 years old and 13% were 18 — 26 years old

54% identified as female, 42% identified as male and 4 % preferred not to say

74% identified as either White-Scottish or White-British while the remaining 26% were distributed among
Asian (Chinese, Indian, Pakistani), Black African, Mixed, and other ethnic groups

14% of respondents identified as having a disability

6% indicated that they were care-experienced

What area do you live in?

# East Dunbartonshire 150
@ East Renfrewshire 5
® Glasgow City 47
® Inverclyde 14
® Renfrewshire 10

® West Dunbartonshire 7

@ Other 17

=]
Ln
=]

100 150

Fig 2: Question 22 — local authority area of respondents

Of the 250 respondents:

60% live in East Dunbartonshire
2% live in East Renfrewshire
20% live in Glasgow City

6% live in Inverclyde

4% live in Renfrewshire

3% live in West Dunbartonshire
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Six focus groups were held in November 2025 with a total of 41 participants. Each focus group had a

maximum of 8 participants.

Group Setting

Community group

Number of
participants

Notable demographics

Ages 15-16, even split male/female

College

Ages 16-22, even split male/female

Secondary School

Ages 12-13, all female

Secondary School

Ages 12-13, all female

College

Ages 16-18, predominately male

College

Ages 16-18, all male

How old are you?
® 12 5
e 12 3
® 14 0
® 15 2
® 16 4
e 17 5
@ i 3
e 19 2
® 20 1
e 21 1
e 22 0
® 0
® 24 0
® 25 0
® % 0

o

1

%]
[3%]
P

%]

Fig 3: Question 5 — age of focus group survey respondents

Of the 41 participants, 26 completed a survey which showed:

o 31% were 12 - 14 years old, 42% were 15 — 17 years old and 27% were 18 — 26 years old

o 58% identified as female, 38% identified as male and 4% identified as non-binary

e 66% identified as either White-Scottish or White-Irish, 8% as White — Eastern European or White — other,
4% as Asian-Pakistani, 4% as Asian-Chinese, 4% as Black British/Scottish, 12% as Gypsy/Roma and 4%

as other ethnic groups

o 35% of respondents identified as having a disability
e 15% indicated that they were care-experienced
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4. Survey findings

4.1 Going Online — Digital access and use
In total, 99% of respondents had access to a device at home. Of these respondents there was near-
universal smartphone access at 97%. Laptops/computers (77%), smart TVs (68%) and games consoles
(65%) were also common. Just over half of respondents had access to a tablet (54%).

Efforts were made to engage young people who were digitally excluded in the survey and focus groups.
It was hoped that the universal approach of secondary schools with further approach of community
groups and Barnardo’s services would mean digitally excluded young people were reached. However,
when it became apparent that no digitally excluded young people had completed the survey, community
groups were contacted including those who provide digital inclusion support. After discussion with groups
a one to one conversation document was developed to facilitate discussion between support workers and
young people. Despite this, only one young person who completed the survey said they didn’t have
access to a device at home.

‘What do you mainly use your device(s) for?
(You can tick more than one)
Do my homework or university / TR
® 156
college work
® Chat with other people (e.q. 270 I
friends or family)
o Find new hobbies or things I'm . L
interasted in
Be creative (e.g. drawing, music _
o 97
editing etc) I
@ Have fun or relax 187
|
@& Get support 16
]
@ Stay up to date with news 84
. |
@ Figure out who | am 17
: ||
@ Feel more confident 24
® Feel more independent 26 -
e ]
@ Tokill time / when | am bored 169
@ Other 12 .
0 50 100 150 200 250

Fig 4. Question 6 — device use of survey respondents

Children and young people use their devices for a wide range of purposes. The most common activities
were communicating with friends and family (88%), relaxing or having fun (75%), and passing time when
bored (67%). Many also reported using devices for educational purposes (62%) and creative activities such
as drawing or music editing (38%). Smaller but important proportions used devices to stay up to date with
the news (33%), to find new interests (31%), feel more independent (10%), build confidence (9%), seek
support (6%), or explore identity (6%).

