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Background: Online communication has become an integral aspect of daily life for young people internation-
ally. Very little research has examined whether the association between social media use and well-being
depends on who young people engage with (i.e. real, or virtual friendships). Methods: Data were drawn from
a subsample of students (N = 38,736) who took part in the School Health Research Network (SHRN) 2019 Stu-
dent Health and Well-being (SHW) survey. A series of multivariable regression models were used to assess the
association between who adolescents were communicating with online and well-being, controlling for con-
founders: passive social media use; friendship quality; and cyberbullying. We also tested whether these associa-
tions were modified based on gender. Results: Students are highly engaged on social networking sites, and
these sites are used to communicate with existing friendship groups and develop virtual friendships. Frequent
online communication with best friends (b = .340, p < .001) and bigger friendship groups (b = .397; p < .001)
was associated with higher levels of well-being. However, the frequency of online contact with virtual friends
made online was negatively and significantly associated with well-being (b = �.760; p < .001), with a larger
negative association for girls than boys. Conclusions: Online communication with virtual friendship networks
were associated with lower mental well-being, with stronger associations for girls than boys; however, fre-
quent online communication with ‘real’ friends was associated with better well-being. Our results indicate the
importance of considering the nature of adolescent online communication, rather than just its quantity, in
developing interventions to improve adolescent well-being.

Key Practitioner Message

• What is known? A growing body of research has found an association between time spent on social media
and lower levels of well-being; however, little is known about the context of time spent on social media
and well-being.

• What is new? Online communication with existing friendship groups was associated with increased well-
being for both boys and girls. Frequent online communication with virtual friends made online was nega-
tively and significantly associated with well-being, with a larger negative association for girls than boys.

• What is significant for clinical practice? Interventions to improve young people’s well-being should consider
the positive association between online communication and adolescent well-being, while limiting harms.
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Introduction

Mental health problems are associated with distress and
impairment (Sellers et al., 2019), have long-term health,
education and psychosocial consequences and are a sig-
nificant cost to health services (Agnafors, Barmark, &
Sydsj€o, 2021; ESRC, 2013). Studies on trends report a
secular increase in levels of self-reported health problems
and symptoms since the 1980s (Bor, Dean, Najman, &
Hayatbakhsh, 2014; Calling, Midl€ov, Johansson, Sund-
quist, & Sundquist, 2017; Collishaw, 2015), which have

increased dramatically in recent years (Keeley, 2021).
The trend has been stronger among girls than boys
(Calling et al., 2017; Collishaw, Maughan, Natarajan, &
Pickles, 2010), and children and adolescents from less
affluent families (Collishaw, Furzer, Thapar, & Sell-
ers, 2019), thus widening the gender and affluence gap
in mental well-being among adolescents. Researchers
suggest that positive mental health includes mental
well-being (Barry, 2009; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Stewart-
Brown, 2002), defined as the state in which ‘the individ-
ual realises his or her own abilities, can cope with the
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normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruit-
fully and is able to make a contribution to his or her
community’ (World Health Organization, 2005, p. 49).
Mental well-being allows individuals to thrive (Clarke
et al., 2011).

Online communication has become an integral aspect
of daily life for young people in the UK. According to
recent statistics, 99% of 12- to 15 year olds are con-
nected to the internet, and 95% report using social
media before and after school daily (Home Office, 2020).
These high levels of digital media use have led to con-
cerns about whether time spent on digital media is
related to poor negative health outcomes among adoles-
cents (Marino, Gini, Vieno, & Spada, 2018). A growing
body of research has found an association between time
spent on social media and lower levels of well-being
(Booker, Kelly, & Sacker, 2018; Kelly, Zilanawala,
Booker, & Sacker, 2018; Marino et al., 2018; Odgers &
Jensen, 2020; Stiglic & Viner, 2019), higher levels of
depression (Lin et al., 2016; Twenge, Cooper, Joiner,
Duffy, & Binau, 2019; Twenge, Joiner, Rogers, & Mar-
tin, 2018) and suicide attempts (Sedgwick, Epstein,
Dutta, & Ougrin, 2019). The negative effects of social
media exposure appear to be particularly salient among
girls (Booker et al., 2018; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015; Twenge
et al., 2018). However, these studies have typically
assumed a dose–response relationship where well-being
is believed to decrease proportionately with social media
exposure (Boers, Afzali, Newton, & Conrad, 2019).

