
The Report committee for Meagan Genell Irish Butler Certifies that this is the approved version of 
the following report: 

 
 
 

Online Social Networking and the Impact on Well-Being: 
Implications for School Counselors 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
Aaron Rochlen 

Kevin Cokley 

 

Supervisor: 



 
Online Social Networking and the Impact on Well-Being: 

Implications for School Counselors 

 

 

by 

 

Meagan Genell Irish Butler, B.A.  

 

 

Report 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  

The University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment  

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of  

 

Master of Education 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

May 2010 



 Dedication 

 
This work is dedicated to the students in Marshall dorm at St. Stephen’s School for 

inspiring me to learn about Facebook.  
 

I would also like to thank my partner, Matt, for all of his love and support. 



 iv 

Online Social Networking and the Impact on Well-Being: 

Implications for School Counselors 

by 

 

Meagan Genell Irish Butler, M.Ed.  

The University of Texas as Austin, 2010  

Supervisor: Aaron Rochlen 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

The current report reviews the recent literature on online social networking 

(Facebook and MySpace) and its psychological impact on students.  Both the negative 

and positive effects of online social networking are explored.  According to the literature, 

cyberbullying and sexting have the greatest negative impact on students. However, 

students greatly benefit from the social capital and friendship maintenance that online 

social networking provides. Intervention and prevention strategies for the negative 

consequences of online social networking are included. Finally, this report provides 

suggestions for counselors and teachers to help students safely use technology.  
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Online Social Networking and the Impact on Well-Being: Introduction 

 

Students growing up in the 1990’s and 2000’s are commonly called the “digital 

generation,” a generation of kids who are growing up online and highly influenced by 

technology.  Ninety-seven percent of teens are Internet users (Ybarra, 2004).  Seventy-

seven percent of American teenagers age 15-17 have an online profile on a Social 

Networking Site (SNS) (Lenhart, 2008).   Facebook, a popular online SNS, is the third 

most visited website in the United States, and Myspace ranks fifth (Orelind, 2009). 

Facebook adds up to six hundred thousand users a day, and just reached its 200 millionth 

member mark. So many people join online social networking sites that “if Facebook were 

a country, it would be the fifth most populated in the world,” ahead of Japan and Russia 

(Zuckerberg, 2009).  Over half of those Facebook users are under the age of 18.  Given 

this data, there is a high likelihood that school counselors will increasingly see students 

who are influenced by online culture. Counselors could greatly benefit from an increased 

understanding of online social networking and its implications for their well-being.  

Teenagers use online social networking sites for a variety of reasons. Some visit 

sites for entertainment, socialization, or self-expression (boyd, 2007). The sites serve as a 

way to avoid boredom or communicate with friends.  Others use social networking sites 

to increase or maintain social capital (Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007), or to maintain 

long-distance friendships (Valkenburg & Peter, 2007).  
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Current media reports often demonize social networking sites and publicize their 

negative impact on teen users. The most commonly reported concerns include contact 

with strangers, child predators, and bullies. For example, the popular “To Catch a 

Predator” TV series has prompted government investigations into online child abuse.  In 

addition, there is concern over exposure to inappropriate content, including pornographic 

material or information about drugs and parties.  Some reporters fear that use of the 

Internet will lead to a decrease in face-to-face social skills, “Internet addiction,” and even 

depression.  Furthermore, daytime talk shows like “The View” and “Dr. Phil” commonly 

warn of the negative consequences of revealing personal information on sites like 

Facebook and MySpace. As a result, some parents worry that their children will not gain 

college admittance due to inappropriate photos posted on profiles. Consequently, the use 

of technology is a commonly reported issue that divides parents and children.   

Although online social networking affects the majority of adolescents, there is 

limited research on the impact of online social networking on well-being. Due to a lack of 

research, some studies that have centered on other Internet-based technologies are 

included in this article. For example, studies on AOL instant messaging (IM) are used 

because Facebook recently integrated a similar feature called “Facebook chat.” Similarly, 

research on blogs or photo sharing sites apply because online social networks provide 

spaces for free writing and posting photos.  

 Although the use of online social networking is widespread, the research on this 

topic is quite limited. Overall the preliminary work in this area has yielded several 
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interesting, but contradictory results. For example, many researchers have explored the 

correlation between depression and Internet usage (Ybarra, 2004; Kraut et al., 1998). 

Although some research initially indicated that Internet use led to social isolation and 

loneliness (Kraut et al., 1998), later reports (Morgan & Cotten, 2003; Ko & Kuo, 2009) 

have shown that Internet use can lead to an increase in psychological well-being for 

certain students.  In addition, whether depression results from Internet harassment or it 

makes someone more prone to being harassed is unclear (Ybarra, 2004).  

 Unwanted contact from others online is another common area of concern. 

Interestingly, as far as sexual solicitation is concerned, recent reports show that offline 

threats are greater than online threats (Lenhart & Madden, 2007b; Wolak, Finkelhor, 

Mitchell & Ybarra, 2008). Nevertheless, clearly that cyberbullying and unwanted contact 

from outsiders negatively impacts well-being. Some conclude that cyberbullying can lead 

to depression or social isolation (Kraut, Patterson, Lundmark, et al., 1998).  

 Many students use online social networking as a way to express themselves, which 

could result in positive or negative effects.  For example, one study indicates that the 

majority of teens do write about personal, private information online, including drug use 

and sexual activity (Williams & Merten, 2008). This could lead to embarrassing 

situations of unwanted self-disclosure, which could decrease well-being. However, some 

self-disclosure may prove beneficial (Ko & Kuo, 2009), especially for more isolated or 

marginalized groups, like Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual teens (McKenna & Bargh, 1998).  