The most used platforms were TikTok (64%), Snapchat (63%), WhatsApp (56%), YouTube (48%) and
Instagram (48%). Gaming platforms such as Discord, Steam, Twitch and PlayStation/Xbox/Switch were
used by 1 in 3 respondents (33%). These patterns highlight the highly social and multimedia nature of
children and young people’s digital lives.
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4.2 Being Online — How young people connect and with whom

Which of the following best describes who you mostly speak to online?

| only speak to people who | have never

|.~
S 8
met in person -

| mostly speak to people who | have

® hever met in person . 1
° Lemrggtr:y speak to people who | know in o5 S0% .
® | only speak to people | know in person 125 "
@ | do not speak to anyone online 3

Fig 5: Question 8 — who survey respondents speak to online

Most children and young people primarily interact with people they know online. Overall, 88% of
respondents stated they mostly/only speak to people they know offline and less than 10% (8%) stated they
interact primarily with people they've never met offline. A very small proportion (1%) indicated they didn’t
speak to anyone online.

Of those who indicated that they speak with people they have never met in person online, 53% said they
did so via social media, 43% via texting, 34% via gaming platforms, 14% via phone calls, 9% via video
calls, and 12% via emails or other means. Most participants would not choose to meet online-only contacts
in real life, but there were clear age differences. Older young people were more open to meeting online
only contacts (46% of those aged 15-26 indicated that they would or probably would), whereas willingness
was low among 12-14 year olds (less than 5%).

Would you ever meet up in person with people that you only know online?

45

6%
|/
® Yes, | definitely would 10 ~
@ Yes, | probably would 15 17%
® Maybe 43 9%

@ No, | probably would not 58

® No, | definitely would not 123
23%

Fig 6: Question 10 — probability of survey respondents meeting online only contacts in person
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4.3 Feeling Safe Online — Wellbeing Pulse
Most young people reported positive experiences online when they were asked how they had been
feeling online for the past few weeks. A majority said they often or always feel:

“I feel safe online” — 82%

“I feel happy online” — 80%

“I feel calm/relaxed” — 78%

“I feel connected to others” — 71%

“| feel good about myself’ — 65%

“I'm learning and growing online” — 56%

How have you been feeling lately when you're online? Tell us how often you've felt like this
in the past few weeks.

® Never Rarely Sometimes Often @ Always

| feel calm and relaxed

| feel safe when I'm online

| feel happy when I'm online
| feel good about myself

| feel connected to others

| feel like I'm learning and growing online

100% 0% 100%

Fig 7: Question 11 — how survey respondents feel online

Despite these positives, respondents also shared worries about a range of risks when asked “are you
worried about any of these things — for yourself or other young people?”:

Personal information being shared without me knowing - 38%
Sharing of nudes — 30%

Falling for scamsi/tricks - 22%

Seeing fake/made-up things (misinformation) - 19.6%
Worrying what other people think about me - 19.6%
Harmful/upsetting content -19.6%

Social media and its effects on people - 16%
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Are you worried about any of these things — for yourself or other people your age?

® Not worried Alittle worried Mederately worried Very worried @ Extremely worried

Social media and how it affects people
The algorithm (what gets shown to me online and why)

Feeling like | can't stop being online (e.g. scrolling or gaming)

Seeing other people online who make me feel bad about how |
look (like my body, clothes, etc)

‘Woaorrying what people think about me

Saying something online that comes out wrong

Getting a message from someone | don’t know
My personal information being shared without me knowing

Seeing fake or made-up things online (like fake news)

Falling for a scam or trick

MNudes or semi-nudes being shared and what happens after

—_
|
L
I
—
L
Someone saying something mean or hurtful about me I ]
—
-
L
—
L
—

n
L
Seeing harmful or upsetting things (like posts encouraging me to )
hurt myself)

100% 0% 100%

Fig 8: Question 12 — ranked worries of survey respondents

When something online upsets them, most responded that they would turn to parents/carers (67%) or
friends (67%). However, a notable 17% said they would not talk to anyone, representing a silent group who
may be at risk of unsupported distress. Within this 17%, the majority of respondents were female (63%)
and aged 12-17 (83%). Furthermore, 19% of those who said they would talk to no one identified as having
a disability with 11% reporting care experience.