The hypothesis that social media use is associated
with lower levels of well-being has been challenged by
other researchers, who have questioned the functional
form of this relationship (Bell, Bishop, & Przybylski, 2015;
Heffer, Good, Daly, MacDonell, & Willoughby, 2019;
Huang, 2017; Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017; Sampasa-
Kanyinga, Chaput, & Hamilton, 2019). For instance,
using a large and representative population sample of
120,000 students from England, researchers suggest
that digital activity was unlikely to present a material
risk to mental well-being at moderate levels, although
high levels of engagement may have a measurable,
albeit small, negative influence (Przybylski & Wein-
stein, 2017). A recent meta-analysis showed a small but
significant positive correlation between adolescent
social media use and depressive symptoms (Ivie, Pettitt,
Moses, & Allen, 2020). However, the review highlighted
high heterogeneity, indicating substantial variation
among studies.

One limitation in the research literature is the mea-
sure of social media use, which typically focuses on the
frequency of time spent on social media, while neglecting
differences in how people are engaging with social media.
Measurement of social media use, which often focuses
solely on frequency or duration of use may be overly sim-
plistic and does not account for who young people
engage with online. For instance, Bagwell and Schmidt
(2011) highlight that supportive relationships within
friendships during early adolescence are associated with
better quality of life and the development of social skills,
personality and social behaviour. Online communica-
tion has changed the mode of communication, with
social networking facilitating virtual communication
opportunities between real-life friendship groups, as well
as expanding their social networks to include ‘virtual
friends’, that is those made exclusively online. Social

media has been shown to affect peer relationships in
both beneficial and detrimental ways, whilst it may
broaden opportunities to enhance peer relations, it can
also complicate or amplify the social dynamics or experi-
ences with peers online (D’Rozario, 2020).

In addition, most research has not considered the dif-
ferent types of engagement. For example, a growing body
of research demonstrates that different types of online
communication, for example active and passive social
media use, have a differential impact on well-being
(Escobar-Viera et al., 2018; Frison & Eggermont, 2016;
Thorisdottir, Sigurvinsdottir, Asgeirsdottir, Allegrante,
& Sigfusdottir, 2019; Verduyn, Ybarra, R�esibois,
Jonides, & Kross, 2017). Furthermore, any communica-
tion carries with it a series of online risks, and research
has shown a link between exposure to online bullying
and subsequent poor mental health (Nixon, 2014).

The present study
Recent research has highlighted the need to better
understand people’s reactions to digital technolo-
gies (Orben, 2020) and the ways in which social media
is being used by young people (Twigg, Duncan, &
Weich, 2020). This study adds to the literature by exam-
ining the association between online communication
with different groups of friends and mental well-being
among a representative sample of young people aged 11–
16 from Wales. Given that three times as many adoles-
cent girls are diagnosed with depression as boys (Salk,
Hyde, & Abramson, 2017), as a secondary objective, this
study examines whether the association between online
communication with different groups of friends and
mental well-being varies by gender. To limit potential
concerns with confounding, we controlled for quality of
friendships, type of social media use and cyberbullying
victimisation in all analyses.

Methods

Sample and procedure
This study uses cross-sectional data obtained from 11- to 16
year olds in Wales, UK via the School Health Research Network
(SHRN) 2019 Student Health and Well-being (SHW) survey.
Data were collected using an online, self-completion question-
naire available in both English and Welsh and divided into four
survey routes. Questions appeared in single or multiple routes
and stratified random sampling was used to allocate each
school to a particular route to ensure nationally representative
data across a wide range of diverse topics. Further information
on surveymethodology is available (Page, Hewitt, Young, Moore,
& Murphy, 2021). Ethical approval for this study was granted
by Cardiff University School of Social Sciences Research Ethics
Committee. Informed consent was obtained from schools, par-
ents and students. Schools had to register to take part in the
survey and parents had the option to withdraw their child(ren)
from data collection. Students’ participation was optional, with
the first question in the survey asking for their consent to take
part. Due to survey routing, from the full sample of N = 119,388
students, 44.5% (n = 53,150) were asked all questions of inter-
est and our final sample included n = 38,736 adolescents with
complete responses. Descriptive statistics for the sample can be
found in Table 1. Table S1 compares descriptive statistics for
the analytic sample compared to the full sample. Models were
conducted using complete case analysis.

