Good afternoon,
I’m Llinos and this presentation explores the findings from my research question … How do Youth Workers in Wales address mental health challenges linked to social media use among 11-14-year‑olds? 
I’ll be focusing on what practitioners are seeing / how they respond / and what this means for Youth Work practice. ///

**************************

This topic is important because social media is now a huge part of young people’s everyday lives// especially during adolescence (Ofcom, 2023).
 It’s a key stage where identity, confidence / and relationships are developing (Erikson, 1968; Steinberg, 2014). // 
For many young people, there is no clear separation between digital life and everyday life anymore. Their friendships, identity, confidence, and social experiences often continue across both spaces. //
Research shows that social media can shape how young people see themselves, / particularly through comparison and peer interaction (Festinger, 1954; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). //
From a Youth Work perspective, this matters because we are supporting young people across both of these spaces (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). //
This leads into the aim of the study.

**************************

The aim of this study was to explore / how Youth Workers in Wales support young people with mental health and wellbeing challenges linked to social media use. //
It focused on - //
how practitioners understand the impacts of social media /
how they respond in practice, / 
and how confident and supported they feel in doing so //
Some key research questions included - /
· What issues do you see linked to social media use? /
· How do you respond to these issues in practice?  /
· How confident are you in supporting digital wellbeing?  //
· And what support or training do you or have you received? //

**************************

A qualitative approach was used to gain an in-depth insight into practitioner experiences (Bryman, 2016). //
Data was collected using Microsoft Forms, an online questionnaire with open and closed questions, / completed by 10 practitioners working with young people in Wales. //
Ethical considerations included consent, confidentiality, anonymity and the right to withdraw from the study at any time (UNICEF, 1989). //
The data was analysed using thematic analysis, / following Braun and Clarke’s framework (Braun and Clarke, 2017). // This approach was useful because it allowed patterns and shared experiences across participants to be explored in depth, / rather than only focusing on statistics or numerical data.
Before looking at findings, it’s important to understand who participated. /

**************************

Participants included Youth Workers, Youth Work volunteers, / and professionals from related sectors such as social work and wellbeing support. //
Most had over seven years of experience working with young people, while others had between one and six years. // This gave a mix of perspectives on digital wellbeing practice. /
From this data, three key themes were identified. /

**************************

These were / Psychological, behavioural, and social impacts, //
Firstly, psychological impacts were one of the strongest themes.  / 
 Practitioners linked social media to anxiety, low self-esteem, and body image concerns often linked to comparing themselves with others online. //
One participant stating that “social media can negatively impact young people’s self-esteem and confidence, making them feel pressure to look and act a certain way” (Participant 2). //
This shows how social media can play a part in comparison, where young people measure themselves against unrealistic images online (Festinger, 1954).
From a Youth Work perspective, / this highlights the importance of emotional support and safe spaces / where young people can talk openly / and build confidence without judgement (Jeffs and Smith, 2010). // It also reinforces the importance of early intervention and emotional literacy within Youth Work practice.

**************************

The second theme was Behavioural impacts. // These included disrupted sleep, / high levels of screen use, / reduced concentration, / and mood changes. //
One participant explained that “young people often spend hours at a time on social media… this can affect their mood, sleep, and overall mental health” (Participant 2). //
This highlights how these behaviours aren’t happening in isolation but they’re being shaped by wider factors such as school pressure, / relationships / and everyday life. //
So, it’s about understanding the bigger picture not only focusing only on social media. //

**************************


The third theme was social impacts. //
Participants highlighted cyberbullying, / peer conflict, / and pressure to stay constantly connected. //
Participant 3 noted “communication breaks down as young people struggle with face-to-face interactions, while communication through social media is often misread or misunderstood, causing conflict and emotional upset” (Participant 3). //
This shows how online communication can sometimes create misunderstandings between young people and highlights how online and offline relationships are closely connected. // 
For Youth Work, // this reinforces the importance of / trust and communication which are important to supporting young people’s experiences (Jeffs and Smith, 2010). // It also highlights the importance of helping young people develop healthy communication skills both online and offline. //

**************************

In response to these challenges, // practitioners described using open conversation, reflection, group work and building trusting relationships. // 
Rather than restricting social media use, //they focused on helping young people reflect on their own experiences. // This approach encourages critical thinking and helps young people become more aware of how digital spaces affect their emotions and wellbeing.

One participant said “I encourage healthy screen habits and open conversations about how social media makes them feel… I try to create a supportive environment where young people feel comfortable talking about any negative experiences they may have online” (Participant 9). // 
This reflects key Youth Work principles including:
· participation 
· empowerment 
· and relationship-based practice (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022).
It also aligns with National Occupational Standards (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019), around supporting young people’s personal and social development. //
However, responses also highlighted variation in training and confidence. //

**************************

When it comes to training, most practitioners said it was generic, outdated or not specific enough to real Youth Work settings. //
This pie chart shows that training varies across settings. // so even when training exists / it doesn’t always prepare practitioners for what they’re seeing in practice. //

**************************

Confidence levels ranged from moderate to high and were mostly based on personal experience rather than formal training. // The graph shows variation between practitioners. //
So, while confidence is there, / it’s not always supported in a consistent way. //

**************************

These findings suggests that digital wellbeing / is now a core part of Youth Work practice. //
Social media is clearly linked to / emotional, behavioural, and social wellbeing. //
Relational practice is still central, // but support for practitioners isn’t always consistent. //
In terms of recommendations: //
· training needs to be more up-to-date and specific to Youth Work //
· organisations should have clearer guidance //
· digital resilience should be built into practice //
· and it’s important to maintain a non-judgemental, supportive approach.
Together, these steps could strengthen confidence, and the support young people receive.

**************************

There are a few limitations to this study //
The sample size was small, meaning the findings can’t be generalised across all Youth Work settings. //
It only focused on practitioner perspectives /, not young people directly. //
The online questionnaire limited depth compared to interviews 
and time constraints restricted using additional methods such as semi-structured interviews. / Using interviews may have provided richer detail and allowed practitioners to reflect deeper on their experiences.

Future research could build on this study by including young people’s own voices, which would provide a more balanced understanding of how social media affects them directly (UNICEF, 1989).
It could also compare how different sectors, such as schools, statutory services, and Youth Work, respond differently to digital wellbeing.
And it could explore how organisational policy and long-term training strategies shape practitioner confidence and consistency in practice.

**************************

To conclude, // social media is not simply positive or negative, but part of wider set of influences on young people’s lives. //
Youth Workers play an important role / in helping young people understand and manage these experiences. //
This study highlights the need for better training, clearer support, and ongoing development in practice. //
As digital spaces continue to evolve, // Youth Work must adapt alongside young people. //
Ultimately, effective Youth Work in spaces today needs an understanding of physical and digital environments, / as these spaces are now closely connected within young people’s lives.