When asked about what adults could do to make young people feel safer online, responses focused on:
e Consistent parental boundaries and check-ins
e Screen time limits
e Filters and blocking
e Stronger privacy and data controls

It should be noted that most young people stated they felt safe already online: “Nothing | feel pretty safe
online”. All quotes are taken from the open text questions in the online survey.

Parental Guidance/Check ins
“My parents to set online boundaries and set screen time for me and be consistent”

“Put boundaries and limits on devices”

“Talking to parents for advice”

“They [parents] could check up on you”

“Parents could sit down with there children and have along talk about how to be safer and if

anything happens online they could make sure there children are ok and then take them off
anything with internet for a week or two”
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“They could support us more by understanding why we like being online and how some people like
to be away from worrying and have something to distract them by”

“Talk to me after an incident online”

Filters/blocking
“More safety features”

“Measures to stop certain things coming up”

“I think children should not be allowed on social media so young because there are so much more
to it than adults know about or are even aware about. Children most definitely aren’t aware about
most of the dangers online, | feel mostly safe online but | think it should be tried to educate adults
on social media more than they think so they are aware of most dangers.”

“By restricting forbidden sights that you don't know you entered for children”

“I would feel safer if there was more regulation and more people checking for inappropriate stuff”
“Put boundaries and limits on devices”

“Limit access to inappropriate content online for younger viewers”

“Have arestricted mode so certain content can’t be seen”

Stronger privacy/data controls
“Make more things restricted online for people like more proof of identity/age and more awareness
online about wellbeing and how to stay safe.”

“Privacy settings”

“Make only people that put the same age only can talk to the person that age and have to do a face
scan

“Block out certain content”

4.4 Digital Skills — gaps and priorities
Children and young people were asked about where they currently learn about online safety. Responses
were:

School (67%)

Parent/Carer (51%)

| teach myself (47%)

Friends (22%)

The digital skills that young people reported finding hardest to do include:
¢ Managing time online (44%)

Spotting fake news (24%)

Keeping information safe (20%)

Knowing what to do if something upsets me (14%)

Understanding algorithms (13%)

Just over a quarter of respondents reported no difficulties (26%).

10
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(You can tick more than one)

Finding trusted information
about how to support my ment..
Knowing if a digital tool will help
me (e.g. an app to support my...
Keeping my information safe
online (how to delete things, or..
Understanding how algorithms
work and influence what | see..
Spotting fake news and things
that aren't true or real online
Managing how much time |
spend online

Being kind to myself and others
online

Knowing what to do if | see
something online that makes m..
I don’t find any of these things
difficult

Other

+ Which of the following do you find the hardest to do online?

38 ]
» ]
—
51
—_—
32
I
& )
10 -
2 —
—————
34
]
66
4] 50 100 150
T

Fig 9: Question 16 — digital skills survey respondents found hardest to do

Ith?

(You can tick more than one)

Knowing what tools are out there
that can help me block or repor...

e e o o o

Knowing who | should talk to

about anything | see online that...

Easy-to-follow guides or videos
that explain how to stay safe...
Information on things like: what

to do if I'm bullied online, how t..

Safe spaces where | can chat
openly about what it's like bein..