Measures
Outcome variable: Mental well-being. Mental well-being
was measured with the shortened version of the Warwick-

� 2022 The Authors. Child and Adolescent Mental Health published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Association for Child and
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Edinburgh Mental Health Well-being scale (SWEMWBS), an
instrument that has been empirically validated among adoles-
cent populations (Hunter, Houghton, & Wood, 2015; Koush-
ede et al., 2019; Melendez-Torres et al., 2019; Smith, Alves,
Knapstad, Haug, & Aarø, 2017; Stewart-Brown et al., 2009).
Students were asked to select the option best describing their
experiences over the past two weeks to the following seven
questions: (a) I’ve been feeling optimistic about the future, (b)
I’ve been feeling useful, (c) I’ve been feeling relaxed, (d) I’ve
been dealing with problems well, (e) I’ve been thinking clearly,
(f) I’ve been feeling close to other people, (g) I’ve been able to
make up my own mind about things. Each question was
ranked on Likert scale (‘none of the time,’ ‘rarely,’ ‘some of
the time’, ‘often’, ‘all the time’), which was then summed into
the SWEMWBS scale. All items loaded onto one factor, with
an acceptable level of internal consistency (Cronbach’s
a = .82).

Exposure variable: Frequency of online communica-
tion. Students were asked about their frequency of online
communication with the following groups of friends: (a) close
friends; (b) friends from a larger friend group; (c) friends that

you know through the internet but did not know before.
Online communication was operationalised as ‘sending and
receiving text messages, emoticons and photo, video or audio
messages through instant messaging (e.g. WhatsApp, Snap-
chat), social network sites (e.g. Facebook) or email (on a com-
puter, laptop, tablet or smartphone). Students were given the
following response options: Do not know/does not apply;
never/almost never; at least once every week; daily or almost
daily; several times each day; almost all the time throughout
the day.

Confounding and control variables. Previous research has
linked adolescent well-being to several demographic variables
including age (Hewitt, Anthony, Moore, Melendez-Torres, &
Murphy, 2019), sex (Calling et al., 2017; Collishaw et al., 2010;
Hewitt et al., 2019) and family affluence (Collishaw et al., 2019;
Hewitt et al., 2019). Therefore, these variables were included as
control variables in the multivariate statistical analysis. School
year was coded as a continuous variable (Years 7 to 11), while
gender (0 = boy, 1 = girl) and ethnicity (0 = white, 1 = ethnic
minority) were coded as dichotomous predictors. The ‘Family
Affluence Scale’ (FAS III) (Hartley, Levin, & Currie, 2016)

Table 1. Descriptive statistics

% 95% CI/SD

Grade
7 19.1% 18.7%–19.5%
8 20.3% 19.9%–20.7%
9 21.1% 20.7%–21.5%
10 19.4% 19%–20%
11 20.1% 19.7%–20.5%

Gender
Boys 47.9% 47.4%–48.4%
Girls 52.1% 51.6%–52.6%

Ethnicity
White 90.8% 90.5%–91.5%
Ethnic Minority 9.2% 9.0%–9.5%

Family Affluence Scale (continuous, 0–13)a 9.4 2.3
Frequency of social media contact with friends
Freq: social media contact with close friends

Never/almost never 5.7% 5.5%–5.9%
Weekly 12.7% 12.4%–13.1%
Daily 28.4% 28.0%–28.9%
Several times daily 25.3% 24.9%–25.8%
Almost any time of day 27.8% 27.4%–28.3%

Freq: social media contact
with friend group
Never/almost never 20.7% 20.3%–21.1%
Weekly 26.9% 26.5%–27.4%
Daily 25.4% 25.0%–25.9%
Several times daily 15.4% 15.0%–15.7%
Almost any time of day 11.6% 11.3%–11.9%

Social media contact with virtual friends
Freq social media contact with friends made online

Never/almost never 65.1% 64.6%–65.5%
Weekly 15.2% 14.8%–15.6%
Daily 9.1% 8.8%–9.4%
Several times daily 5.3% 5.1%–5.6%
Almost any time of day 5.3% 5.1%–5.5%

Cyberbully Victimisation
Never 83.3% 82.9%–83.6%
Some 12.5% 12.1%–12.8%
Extensive 4.3% 4.1%–4.5%

Passive social media use
No 60.2% 59.7%–60.7%
Yes 39.8% 39.3%–40.3%

Friendship quality (continuous, 0–7)a 5.01 1.9

aStandard Deviations presented for continuous items.