 In consideration of the increasing involvement of social networking and its 
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potential consequences, the goal of this report is to analyze what the current research 

reveals about the impact of online social networking on students’ well-being.  School 

counselors and administrators  could greatly benefit from developing a school-wide 

guidance plan, technology policy, and intervention plan aimed at increasing students’ 

well-being. This report is organized as follows: a) definitions of online social networking 

and psychological well-being; b) why adolescents and young adults use online social 

networking; c) the negative effects on well-being, including an analysis of who is most at 

risk; d) the positive effects on well-being; and e) implications for school counselors.  
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Chapter One:  

Definitions of Online Social Networking and Psychological Well-Being 

Online Social Networking is the activity of sharing messages and information with 

others in an online space on the Internet (Britannica, 2009).  There are different types of 

social networks, including “friend-networking” sites like Myspace and Facebook, 

professional or job-related sites like LinkedIn, culturally specific sites like BlackPlanet 

and GLEE (Gay, Lesbian, and everyone else), and product or place reviewing sites like 

Yelp.com. The majority of the research on online social networking focuses on “friend-

networking” sites.  

Well-being is generally defined as “the ability to function fully and actively over the 

physical, intellectual, emotional, spiritual, social, and environmental domains of health” 

(Gerrig & Zimbardo, 2002). For the purposes of this literature review, the aspect of 

physical health will not be studied, but the other domains of well-being will be explored.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



! '!

Chapter Two: 

Why do Adolescents and Young Adults Use Social Networking Sites? 

There are many reasons why teenagers and young adults use friend-networking 

sites. The most popular reason is to stay in touch with current friends (Lenhart & 

Madden, 2007a; Gross, Juvonen & Gable, 2002).  In some ways, friend-networking sites 

are a form of interactive entertainment. Internet communication leads to an increase in 

closeness with friends, which increases well-being (Valkenburg & Peter, 2007b). Given 

that during adolescence many teens turn their attention towards peer groups, connecting 

with their friends is a normal part of healthy development. SNS just provides a simple 

way of connecting.  

For many teens, sending a message through a social networking site like 

Facebook or MySpace is similar to placing a phone call or making a house visit. The 

majority of teens that school counselors encounter have posted a message on someone’s 

“wall” (Lenhart & Madden, 2007a).  Wall postings are a common form of public 

communication. In addition, over three fourths of students also use the “private message” 

feature for communication purposes, which is similar to sending an email or a private 

letter (Lenhart & Madden, 2007a). Therefore, social networking sites are used for both 

public and private communication.  

In addition to contacting local and current friends, students also enjoy using SNS 

as a means to connect with long distance friends (Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007). 
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Almost three fourths of teens use SNS to communicate with friends they rarely see in 

person, making this the second most popular reason why teens use these services 

(Lenhart & Madden, 2007a). For example, college freshman may contact their friends 

from high school after moving away from home. Some teens also use the site as a way to 

connect with long-distance family members. 

Friend networking sites also provide a way for self-expression and identity 

formation. Teens cans decorate their “wallpaper” background on MySpace, list their 

interests and favorite quotes, share music and videos, and post creative photos.  

Adolescence is a developmental period when many teens explore their identities. Some 

students use Facebook and MySpace as a way to disclose personal information or “try 

on” new identities (Manago, Graham, Greenfield, & Salimkhan, 2008). 

  Group formation is an important part adolescence, and students use Facebook for 

social advocacy (Lenhart & Madden, 2007a).  Facebook offers ways to start virtual 

groups online.  These groups range in purpose.  Some groups aid long-distance 

communication between former camp-mates or classmates. Some groups are centered 

around a cause like global warming or breast cancer awareness. Other groups are like a 

virtual memorial service for a lost loved one. Some groups are just for fun celebrating a 

famous figure or a shared hobby or interest. 

In summary, many teens use Facebook and MySpace to be entertained and to 

connect with friends--natural parts of adolescence. However, the rising number of 
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adolescents that use friend-networking sites has caused concern among many people. 

Professor Brody at American University claims, “this digital technology is associated 

with self-absorption, narcissism, and isolation” (Brody, 2006). In addition, the mass 

media constantly warns of the dangers of Internet communication. The following section 

will explore the common concerns associated with online social-networking sites.  
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Chapter Three: 

Common Concerns and the Negative Effects on Well-Being 

Child Predators 

Unwanted contact with dangerous predators is among the chief concerns 

associated with using social networking sites. Chris Hansen, host of Dateline NBC’s “To 

Catch a Predator,” warns that sexual crimes by Internet predators are a rising epidemic 

(Hansen, 2007).  The public perception is that child predators are old adults who lie about 

their age, deceptively contact children, and secretly lure them into disturbing sexual 

encounters.  

Leading researchers, Wolak, Finkelhor, Mitchell, and Ybarra (2008) studied over 

1,700 cases of Internet-related sex crimes.  Contrary to public perception and shows like 

“To Catch a Predator,” their research shows that 99% of sexual victims are teens (not 

children). Furthermore, people who are truthful about their age and intentions contact 

these teens. The majority of Internet-related crimes are statutory rape or non-forcible sex 

crimes (Wolak et al., 2008).  This reflects the fact that teens are exploring their sexuality 

through conversations on SNS and IM. Some teens end up displaying sexual risk taking 

behaviors born out of romantic or sexual feelings.  

The Internet can be a risky area for some teens as predators may “groom” their 

victims over time. However, SNS do provide distance between the predator and the 

victim. For example, if the victim feels uncomfortable or does not like the sexualized 



! "+!

nature of the chat, they can turn off the computer. Overall, “violence is rare” and 

“meetings and sex most often are voluntary” (Lenhart & Madden, 2008, p. 11).  

 Although the online communication methods are new, the problem of statutory 

rape is old (Wolak et al., 2008).  Imperatively, there is no empirical evidence that shows 

that the Internet has led to more sexual offenses or abuse, and overall sexual crimes 

against youths have decreased by over 50% in the last decade (Wolak et al., 2008).  