Other

63

53

61

21

What would help you feel more confident to go online safely and protect your mental hea

100 150

Fig 10: Question 17 — elements that make survey respondents feel confident to go online
safely

When asked what would help them feel more confident going online safely and protecting their mental
health, young people said:
Knowing the tools to block/report (48%)
Knowing who to talk to if upset (26%)
Easy-to-follow safety guides/videos (25%)

Safe spaces to talk about being online (24%)
Information on bullying & protecting personal info (21%)

Overall, these findings highlight that while many children and young people are highly active online, many
lack the practical skills for knowing how to use safety tools effectively, manage their time, navigate
misinformation, and where to turn to for support.

11
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4.5 Getting Support Online — Support and what builds trust

If you were looking for support online for your mental health, how would you try to find i
t?

(You can tick more than one)

P Search for it online (like USiI‘Ig a8 ]

Google or social media)

: |/
® Ask a friend 116
. . ]

® Ask someone in my family 145
- Ask my GP or another healthcare s .

worker -
° Look in the App Store or Google 18

Play ]
@ Other 15

Fig 11: Question 18 — how survey respondents would find mental health support online

When looking for mental health support online, children and young people said they would most likely:
o Ask family (58%)

o Ask friends (46%)

e Search online (39%)

o Ask GP/healthcare worker (10%)

e Look on app stores (7%)

In deciding whether to use online mental health support, the most important factors were:
o Keeps my private information safe - 71% Very/Extremely important (47% Extremely)
e From atrusted source - 67% Very/Extremely

e Freeto use - 57% Very/Extremely

o Co-created with health professionals - 56% Very/Extremely

e Ease of use - 45% Very/Extremely

Imagine you've found an app or website that could help with your mental health. How im
portant are the following things when deciding if you will use it or not?

® Not Important Important Somewhat Important Very Important @ Extremely important

Good reviews in the App Store or Google Play | O

If it's from a trusted source (like the NHS) [ | 3
A health professional helped create it |

Someone | trust recommended it | m

It keeps my private information safe (like my name, 0 -
age, or email)

It's easy to use | I

It's free | I

It looks nice and feels good to use . J

100% 0% 100%

Fig 12: Question 19 — What matters most to survey respondents when deciding to use an online
mental health support

12
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In terms of confidence in trying out a new support, the following mattered to young people:
e Let me read about it first or check it out myself - 61.6%

Show me how it works and the main features - 38.4%

Talk to me about how it might help me specifically - 31.2%

Give me a few different options, including in-person support - 18.0%

” o«

Other responses (e.g., “l wouldn’t check it out”, “Not sure”, “Nothing”) - each less than 1%.

These findings reflect the central importance of privacy, trust, and transparency, alongside a desire for low-
pressure entry points to support.

5. Focus groups findings

5.1 Benefits/Challenges of being online
Young people were asked what was the first word/feeling they had when they thought about being online
and what benefits they saw from being online. Results showed that young people value connection and
belonging with almost half of participants citing connection/socialising/meeting new
people/communication as being the main benefit. Learning was the second most popular benefit with
around a third of participants mentioning learning/education/gaining knowledge as the main benefit of
being online.

What's the first word / feeling that comes to mind when you think of being online?

connection
being happy

People  hqying fun

social

Fig 13: Responses from age 15-16 focus group

What do you think is the biggest challenge of being online?

dangerous people

bullying
cyber bullying

judgement

Fig 14: Responses from age 12-13 focus group

What do you think is the biggest challenge of being online?

insecurity screen time
screen addiction
comparison

having good internet

13
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Fig 15: Responses from age 12-13 focus group

Can you think of one benefit for young people of being online?

research  not being left out

making friends

connect with people  |eqrning
playing games

Fig 16: Responses from age 16-22 focus group

When asked about the biggest challenge faced online, cyberbullying/bullying/harassment/hate were most
mentioned (27%) with screen addiction being mentioned secondly (17%). Safety risks, such as
grooming/harmful content, were also notably mentioned.

Within the focus groups, young people were asked what supports they would design around mental health.
The most popular type of support designed was the ability to talk with someone (often anonymously).