� 2022 The Authors. Child and Adolescent Mental Health published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Association for Child and
Adolescent Mental Health.
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comprises six items: households’ number of cars (0 = none,
1 = one, 2 = two or more), computers (0 = none, 1 = one, 2 = two,
3 = more than two) and bathrooms (0 = none, 1 = one, 2 = two,
3 = more than two), whether they had their own bedroom
(0 = no, 1 = yes), whether they had a dishwasher (0 = no, 1 = yes),
and the number of holidays spent abroad in the past year
(0 = not at all, 1 = once, 2 = twice, 3 = more than twice). The
scores for each item were summed to give a total affluence score
ranging from 0 to 13 and included as a continuous control mea-
sure in the current study. FAS is a validated proxy for measur-
ing socioeconomic status in adolescent populations (Torsheim
et al., 2016).

To control for potential confounders in the association
between the frequency of different types of online communica-
tion and well-being, we included three additional variables.
Given that passive social media use (Escobar-Viera et al., 2018;
Frison & Eggermont, 2016; Thorisdottir et al., 2019; Verduyn
et al., 2017), friendship quality (D’Rozario, 2020) and online bul-
lying (Dorol–Beauroy-Eustache & Mishara, 2021; Nixon, 2014),
that is an intentional act of aggression, carried out to harm
another individual using electronic forms of contacts or devices
(Patchin & Hinduja, 2006), have been associated with poorer
mental health and well-being these were included.

Passive social media use. Students were asked if during
the past year they had often used social media to escape from
negative feelings, with yes or no response options. If they had
used social media to escape from negative feelings, this was
used as a proxymeasure for passive social media use.

Friendship quality. Young people were asked to indicate
their agreement or disagreement with four items on a 7-point
Likert scale, relating to the extent to which they felt that friends
tried to help them, could be counted on when things go wrong,
could share in joys and sorrows and that they could talk easily
to friends. All items loaded onto a single factor, with good inter-
nal consistency (alpha = 0.96).

Cyberbullying victimisation. Participants were asked if in
the last two months had they ever been cyberbullied ‘e.g., some-
one sent mean instant messages, email or text messages about
you, wall postings, created a website making fun of you, posted
unflattering or inappropriate pictures of you online without per-
mission or shared themwith others’. Response options included
‘I have not been bullied’, ‘it has happened once or twice’, ‘2 or 3
times a month’, ‘about once a week’ and ‘several times a week’.
Response options were combined into ‘never (it has not hap-
pened), ‘some’ (1 to 2 times) and ‘extensive’ bullying (once a
week or more).

Statistical analysis
Descriptive statistics were first calculated for sociodemo-
graphic and social media-related characteristics. We then esti-
mated a series of hierarchically arranged multivariable
regression models predicting mental well-being using the same
analytic sample. Model 1 included sociodemographic predic-
tors and our exposure variable, the frequency of online com-
munication with best friends, casual friends and virtual
friends. Model 2 added controls for the potential confounding
associations of friendship quality, cyberbullying and passive
social media use. Model 3 tested the interactions between
social media use and gender. The marginal interactive associa-
tions were used to assess the interactions and we graphed the
predicted probabilities for the statistically significant interac-
tions (p < .05). All regression models included robust standard
errors to limit potential concerns associated with
heteroscedasticity and adjust for school level clustering, and
the frequency of online communication with close friends,
casual friends and virtual friends were mean-centred. All anal-
yses were conducted using Stata, Version 16.1 (Stata-
Corp, 2019).

Results

Social media use and patterns of online
communication
Table 1 presents the descriptive characteristics of the
students and their patterns of social media use. Of the
38,736 children and young people, 52.1% were girls. The
majority of respondents reported their ethnicity as White
(90.8%), and age (grade) was distributed fairly evenly.
Results showed high levels of online communication
with friends, as 81.5% of students reported connecting
with their closest friends at least once a day and 27.8%
reported being available ‘almost all the time throughout
the day’. Students also reported frequently communicat-
ing with their larger group of friends online, with 52.4%
reported doing so daily, while 34.9% of students reported
online communication with virtual friends made online.
Of those who reported making virtual friends online,
66.0% reported daily online communication with these
friends. In this study, 12.5% of students reported at
least one instance of cyberbullying victimisation online,
and 4.3% reported being the victim of at least three
instances of cyberbullying. Students were also asked
whether they used social media to escape from negative
feelings, with 39.8% reporting that they had used social
media as a form of escapism.