Finally, Internet-related crimes only make up about 7% of overall statutory rapes in the 

US (Wolak, et. al., 2008). Most children are not at greater risk due to use of SNS. 

Nevertheless, some of the SNS related sex crimes did lead to court cases. For example, 

14 year old “Julie Doe” and parents sued MySpace for $30 million dollars after being 

sexually assaulted by a nineteen year-old man she met on the site (Smith, 2007).  

Fortunately, for those teens that are at risk, Internet-related sexual solicitation 

crimes can be prevented. Some authors suggest vigilant parenting, installing secret 

computer monitoring software, and banning children from publicly posting personal 

information (Smith, 2007). Leading researchers, Wolak, Finkelhor, Mitchell, and Ybarra 

(2008) advocate a youth-focused approach including frank discussions about romance, 

sex, and avoiding victimization. The most at-risk populations for statutory rape are 

adolescent teenage girls who openly talk about sex with strangers online (Wolak et al., 

2008). In addition, if teens are gay or questioning, depressed, socially isolated, or isolated 

from their parents, they are at greater risk (Wolak et al., 2008).  
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School counselors should be proactive about identifying teens that are at-risk for 

sexual solicitation in order to prevent statutory rape and sexual violence. In addition, 

school counselors should incorporate the topic of Internet-related sex crimes into frank 

conversations about sexual development and relationships. In sum, a parent-centered 

approach will not be as effective as a youth centered approach. Showing understanding 

for adolescents’ romantic and sexual feelings and teaching them how to deal with 

pressure from older people may lessen sexual risk taking behaviors and sex-related 

crimes.  

 

Talking to Strangers and Revealing Personal Information 

After an extensive study of online social networking sites, Valkenburg and Peter 

(2007b) concluded that, “It is not Internet communication per se but Internet 

communication with strangers that accounts for effects on well being” (p. 55). Overall, 

the rates of dangerous stranger contact are fairly low, with about 7% of online teens 

feeling uncomfortable or scared after being contacted by strangers (Lenhart & Madden, 

2008). Disturbingly, only 3% of students who were contacted online told an adult about 

it.  Clearly, students do not frequently report Internet-related incidents.  

Fortunately, unwanted and dangerous contact online is preventable. First of all, 

children must be fourteen years old in order to have a MySpace account, and teens under 

the age of sixteen have profiles that are automatically set to “private.”  Facebook also 
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includes “privacy settings” allowing the member to control who can search for their name 

and how they can be contacted. However, many children may lie about their age online. 

Proactive parenting and online monitoring software should be used to see if underage 

children use SNS.  

There is no empirical evidence that links disclosure of personal information, like 

telephone number and home address, to an increase in contact by strangers (Wolak et al., 

2008).  However, Internet monitoring software does reduce contact by strangers (Lenhart 

& Madden, 2008; Smith, 2007). Many schools and public libraries use Internet 

monitoring software, and parents should be encouraged to install similar software on 

home computers. In addition, constantly monitoring children or leaving the computer in a 

public place may also decrease contact with strangers (Smith, 2007).  

Another way to decrease unwanted contact with strangers is to build up the 

support systems for young people. Research has shown that teens with less support and 

lonely teens were more likely to meet strangers in chat rooms on-line. (Bessiere et al., 

2002; Gross, Juvonen, & Gable, 2002) Similarly, college students with lower self-esteem 

use MySpace to find romantic partners more often than students with high self-esteem 

(Dong, Urista, and Gundrum, 2008).  Clearly, teens and young adults look to others on 

the Internet to find social support and acceptance, often communicating with strangers to 

fill a void. By creating programs that increase self-esteem and support, teens will not 

need to seek reassurance from strangers online, which could prevent dangerous contact. 

In sum, increasing social support will decrease online risk-taking behaviors.  
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Cyberbullying 

Cyberbullying, or bullying that takes place online, is the most widespread 

Internet-related problem affecting teens. The reported rate of cyberbullying ranges from 

approximately 40% (Lenhart & Madden, 2008) to 70% (Juvonen & Gross, 2008). The 

definition of cyberbullying is fairly broad, including aggressive acts like receiving 

threatening messages, as well as less aggressive acts like forwarding private texts or 

emails, which is similar to sharing a written note.  

The most popular form of cyberbullying is name-calling or insults, and most of 

the name-calling takes place over IM (Juvonen & Gross, 2008).  The majority of those 

bullied (85%) were also bullied at school, so it appears that those most at risk are being 

tormented at home and at school. Because the overwhelming majority of cyberbullying 

victims know their perpetrators, this problem is not as easily prevented with Internet 

monitoring software. Counselors or teachers who know of students who are frequently 

bullied at school may want to alert the child’s parents and encourage the child to stay off 

IM.  

Although cyberbullying is a serious problem that threatens the well-being of 

students, over two thirds of teens think that more bullying happens offline, with school 

being the most common place (Lenhart & Madden, 2008). Improving the atmosphere at 

school may be the best way to decrease cyberbullying. In addition, counselors should 
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train students, including bystanders, to stand up to bullying both offline and online. More 

information on preventing cyberbullying is provided in section “e” of this report.  

 

Exposure to Inappropriate Content: Pornography 

Many parents and school officials are concerned about SNS exposing their kids to 

controversial information like sexually explicit photos or pornography. Facebook and 

MySpace prohibit pornographic or nude pictures, however semi-nude or sexually 

suggestive photos can be posted. In addition, teens can post links to other pornographic 

sites on their profiles.  