C«s\ser Bu\Liv\;\
_o“ aov  bebwesn 20 =30 because

L b
thewr il Kdow wnote abovk S%ngac‘gq
0‘\i o Cu-

¢ Person : ] \WoU\o
av o Sm .

Fig 16: Support idea from age 12-13 focus group

on ofP Wb Phicsmi thred HelofSts \Mow®e

Jov n gind o Vheribn Yot Vrg  the
Swmg  fufics (X, e Enoans) and A Gur

ﬁ:{:ucmmmoe# doy fo St gy 4,

Fig 17: Support idea from age 12-13 focus group
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Fig 18: Support idea from age 12-13 focus group

e B Gln e frin goun.
W0 (s e oo ke s gatre

young people and play
games while talking to
someone about your

Fig 19: Support idea from age 12-13 focus group feelings to let it all out so

you can feel better about
the situation.

Support idea from age 12-13

5.2 Worries
Participants were asked rank the worries identified from the survey, to triangulate the data and gather
some quantitative data around the worries to help inform supports. The amalgamated group results were:
1. Personal information being shared
2. Sharing of nudes
3. Falling for a scam
4. Seeing fake/made up things

When asked what personal information they were worried about being shared, young people said
identifiable information that can be used:

“Locations, phone numbers, address”
“My address or bank details being shared to a chat bot”

“IP address, bank details being shared could ruin your life”

15
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In terms of sharing nudes, young people voiced that the concern is around how it affects family or young
people’s futures:

“Losing pals from sharing nudes...[it] affects jobs in the future it’ll follow you around”

“Worry for boys as much as girls — can lead to suicidal thoughts”

Several groups discussed having more than one online profile in order to remain anonymous in some
spaces. These were often referred to as ‘secret accounts’ that were used to ‘vent’ and post vulnerable
information with other people not knowing it was them.

“Being anonymous online makes you feel safer”

Young people also designed supports around screen time
| would make a game

limits. where you can talk to
other young people and
play games while talking

to someone about your
(r MG‘Z SGV' af& feelings to let it all out so
| you can feel better about
e ¥ l\bM. 4 Put' the situation.
. ’ :
°~ (0 “ % Support idea from age 12-13

Fig 20: Support idea from age 15-16 focus group

Young people also designed supports around privacy:

A' )e%hng on @VW iiﬂ 1 Hel ognemtes alt accounts to
Jociol_ Nedio— App ith PHVRE) ORLee
O linkeol Y0 ormais

ﬂ/\d ph/)/\a/ n{,(Mbe_( Fig 22: Support idea from age 16-22 focus group

— (iKe o ﬁﬁg‘\?« check +ha+
Ao Loc ore whd— AN acoent
s suspicions o7 hak Some
pa,s’r reports then You
oo~ finww instatly- When il
ouLibe a godpy scom
Or Someons o‘mha 50 r~eth/s
WIona ool fbr‘ PQOP@, P
unde~ |8 those aceonts ity

He dodpy discri ptons 'l

hot ), 3’\(4&/;-;

Fig 21: Support idea from age 15-16 focus group
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5.3 Protection of mental health
Most participants stated they didn’t currently do or use anything to look after their mental health online.
Of those who did, the most common things mentioned were distraction or recreational activities such as
gaming or listening to music. A very small number of participants mentioned self-help tools such as
screen time settings and apps.

Notably, older young people were more likely to be able give examples of how they looked after their
mental health. See images below for responses to the question across different age groups: ‘How do you
look after your mental health online currently?’

How do you look after your mental health online currently? Are there any apps, websites, or people you talk to that help?

nothing
gamingvideos
no

Fig 23: Responses from age 12-13 focus group

How do you look after your mental health online currently? Are there any apps, websites, or people you talk to that help?

restrictions 1 ontql health apps

minecraft friends
music  discord family Whatsapp
notes exposure spotify

mood tracker or calories
space engineers

Fig 24: Responses from age 16-22 focus group
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One young person designed a support around protection of mental health using music.