Multivariable models predicting wellbeing
Table 2 presents the findings from the hierarchically
arranged linear regression models predicting well-being.
Frequent online communication with best friends
(b = .340, p < .001) and bigger friendship groups
(b = .397; p < .001) were both associated with higher
levels of well-being. These findings remained significant
across all models. In contrast, the frequency of online
contact with virtual friends was negatively and signifi-
cantly associated with well-being (b = �.760; p < .001);
an association that remained significant after controlling
for all covariates. Overall, girls reported significantly
lower levels of well-being (b = �2.153, p < .001) and this
remained significant across all the models, including
model three which included gender interactions. All
interactions indicated a gender difference in the same
direction, even though only the frequency of online con-
tact with virtual friends was significant (b = �2.20,
p < .001), demonstrating that the strength of the associ-
ation was different for boys and girls (Figure 1). The stee-
per slope for girls demonstrates that the frequency of
online contact with virtual friends had a larger negative
association for girls than for boys.

Several control variables were significantly associated
with mental well-being. Older students (b = �.483,
p < .001) reported lower levels of well-being, ethnic
minority students reported higher levels of well-being
(b = .231, p < .05), and family affluence was positively
associated with well-being (b = .305, p < .001). All con-
founder variables were significantly associated with
mental well-being (see Table 2 for more details).

Discussion

The primary objective of the current research was to
examine the association between online communication
with different groups of friends and mental well-being

� 2022 The Authors. Child and Adolescent Mental Health published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Association for Child and
Adolescent Mental Health.
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among a representative population of students aged 11–
16 from Wales, UK. Our findings revealed that the fre-
quency of communication online is associated with
higher levels of well-being when communicating with
‘real-life’ friendship networks. This finding supports
research demonstrating that when online communica-
tion is with ‘real’ friends it can have a positive association
with mental well-being, similar to previous findings
(Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017). However, in contrast, we
found that frequency of communication with virtual
friends was associated with lower levels of mental well-
being, suggesting that social media engagement may
complicate or amplify the social dynamics or experiences
with peers online (D’Rozario, 2020). These findings
remained even after controlling for type of engagement,
that is passive social media use, as well as friendship
quality and cyberbullying.

Consistent with previous research (Twenge & Mar-
tin, 2020), across the different analyses the negative
associations of online communication and young peo-
ple’s mental well-being appear to be highly gendered,
with stronger negative associations for girls than boys.
We found that the association between frequency of
communication with virtual friendships and mental
well-being was moderated by gender, with a stronger
negative association for girls than boys. Girls’ friend-
ships tend to bemore intimate (Rose, 2002), thus its pos-
sible ‘virtual’ friendships may lack that intimacy
associated with well-being. Girls’ friendships are also
known to bemore fragile (Benenson&Christakos, 2003),
which may again be heightened for ‘virtual’ friendships
where it may be easier for friendships to break down.
Our findings add to previous research, which found that
associations between frequency of digital media and low
psychological well-being/mental health issues were gen-
erally larger for girls than for boys (Twenge & Mar-
tin, 2020).

The relationship between online communication and
well-being in adolescents appears to be a nuanced one
and may be beneficial for many in terms of mental well-
being but also detrimental for some. We found that those
communicating with virtual friends online, particularly
girls, had the poorest well-being, identifying this group
as warranting further investigation and potential inter-
vention. While further work is needed to understand the
causal nature of these associations given our cross-
sectional design, our data suggests that interventions
might be tailored to emphasise positive associations
between online communication and adolescent well-
being with close friends (Kross et al., 2021), while limit-
ing harms for those communicating with virtual friends.
Given the ease in which people are able to build an online
network of virtual friends, schools (Dubicka, Martin, &
Firth, 2019), family and clinical settings (Kaess, 2020)

Table 2. OLS regression predicting mental well-being (n = 38,786)