Pornography is a pressing problem, with at least 70% of 15 to 17 year-olds self-

reporting that they have “accidentally stumbled onto pornographic sites” (p. 17, Lenhart 

& Madden, 2008, citing KFF generation Rx, 2001).  This number may be even higher 

considering that some students may not have felt comfortable disclosing that they have 

looked at pornography. According to Hitwise, a top Internet traffic tracking site, “surfing 

for porn dropped to about 10 percent of searches from 20 percent a decade ago, and the 

hottest Internet searches now are for social networking sites” (Tancer, as cited in 

Goldsmith, 2008). Apparently, more people are using the Internet to connect with each 

other instead of looking at porn.  

More research is needed specifically about the rate that teens access pornography 

and the type of pornography being viewed. Certainly, teens who have accidentally 
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viewed pornography a few times are not suffering the same consequences as a daily 

viewer of hardcore pornography. Currently, only about half of families filter the sites that 

children and teens access (Lenhart & Madden, 2008).  Access to pornography could be 

significantly reduced if more families actively blocked access to inappropriate sites.  

 

Revealing Personal Information: Sexting 

 Teens do write on SNS about their sexual activity (Williams & Merten, 2008). The 

National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy released a groundbreaking 

study that has caused a media firestorm, reporting that one in five teenagers have 

“electronically sent, or posted online, nude or semi-nude images of themselves” (National 

Campaign, 2008, p.20). While nude photos cannot be displayed on Facebook or MySpace 

photo albums, teens can post nude photos via links to other Internet sites. The atmosphere 

of SNS where students present idealized versions of themselves may put pressure on 

some women and girls to sexually objectify themselves by posting sexualized photos 

(Manago et. al, 2008). Girls may feel like they have to be half dressed to feel cool or 

attract a romantic partner.  

The “one in five” statistic has been criticized because the study was conducted via 

online polls, which may have skewed the research pool (Bialik, 2009). In addition, only 

about one in ten teens ages 13-16 have sent photos, so the “one in five” statistic is being 

skewed by older teens. Finally, one issue of concern is that many mainstream media 
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reports are reporting that teens have sent “nude” photos, disregarding the term “semi-

nude.” In the study, teens were questioned about “nude or semi-nude” pictures, which 

could include photos of shirtless men or girls in swimsuits or towels. One study on teens’ 

MySpace profiles shows that only 5% of teens posted photos of themselves in swimsuits 

or underwear (Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). Additional research needs to be done to 

discover separate rates of nude, semi-nude, and pornographic photos sent online.  

The “sex and tech” study by The National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy 

led to the creation of the term “sexting,” or texting via phone or computer sexually 

explicit information or photos. Several teens caught “sexting” have been charged with 

felonies of distributing child pornography, and are now labeled as sex offenders 

alongside pedophiles and rapists (Galanos, 2009). Obviously, being charged with a crime 

or being labeled a sex-offender would have a huge negative impact on well-being. In 

addition, 6% of teens have had someone post an unwanted picture of him or her online 

without permission (Lenhart & Madden, 2008). Depending on the type of photo, the 

embarrassment as a result of inappropriate photos would also significantly harm well-

being.  

More research is needed to determine the rate of sexting among adolescents. The 

majority of teens send sexually suggestive messages to their boyfriends and girlfriends as 

a “sexy gift” (National Campaign, 2009). It is normal for adolescents to experiment with 

their sexual identity and have romantic and sexual feelings. Showing understanding for 
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sexual feelings and teaching them how to self-censor through frank discourse may lead to 

a decrease in “sexting” and increase overall well-being.   

 

Revealing Personal Information: Drugs and Alcohol Use 

Teens do write about personal, private information online, including drug use 

(Williams & Merten, 2008). One report shows that about one in five teen profiles shows 

evidence of underage alcohol use (Patchin & Hinduja, 2006). Although many teens may 

post information that is considered inappropriate, two thirds of teens have restricted who 

can view their profiles in some way; some set their profiles to “private” so only their 

“friends” can view the information (Lenhart & Madden, 2008).  On a government-

sponsored website offering online safety tips, the US government warns teens that 

anything posted online can be viewed by anyone (US Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2009). Using privacy settings may make it more difficult for outsiders like 

college admittance officials to access the information.  

 

College Admittance 

Many parents are concerned that inappropriate content on social networking sites 

may hurt their child’s chances at being accepted to college or receiving a job offer.  

Unfortunately, peer-reviewed research on this subject was not found. Kaplan, an 



! ")!

educational test-preparation company, performed an anonymous survey of 500 of the 

most selective universities and colleges (Wong, 2008). Of the 380 returned surveys, only 

10% of college admissions officers reported looking at Facebook or MySpace profiles of 

applicants. Interestingly, 38% of officers reported that viewing the profiles hurt the 

applicants.  In general, the information had a “minimal impact” on decisions made 

(Wong, 2008). Although there is limited research on the subject, school counselors who 

assist students in the college application process should advise their students to clean up 

their SNS profiles. Once enrolled, profile information leaked to administrative officials 

could lead to dismissal for college students. For this reason, many NCAA coaches have 

encouraged student-athletes to stop using social networking sites, and some coaches 

monitor their players’ profiles (Butts, 2007).  

 

Internet Addiction  

The term “Internet addiction” is frequently thrown around in public discourse. For 

example, parents worry about their children building Facebook profiles for hours or 

playing Farmville instead of doing homework and wonder: Are they addicted? It depends 

on the definition of addiction. If a teen loves basketball and plays it for hours each day, 

should she be labeled a “basketball addict”? Is an avid reader a “book addict”?  