Mxesl  HeArw Relp
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Fig 25: Support idea from age 16 - 18 focus group

Support

Young people completed a Mentimeter multiple choice question on ‘Who would you talk to if you were
worried about something online?’. Overall, 60% of participants said friends, and a third said family. There
was a strong age-related variation in who participants would talk to, with younger participants (focus
groups 2-3) choosing family most often, and those aged 15 and above (focus groups 1, 4, 5 and 6)
choosing friends most often.

Friends
“Friends won’t judge — they live with it”

“People your age understand more — parents might say you’re being overdramatic”
“You’d feel judged by someone older”

Family
“Tell your parents because you trust them”

When the idea of speaking to someone in school if they were worried about something online was
discussed, most young people said they wouldn’t. This was mainly around the idea of schools having to
pass information on to parents:

“School might tell social work or parents”

“Schools can’t be trusted — they’ll tell your parents”

Reflected in the survey results of 17% of young people who wouldn’t speak to anyone, this was
mentioned in focus groups, particularly a predominately male identifying group:

“lif you speak to] friends/family — it might change how they see you”

“l wouldn’t speak to anyone”
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6. Comparative Insights and Triangulation

From the survey results and focus group discussion, there were some notable themes that appeared in both.

6.1

6.2

Being online

Young people, on the whole, report being online as a positive experience. When asked how they had felt
online in the past two weeks, the majority of young people reported feeling safe, happy, calm and
connected to others (see fig. 6). This was echoed in focus groups when young people were asked to
think of the first word or feeling they thought of to describe being online. Most responded with similar
words of ‘happy’, ‘fun’ and ‘connection’. These positive experiences were further solidified when looking
at what young people report using their devices for. The majority (75% or greater) reported using devices
to chat with other people or to have fun or relax. Also, in an open-text question in the survey of ‘What
could help you feel safer online?’ there were many responses of nothing and that young people already
felt safe online. It should be noted, though, that within focus groups, when asked how young people feel
online, some responded with words like ‘anxious’, ‘careful’ and ‘comparison’.

A theme that appeared in the survey and focus groups was interaction with people whom young people
have only met online. How young people interact with online-only friends was via social media, texting
and gaming platforms, with a small percentage indicating they would interact via phone calls. In focus
group discussions, this theme appeared more than once with young people explaining that they would
contact people they had only met online by telephone as a safety measure to verify if the person is who
they say they are:

“If someone adds me on Snapchat, | make them video call me to see if they’re my age or older”

Worries

From the survey, young people indicated that their biggest worries were their personal information being
shared, sharing of nudes, falling for a scam and seeing fake/made-up things. When young people were
asked to rank these worries in focus groups, they were ranked in the same order, with personal
information being shared consistently being the ‘top’ worry. The focus groups offered an opportunity to
discuss exactly what was concerning to young people. Firstly, when talking about personal information,
young people clarified they meant identifiable information such as their address, IP address, location and
bank details. Across all groups, they were acutely aware of how important their personal information is
and the possibility of it being used in the wrong way.

“IP address, bank details being shared could ruin your life”

When young people were given the opportunity to design their own support for young people, more than
one young person designed a support around keeping personal information safe.
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Fig 26: Support idea from age 15-16 focus group
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A notable demographic difference around worries is that concern about feeling unable to stop being
online is highest for 18-26 year olds at 26% compared to 12% for 13-17 year olds. When asked to
design supports, focus groups with older participants had some supports designed around screen
time/restrictions for younger people offering a reflective view of what they thought would prevent this
WOrry.

“I think that more safety and security online should be taught more at schools. Especially in
primary schools as they are the most vulnerable and do not get taught a lot of it in my opinion”

Another notable demographic difference is that respondents identifying as female were 3 times more
likely than those identifying as male to say they are very/extremely worried about appearance-base
comparisons and pressure — 21% compared to 6%. This was discussed in more than one focus group
by female identifying young people and the idea of secret accounts was sometimes linked to this worry:

“l look at others and compare myself to others”
“l was trying to lose weight and made a different account so people didn’t know”

It should also be noted that in focus groups when asked an open question of ‘what the biggest
challenge of being online?’, cyberbullying came out top, rather than privacy with the ranking task.