Model 1: Focal IV Model Model 2: Main Effects Model
Model 3: Gendered

Interactions

b SE beta Sig b SE beta Sig b SE beta Sig

Grade �.483 .018 �.127 *** �.415 .018 �.109 *** �.412 .018 �.108 ***
Female �2.153 .052 �.201 *** �1.83 .050 �.171 *** �1.83 .049 �.171 ***
Ethnic Minority .231 .092 .013 * .230 .087 .012 ** .232 .087 .013 **
Family affluence .305 .011 .132 *** .253 .011 .109 *** .254 .011 .110 ***
Frequency of online communication
Freq: Best friends (mean-centred) .340 .029 .095 *** .280 .027 .073 *** .326 .039 .072 ***
Freq: Casual friends (mean-centred) .397 .027 .075 *** .306 .025 .062 *** .345 .037 .082 ***
Freq: Virtual friends (mean-centred) �.760 .025 �.165 *** �.450 .024 �.098 *** �.334 .036 �.072 ***
Cyberbullying
Never REF REF
Some �1.59 .070 �.105 *** �1.57 .070 �.104 ***
Extensive �3.19 .205 �.085 *** �3.18 .205 �.085 ***
Passive Social Media Use �2.32 .052 �.212 *** �2.31 .052 �.211 ***
Friendship quality .478 .014 .172 *** .479 .014 .173 ***
Gendered interactions
Gender*best friends �.101 .054 �.015 NS
Gender*casual friends �.072 .050 �.012 NS
Gender*virtual friends �.220 .047 �.034 ***
Likelihood ratio (df) 4624.32 (7) 9538.13 (11) 9594.562 (14)
Adjusted R2 .112 .218 .219

* < .05, ** < .01, *** < .001.

Figure 1. Fitted values of online communication with virtual
friends by gender predicting mental well-being, 2019 Student
Health AndWell-being Survey

� 2022 The Authors. Child and Adolescent Mental Health published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Association for Child and
Adolescent Mental Health.

doi:10.1111/camh.12610 Online communication: SHRN survey 5

 14753588, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://acam

h.onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/doi/10.1111/cam
h.12610 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [17/11/2022]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



are potential contexts for identifying more potentially
harmful forms of online interaction. However, adults in
these contexts will likely need further advice to distin-
guish between adaptive and maladaptive uses of online
communication in practice (Healy, 2021). Given the
prevalence of online communication, many young people
will know more about social media than their teachers
and parents, thus there is a need to address safety
issues both with children and those that care for them,
and to involve young people in the development of inter-
ventions to support healthy online communication.

Strengths and limitations
One of the main strengths of this study is the use of a
large, nationally representative sample to explore the
association between online communication and mental
well-being. This study adds important findings to the
field by examining who adolescents are engaging with,
as well as controlling for confounders such as friendship
quality, passive use of social media and cyberbullying.
However, our study has some important limitations.
First, the data were cross-sectional; thus, causal infer-
ences cannot be drawn. Further longitudinal research is
needed to investigate the mechanisms between commu-
nication with virtual friends and poorer well-being for
girls. For example, it is possible that those young people
who report using social media to escape from negative
feelings may be more likely to report lower well-being
more generally, and the direction of the relationship
between these two variables cannot be established
within a cross-sectional design. While we controlled for
the confounding factor cyberbullying and friendship
quality, there may be additional unmeasured con-
founders that bias our results. In addition, self-reported
data may have been biased by standard limitations (e.g.
memory recall biases, social desirability, etc.), particu-
larly considering the sensitive nature of certain survey
questions. A meta-analysis of the relationship between
self-reported media usage and actual use showed that
adolescents, in particular, are poor reporters (Schar-
kow, 2019). Furthermore, single-use measures may not
accurately predict behaviour (Ellis, Davidson, Shaw, &
Geyer, 2019). Finally, given the large sample size, small
effects may be more likely to be statistically significant.
This is evident in that model 3 explains only 21.8% of
variance.

Conclusions

Research examining the effects of online communication
have mostly focused on screen time, which may be over
simplistic and fails to consider specific nuances such as
how adolescents are communicating and with whom. In
this nationally representative sample of young people
from Wales, we demonstrate the complex relationship
between online communication and mental well-being.
We found that the association between online communi-
cation and well-being varied depending on who adoles-
cents were engaging with. Rather than overemphasising
the significance of time spent online and uniformly casti-
gating online communication as something that needs
to be heavily monitored and controlled, digital literacy
education for young people should acknowledge the pos-
sible benefits of online communication with existing
friendship groups.
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