Currently, the DSM-IV does not include any criteria for Internet addiction. Some 

researchers have rewritten the criteria for substance addiction or compulsive gambling to 
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try to diagnose for Internet addiction. For example, in the Kaltiala-Heino (2004) study of 

teens, the researchers changed the words “is restless or irritable when attempting to cut 

down or stop gambling” to “I snap, shout or get irritated if I am bothered with other 

things when I am in the Internet.” The research showed that less than 2% of teens were 

classified as “addicted.” In contrast, other reports cited by the same study showed 

Internet addiction as high as 30% (Kaltiala-Heinlo et al., 2004).  The dramatic differences 

in rate may be due to the measurements used, as there is no standard way to measure 

“Internet addiction” because it is not a classified disorder.  

Research does not show that teens can be addicted to the Internet itself. However, 

teens may compulsively look at pornography, play video games, or gamble via the 

Internet.  In contrast, many teens do not show compulsive behavior; instead, teens simply 

use the Internet for long periods of time because it is entertaining. Similar to a teen that 

stays up all night talking on the phone, some teens may be using SNS for entertaining 

conversations. This does not mean, however, that they are “addicted.”  

 Some research has shown that instant messaging use may be linked to compulsive 

use because it occurs in “real time” unlike email (Eijenden, 2008).  Given this 

information, the majority of the functions on SNS would not be addictive because they do 

not occur in real time. However, the “Facebook Chat” feature, which is similar to IM, 

may lead to compulsive use. In addition, students with lower self-esteem may be more at 

risk of developing IM addictive/compulsive tendencies (Ehrenburg, Juckes, White, and 

Walsh, 2008).  
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   School counselors who are concerned about teens’ compulsive use of the Internet 

may view it as an expression of an underlying problem like depression, loneliness, or 

obsessive-compulsive tendencies. On the other hand, teens may use the Internet as a form 

of entertainment, just as other teens watch television. More research is needed to 

determine which types of Internet-related activities lead to compulsive use and whether 

or not the Internet itself can even be “addictive” in a pathological sense.   

 

Decline in Interpersonal Skills 

A concern has been raised that Internet use may decrease interpersonal skills or 

weaken friendships (Kraut, 1998). Although it may appear that most teens use the 

Internet in their rooms alone, many are actually connecting with friends and building 

interpersonal skills (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, Kraut & Gross, 2002). In addition, 

given that many online social networking sites are designed to connect friends, it can be 

inferred that teens currently use the Internet as a communication tool, not an isolation 

tool.  

Another concern is that online social networking could lead to Decrease in face-

to-face social skills or weakening of friendships. Kraut et al. (1998) claimed that students 

replace closer friendships with weaker ones found on the Internet, which has been called 

the “displacement hypothesis” (Valkenburg & Peter, 2007a). However, some teens think 

that “family time” may be displaced due to Internet communication, but that “friend 

time” is not decreased (Starkman, 2007). In addition, Ko and Kuo (2009) show that 
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blogging and revealing personal information online can actually increase interpersonal 

communication skills and deepen friendships. Overall, the majority of the research shows 

that SNS do not correlate to a decline in interpersonal skills.  

 

Loneliness, Depression, and Stress 

Many researchers have proposed that loneliness is linked to Internet use. Moody’s 

study of undergraduates (2001) proposes that Internet communication causes loneliness 

because relationships are not as intimate. However, the same study revealed a decrease in 

social loneliness, and people felt more connected to their community.  

Bessiere et al. (2002) created a “poor get poorer” model where introverts become 

lonelier due to Internet communication, and heavy Internet users had more stress. The 

researchers propose that the increase in stress and loneliness may be the result of 

spending more time on the Internet and less time in other stress-reducing and friend-

making activities. The “poor get poorer” model has been criticized, as Internet 

communication may not be a cause of loneliness. Matsuba (2006) contends that lonely 

people use computer-mediated communication more often as a coping mechanism to stop 

loneliness. Similarly, Caplan (2007) hypothesizes that students with social anxiety, 

similar to what Kraut calls an “introvert,” prefer Internet communication because they 

feel they have more control over it. In summary, it is unclear whether Internet 

communication causes loneliness or whether lonely people use the Internet more often. 
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Similarly, research has not shown whether Internet use actually caused more stress. 

Perhaps people use the Internet more as a coping mechanism to deal with stress. 

 

Distractions from the “Real World” 

Although many adults worry that children spend too much time on the Internet, 

many children spend time online doing multiple things at once. For example, a student 

may be updating their Facebook profile, chatting on IM, and researching a history report 

at the same time. In addition, the amount of time spent online is not associated with well-

being (Gross, Juvonen & Gable, 2002). Kraut et al. (2002) showed that frequent Internet 

users reported a decrease in knowledge about their local areas. However, this study did 

not report whether or not there was an increase in national or global knowledge.  

Social networking sites are a fast-growing phenomenon, so there is a great need 

for further research on their negative effects on well-being. Kaltiala-Heinlo (2004) did 

self-report surveys and did not use control groups for their Internet addiction study, so 

there is not any empirical evidence that shows that Internet addiction even exists. 

However, more research is needed on Internet addiction in order to discover why some 

students struggle with compulsive use.  Ideally, the term “Internet addiction” would be 

replaced with “compulsive use” to demonstrate that the Internet itself is not causing the 

disorder.   
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Another area of research that needs to be explored is the impact of social 

networking profiles on college admittance.  More research is needed to determine the 

frequency that admissions officers access SNS. In the meantime, college counselors and 

high school counselors may want to encourage students to refrain from posting 

questionable material, as it may harm their educational choices.  

Another gap in research concerns the issue of “sexting.” As previously 

mentioned, more research is needed to determine the rate of sexting among adolescents. 

The only study to date (National Campaign, 2009) used online methods, which may have 

skewed the data. Clearly, considering that there are serious legal and emotional 

consequences from sexting, it is essential that appropriate research on the subject be 

performed.  