6.3 Supports
When surveyed, young people indicated that the top two elements that would help them feel more
confident to go online safely and protect their mental health were knowing the tools to block/report (48%)
and knowing who to talk to if upset (26%). Also, when asked what would matter most in the decision to
use an online mental health support, 71% said ‘keeping private information safe’.

Across the survey and the focus groups, when asked who young people would turn to if they were
concerned about something online, the majority said friends or parents. Within the focus groups, there
was a strong age-related variation around who participants would talk to with younger participants (12-14)
choosing family most often and those aged 15 and above choosing friends most often. Similarly, if young
people were looking for support online for their mental health, 58% said they would ask family and 46%
said they would ask friends.

“Maybe opening up to someone if something bad happened and they listen that would make me
feel nice and safe”

“Not being judgmental but truly letting a young person know whatever they’re told not to do or to
avoid is in their best interest”

Conclusions

e Privacy is the most important to young people. It’s the top app trust signal and the biggest worry -
“my info being shared without me knowing”.

e Support sought is around ‘how to’. Young people want how-to tools for blocking/reporting and
bite-size guides.

e Time-management is the hardest skill. Overall, 44% of young people indicated that this was the digital
skill they found hardest to do. More than one young person designed a support around time
management.

e Support pathways start at home and with peers. Parents/carers are as likely as friends to be first
contacts and young people would like parents to be better able to support them rather than feeling
judged.
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Older youth show higher risk-taking and self-awareness. They're both more willing to meet
online-only contacts and more likely to feel worried about screen use.

Appearance-pressure gap. Those identifying female report 3% higher worry about appearance-based
comparison than male peers.

A silent minority won’t disclose distress. 17% would talk to no-one if upset online. This was further
emphasised in a male heavy focus group.

8. Recommendations

1.

Develop supports that protect against harms while preserving connection and learning

Design interventions that strengthen young people’s ability to stay safe online without reducing the
positive aspects they value - particularly connection, fun, and learning. Children and young people want
practical, youth-friendly “How-to” guidance rather than abstract messaging about staying safe. This could
include youth-friendly tools that help manage risks such as privacy breaches, scams, and harmful
content.

Tailor support pathways by age

Provide parent-focused guidance for younger adolescents and peer-based or self-directed supports for
older youth. Survey and focus group findings show that younger young people turn to family first, while
older age groups rely more on friends or prefer independent exploration, so support pathways should
reflect these age differences.

Strengthen prevention and awareness, and clear signposting of existing supports

Young people are often unaware of the preventative tools already built into the platforms they use - such
as call-screening features, blocking and reporting functions, filtering options, privacy controls, and safety
settings. To address this, future supports should focus on raising awareness of these existing features
and building young people’s confidence in using them. This could include embedding clear,
youth-friendly signposting within resources they already access. Providing simple walkthroughs - such
as videos, step-by-step guides, and quick “how-t0” demonstrations, would make these tools easier to
find, understand, and use effectively and confidently.

Create safe, non-judgemental routes for help seeking

Support the “silent minority” who would not tell anyone if they were distressed by something they saw
online. This includes through campaigns normalising the experience of struggling online, and
encouraging non-judgemental, supportive conversations with trusted adults. It would also be beneficial to
signpost to existing anonymous chat options and confidential helplines.

Digitally excluded young people have insight to offer.

Although efforts were made to engage digitally excluded young people, this report does not capture their
voice. It would be beneficial to speak to digitally excluded young people to understand their experiences
and ensure appropriate supports are available to them. In all engagement with young people across this
project, it was evident that when young people had a relationship with the lead of the focus group, they
were more likely to give their views. This would be particularly relevant for this group.
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Appendix 1

Process

The Digital Collaborative network provided Barnardo’s with ideas for questions for a survey which were
analysed to ensure they were accessible to a diverse group of young people aged 12-26. From this, a draft
survey was created.