On Facebook, a growing trend among students is the use of applications; an 

application is a separate little computer program that can be “added on” to a user’s 

Facebook account.  There are hundreds upon hundreds of applications, and each one of 

them is different.  While the majority of applications would be considered by most 

parents to be harmless, there are some that expose teens to content that could be deemed 

inappropriate.  Violence, sex, alcohol and drug references, and hurtful speech can all be 

found in some applications.  For example, there is a game where a user creates her own 

mafia, buys weapons, and pulls off crimes.  There are surveys that gather details about a 

teen’s sex life.  There are applications that allow teens to give virtual marijuana and 

alcoholic beverages to their friends.  Many of these more “mature” applications are the 
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most popular amongst teens. Applications that create things like “hot lists” could be 

severely damaging to a teenager's self-esteem and could lead to cyberbullying.  

Currently, there is no empirical research that quantifies the harmful effects of 

some applications on student’s well-being, so this is a huge gap in research. Nevertheless, 

school counselors and parents still need to be on alert about the trendy applications on 

Facebook. School counselors need to advise students to choose applications that are 

positive and fun, and delete applications that cause inter-friend problems.   
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Chapter Four: 

Positive Effects on Well-Being 

Contrary to studies that show a negative impact on psychological well-being, 

“most of the research on Internet usage indicates positive effects” (Morgan & Cotten, 

2003).  Many students benefit from using SNS and find that it increases social capital 

(Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007), helps them communicate with friends (Gross, 

Juvonen & Gable, 2002; Cotten, 2008), allows for self-expression (Morgan & Cotten, 

2003; Ko & Kuo, 2009; McKenna & Bargh, 1998), and builds self-esteem (Valkenburg, 

Peter & Schouten, 2006).  

 

Increasing Well-Being Through Communication 

Although contact with strangers does occur, the majority of the time teens are 

online they are communicating with friends that they know in person (Gross, Juvonen & 

Gable, 2002). Students are using online social networking and instant messaging as a 

means of communication, much like students use the telephone.  Internet communication 

leads to an increase in closeness with friends, which increases well-being (Valkenburg & 

Peter, 2007b).  

In response to the claim that Internet use leads to depression and loneliness, 

Morgan & Cotten’s study of college freshman showed that the type of Internet activity 
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determines the variance in depressive symptoms (Morgan & Cotton, 2003).  Students 

who used the Internet to communicate via email, IM, and other activities similar to social 

networking actually reported a decrease in depressive symptoms. However, those who 

used it for non-communication activities like games, shopping and research showed an 

increase in depressive symptoms. Therefore, SNS may actually decrease depression and 

increase well-being. Furthermore, for students who move or attend college away from 

home, using the Internet to connect with distant friends increased self-esteem and showed 

lower levels of depression (Cotten, 2008).  

In contrast to the Kraut et al. (1998) study that showed a weakening of friendships 

due to Internet use, Valkenburg and Peter’s (2007a) study of 1,210 teenagers showed the 

opposite. Time spent on IM was correlated with more time spent with existing friends, 

which increased well-being. This is referred to the “stimulation hypothesis,” where online 

communication stimulates current and new friendships instead of displacing better quality 

friends. For example, students may write on each other’s walls about events, concerts, 

and study groups, which increases involvement. Involvement in social or academic clubs 

is correlated with students staying in school, so school counselors may encourage 

students who feel socially isolated to try reaching out via Facebook.  
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Increase in Social Capital 

Social capital is “the resources accumulated through relationships among people” 

(Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007). Online social setworking sites like Facebook 

provide an easy way to stay connected to friends across great distances. Facebook 

provides “bridging” social capital that encourages new relationships and the maintenance 

of acquaintances, which can be used for information or to broaden social horizons 

(Ellison et al., 2007). Students may increase their well-being by accumulating job 

connections, study partners, romantic interests, and social invitations through their 

connections online. Higher education school counselors may want to encourage college 

students to list their employment background and job interests on SNS to increase 

employment opportunities.  

In contrast to the Bessiere et al. (2002) “poor get poorer” hypothesis that 

introverts get lonelier from Internet communication, Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe (2007) 

propose a “poor get richer” model. They claim that people who are shy may feel more 

comfortable participating in online social networks, which leads to more social capital 

and an increase in well-being. Ko and Kuo (2009) add that blogging can increase social 

capital due to self-disclosure of information.  

 

Self-expression, Identity Exploration, and Social Support 

 Students may use SNS to express themselves or explore their identity. Students 
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usually present their “ideal selves” on their profiles; they post information about who 

they would like to be instead of who they actually are (Manago et al., 2008). Identity 

exploration is an important part of adolescence that can lead to an achieved identity. In 

the age of online social networks, changing your identity online is only a few clicks 

away. Students can post photos, decorate their profiles, take photos of themselves, and 

connect with others. However, students may feel pressure that they cannot become the 

“ideal self” that they have created online (Manago et al., 2008). In general, identity 

exploration through SNS is an important part of development.  

 By sharing personal details in a public forum, marginalized students in particular 

may benefit from Internet communication (Morgan & Cotten, 2003).  For example, 

students who are gay or lesbian or questioning their sexual identity may feel isolated in 

their communities and schools, and the Internet may provide a safe place to express their 

true identity (McKenna & Bargh, 1998).  By self-disclosing intimate information, 

students build stronger relationships and communication skills (Ko & Kuo, 2009).  

 After comparing bloggers and non-bloggers, clearly adolescents who use SNS build 

a social support system, have greater friendship satisfaction, and feel more socially 

integrated, which leads to an increase in well-being (Baker & Moore, 2008). Students 

with social support are more capable of handling life stressors (Leung, 2007).  Instead of 

turning to drug and alcohol use as a coping mechanism during stressful times, students 

can turn to online social support. For example, immigrant Latinas with breast cancer 

found tremendous support through an online community (Changrani, 2008). Surely, 
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similar support groups for adolescents could also increase well-being.  

 

Self-esteem 

In general, most students increase self-esteem by using SNS. Valkenburg, Peter 

and Schouten (2006) show that positive feedback on “walls” is linked with an increase in 

self-esteem and well-being. Given that the majority of the feedback that students receive 

is positive, it can be inferred that most students will increase their self-esteem by using 

SNS. In addition, Bessiere et al. (2002) offered the “rich get richer” theory that students 

who are extroverts will increase well-being by increasing social support. In addition, 

college students’ sense of “mattering” and being important increased with IM use 

(Cotten, 2008).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



! $+!

Chapter Five: 

Implications for School Counselors 

School counselors and administrators could greatly benefit by developing a 

school-wide technology policy, guidance prevention plan, and intervention plan aimed at 

increasing students’ well being. The technology policy should state clear expectations 

for behavior online as well as consequences for misconduct. After a review of research 

on the impact of social networking sites on well-being, it is clear that the guidance and 

intervention plans should focus on promoting digital citizenship by preventing 

cyberbullying, preventing sexual risk taking, and encouraging the development of a 

healthy online identity. 

 

Create a Team of Online Safety Experts 

 School counselors need to build a support team of people who can specialize in 

technology-related issues. This team should include the school counselor, school 

administrators, technology director or school computer lab instructor, teachers and 

parents. In addition, members of the school staff such as librarians, lunchroom monitors, 

security guards, coaches, and bus drivers should be invited to join the committee; 

sometimes these members of the school community see students in their most relaxed 

state and can have great influence on student behavior. If a crisis should arise, there 
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should be an appointed group of people who are knowledgeable on technology-related 

issues and policy.  

 

School-wide Technology Policy 

 All school counselors need to review their school’s current technology policies 

(usually located on a website, in the school handbook, or in the school board policy) to 

see the policy on social networking. Sometimes these policies are called “Appropriate 

Use Policy” or “Acceptable Use Policy.” The school policy should state clear 

expectations for online activity; it should also include a place for parents and students to 

sign the policy agreement. An excellent model of a policy can be found online through 

the United States Department of Justice Computer Crime and Intellectual Property 

Section ("Model acceptable use," 2010).  

 

Cyberbullying Prevention and Intervention 

Considering that cyberbullying is one of the most prevalent problems hurting 

teens (Lenhart & Madden, 2008; Juvonen & Gross, 2008), school counselors need to 

develop a cyberbullying prevention plan. First of all, every student should sign a 

technology policy that includes a clause that references cyberbullying. For example, the 

US Department of Justice suggests the following statement: students should not 
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“intentionally access, transmit, copy, or create material that violates the school's code of 

conduct (such as messages that are pornographic, threatening, rude, discriminatory, or 

meant to harass)” ("Model acceptable use," 2010).     

Next, cyberbullying prevention needs to be included in the curriculum.  

Cyberbullying usually occurs in environments without adult supervision, so students 

need to be empowered to intervene (Willard, 2007; Lenhart & Madden, 2008). A list of 

“bystander strategies” needs to be taught to all students, as students are most likely to 

witness it (Willard, 2007). Digizen.org, a website sponsored by Childnet International (a 

UK-based non-profit), is the premier place for free online resources, videos, and lesson 

plans. Digizen.org has developed the idea of Digital Citizenship, and suggests that 

cyberbullying prevention be a school-wide approach. For example, Health classes could 

include an online health and safety unit that explores what cyberbullying is and how to 

intervene. Many Health classes already include social skills instruction, and online social 

skills should be explicitly taught (Willard, 2007). In addition, English teachers could 

require students to write essays on ways to intervene against people who are 

disrespectful online. History teachers could have students look at bullies throughout 

history and discuss modern ways to stop bullying.  

Finally, students should be expected to report cyberbullying if they witness it, and 

ways to report cyberbullying should be publicized in the school building. Student council 

members or students can make signs to hang in the lunchroom or public areas, and 

parents can be notified via the parent-teacher association and school newsletters. 
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Students need to be taught ways to “save the evidence” in case cyberbullying occurs. For 

example, students can use the “print screen function” on the computer to take a digital 

photo of a computer screen. Also, information can be printed and saved. In case of a 

legal dispute, having saved evidence can be very helpful.  Every member of the school 

community should know how to document and report cyberbullying.  

 Counselors and members of the school technology task force should be made aware 

of the signs of cyberbullying, as well as those who are most at-risk. The teens who are 

most at-risk include teens who are depressed, anxious, and lonely, as well as those who 

are computer-savvy.  According to Patchin and Hinduja (2007), teens who are being 

harassed online may stop using the computer or cell phone all of the sudden; may look 

“nervous or jumpy” when a text or IM arrives; might “appear to be angry, depressed, or 

frustrated after using the computer”; and will probably avoid talking about computer-

related activities. In addition, students may become “abnormally withdrawn” from friends 

and family (Patchin & Hinduja, 2007). Teachers and parents need to be informed about 

these warning signs.  

 

In addition to school-wide guidance plans that incorporate technology issues, 

counselors need to include questions about social networking into their standard clinical 

interview questions and information asked of students. For example, if a counselor 

typically asks about outside activities like sports or fine arts, they should also inquire 

about Facebook and MySpace. Some questions to ask students include: Which social 
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networks do you use? Why are you using SNS? What type of contact do you primarily 

use –IM, Groups, Applications, etc? How is it helping you? How is it hurting you? Also 

inquire to see if what type of contact they have via wall posts and chat, in order to screen 

for cyberbullying. Finally, find out if the student is a member of a marginalized group, as 

some students find a refuge in the Internet and feel more accepted there (McKenna & 

Bargh, 1998; Ko & Kuo, 2009).  

For students who have been involved with cyberbullying, or those who might be 

at risk for cyberbullying, school counselors should implement intervention strategies.  