The survey was piloted across 44 respondents. Of the 44 respondents:
e 68% were 12 - 14 years old, 13% were 15 — 17 years old and 19% were 18 — 26 years old
o 50% identified as female, 43% identified as male, 5% as non-binary and 2 % preferred not to say
e 41% identified as either White -Scottish or White-British, 30% identified as Asian-Pakistani with the
remaining 29% split across Asian (Chinese/Indian), Black—African, Mixed and other groups
e 25% of respondents identified as having a disability
e 7% indicated that they were care-experienced

Feedback from the piloted survey indicated that the survey took roughly 13 minutes to complete. 88% of
respondents found the survey ‘ok’ or ‘easy’ to complete and 9% of respondents indicated that they needed
help to respond. Suggestions for improvement were around the length of the survey, vocabulary and markers
so that young people knew how many questions were left to complete.

These suggestions were used to adjust the survey, and a final version was developed.
The survey was then distributed via secondary schools, colleges, universities and youth/community groups.
Once there was a sizeable response to the survey, focus groups were developed based on the findings.

Across all activities, Barnardo’s adhered to our Voice and Influence Quality Standards which take the form of
our non-negotiables and apply to all our work without exception. The measures taken under these standards
are detailed below:

Safely

Making sure children and young people are kept safe and we work in a way which is trauma-informed and
responsive.

e Measures in place:

o Survey/focus groups delivered via schools, youth groups to ensure that trusted adults are available and
their safeguarding policies and protocols are followed should any child or young person become
distressed

o Survey/focus groups delivered via Barnardo’s services to ensure that young people participating are
supported by staff trained in trauma informed approaches
Safeguarding statement as part of survey
Toolkit including sources of support supplied for trusted adults should they have any safeguarding
concerns as a result of this voice work Online Harms — Helplines, Websites, Reporting

Ethically

Making sure how we work is ethical, fair and respectful, and informed consent is obtained.

e Measures in place:

Privacy statement provided prior to survey completion/focus group delivery

Disclosure statement on survey informing young people how anonymous data will be used
Disclosure statement on survey highlighting survey is voluntary

Consent to direct quotes question on survey

Statement on prize draw survey that young people’s email address (should they choose to provide it)
will be included in a prize draw but will not be linked to any of their answers on the survey

O O O O O
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Inclusively

Making sure we ensure equity of opportunity, actively removing barriers to working with us.

e Measures in place:
Equality Impact Assessment carried out and informed survey creation
The groups chosen to pilot the survey were carefully selected to be representative of the wider
population we aim to engage- specifically young people aged 12 to 26 from diverse backgrounds,
education levels, and additional support needs. The pilot groups included a mix of school students and
college students, ensuring we captured a broad range of online experiences and wellbeing needs.

o Engaged with those not in school and youth groups to ensure inclusivity by engaging with local

authority services who work with young people not in education. Social media posts/flyers were also
visible to those not in education or engaged with local authority services.

Meaningfully

Making sure the opportunities we provide are genuine and at the right time, so children and young people can
have a real impact.

e Measures in place:

o Survey distribution and focus groups via local authority QIOs/HWB leads. Barnardo’s worked
collaboratively with QIOs/HWB leads to develop a resource/session that will be meaningful to young
people.

o Survey distribution and focus groups via youth groups. Barnardo’s worked collaboratively with youth
groups to develop a resource/session that will be meaningful to young people.

o Children and young people participating in the youth engagement project were offered the opportunity
to enter a prize draw for health-promoting items to provide a meaningful recognition of their time and
input.

o Findings from the youth engagement project will be used meaningfully by NHS Greater Glasgow and
partners to inform the development of future interventions and resources for children and young people
to support them to stay safe and well online.
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