One of the most popular intervention strategies is the creation of an anti-bullying group, 

which could meet during lunch or after the school day. Note that students can lead anti-

bullying activism groups, but counselors or trained teachers should lead small groups of 

cyberbullying victims. Furthermore, peer mediators or peer counselors should not be 

used to mediate cases of cyberbullying, as this could send the message that the victim is 

equally at fault with the harasser.  

 

Preventing Sexual Risk-Taking 

 Adolescence is often a time of sexual exploration, and teens do use social 

networking sites and the Internet to explore sexual issues and express their sexuality 

(Williams & Merten, 2008). School counselors should choose to include lessons on 

sexting, sending pornography, and online sex chatrooms in the regular sex-education 
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curriculum. Given that a significant portion of students may take and post nude and semi-

nude photos of themselves (National Campaign, 2008), which could negatively affect 

their well-being (Manago et. al, 2008), counselors should make it a priority to prevent 

sexting. Many teens still believe that information posted to their “private” page will 

remain “private.” However, research shows that many of the sexually explicit photos 

taken are passed on to unwanted observers (National Campaign, 2008).  

School counselors should develop a statutory rape prevention plan that is based on 

empirical evidence. The groundbreaking study by Wolak et al. (2008) reveals that the 

most at-risk populations for statutory rape are adolescent teenage girls who openly talk 

about sex with strangers online. In addition, if teens are gay or questioning their sexual 

orienation, depressed, socially isolated, or isolated from their parents, they are at greater 

risk (Wolak et al., 2008). Wolak et al (2008) also suggests specific prevention efforts for 

counselors. First of all, counselors should use lessons that suggest that sex with minors is 

wrong; this could be taught by using news media articles of people prosecuted for 

statutory rape.  Secondly, discussions with students need to be “frank” and make it clear 

that “normal adolescent sexual feelings, urges, and curiosity are important factors in these 

cases” (p. 12, Wolak et al., 2008).   

School counselors should try not to avoid sex-education, as there is great risk for 

students being hurt. Sometimes counselors may feel embarrassed to discuss sex with 

students or may want to simply tell students to report contact with strangers to an adult. 

However, the majority of statutory rape that occurs happens when students voluntarily 
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contact strangers in sex chatrooms. Portraying statutory rapists as people who are lurking 

in the bushes waiting to attack is unrealistic. Saying, “Don’t talk to strangers” is also 

unrealistic. This is why “youths need candid, direct discussions about seduction and how 

some adults deliberately evoke and then exploit the compelling feelings that sexual 

arousal can induce” (p. 12, Wolak et al., 2008). Students need to realize how grooming 

takes place and how to avoid it. They should not be made to feel that their sexual feelings 

are abnormal or bad, as this could send them to dangerous websites out of curiosity. 

Finally, sex intervention programs need to be developmentally appropriate and relate to 

the developmental age of the students.   

 

Discipline, Legal Ramifications and Contacting Outside Authorities 

 In cases of online harassment or distribution of child pornography (from sexting 

or other related activities), outside authorities may need to be contacted. Willard (2007) 

suggests a five-step plan of action for instances of cyberbullying. This plan could be 

used to cover all Internet-related problems, including sexting. First, see if there is an 

“imminent threat” of violence; if there is, contact law enforcement (p. 15, Willard, 

2007). Next conduct “evidence gathering” of saved website material. The technology 

administrator may be able to assist school counselors in this task. Third, conduct a 

“violence or suicide assessment” to see if any of the involved students are at risk. Next, 

conduct an assessment to determine the “root cause” of the cyberbullying (or sexting) 
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and why it is occurring (p. 15, Willard, 2007). Sometimes cyberbullies have been 

physically victimized or there could be cyberbullying occurring on both sides of a 

disagreement, so this is important to investigate. In addition, sometimes students forward 

inappropriate pictures as revenge for another act.  

Finally, take disciplinary action. This could be simple, as in the form of lunch 

detention or in-school suspension. In every case, harmful materials need to be removed 

from websites. This can be done by contacting the Internet service provider, the site 

administrator, or cell phone company. Depending on the degree of cyberbullying or 

sexting, parents may need to contact an attorney. Many states have passed anti-

harassment laws, some with felony-level convictions, for people who intentionally try to 

harm others online. If there is a serious threat to violence or a serious disruption is 

caused, police should be contacted.  

 

Developing a Healthy Online Identity  

 A technological sea change has occurred, and students need to learn how to use 

technology appropriately. After a review of research on the impact of social networking 

sites on well-being, it is clear that the mains areas of concern for counselors should be 

the following: cyberbullying; posting inappropriate information, including sexually 

explicit photos; and contact with strangers in online sex chatrooms.  
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Although there are many areas of concern for students who use social networking 

sites, the positive side of social networking needs to be modeled and explicitly taught as 

well. For example, teachers and counselors should instruct students on how to set up 

privacy settings on Facebook and Myspace. Students should be encouraged to use 

positive applications on Facebook, and avoid ones that are hurtful or judgmental. Parents 

should become partners in the discussion. School counselors should hold workshops for 

parents on how to set expectations for social networking use and how to set time limits 

for use. The Smart Parent’s Guide to Facebook (Butler-Hannon & Hannon, 2009) is a 

great resource for parents on how to protect and connect with their teen.  

 

Concluding Thoughts 

 We are at a turning point in society. School counselors who are proactive about 

technological issues will be better prepared to understand and relate to their students. On 

the other hand, those counselors who choose to ignore technology and who are 

uninformed about Facebook and Myspace are doing a disservice to their student body. It 

is this author’s hope that school counselors will use empirically based research when 

developing prevention and intervention plans to help students use social networking 

appropriately, so that students can experience an increase in well-being. The “digital 

generation” needs us more than ever.  
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