One in five schoolgirls in Wales faces problematic social media use, survey reveals
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The Growing Challenge of Problematic Social Media Use Among Schoolgirls in Wales
Recent research from Public Health Wales and Cardiff University's School Health Research Network has highlighted a pressing concern regarding social media usage among secondary school girls in Wales. According to the 2023 SHRN Student Health and Well-Being Survey, which gathered responses from approximately 130,000 students aged 11 to 16, one in five schoolgirls struggles with problematic social media use. In stark contrast, only one in ten boys reported similar challenges. This troubling disparity calls for urgent attention as it emerges from findings that pinpoint particularly high rates of problematic use among girls in Year 10, where the figure rises to a concerning 21%.
The survey assessed students on their ability to manage social media usage, the extent to which they may neglect other activities due to social media, and whether their online presence was affecting their relationships with family and friends. Responses reveal a deeper issue; Emily van de Venter, a health improvement consultant for Public Health Wales, noted that while social media fosters connectivity, many young users report negative impacts on personal relationships, engagement with hobbies, and troubles in limiting their online time.
Additionally, the research delineates socioeconomic disparities in social media usage patterns. Girls from lower-income households exhibited the highest rates of problematic engagement at 20.8%, whereas boys from similar backgrounds reported a lower rate of 12.1%. This trend persists across different economic strata, with middle-income families exhibiting rates of 19% for girls and 10.3% for boys. SHRN Director Dr Kelly Morgan remarked on the significance of these findings, suggesting that comprehensive questions around social media use can illuminate varying experiences among different groups, ultimately enhancing our understanding of this complex issue in the context of wider health behaviours.
The findings in Wales echo broader trends reflected in international studies evaluating adolescent social media use. A significant study published in the Journal of Public Health Research revealed that among 103,971 students surveyed, 12.1% reported problematic social media use, focused primarily on higher rates among girls. Young individuals living in care settings were particularly vulnerable, facing heightened risks of cyberbullying and exposure to explicit material, which correlated with lower mental well-being scores.
Moreover, insights from the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) study, which encompassed over 280,000 children across 44 countries, found a marked increase in problematic social media use among teenagers, expanding from 7% in 2018 to 11% by 2022. This same research highlighted that girls more consistently report issues with problematic use compared to boys, emphasising the need for targeted interventions.
Further complicating the landscape of social media use among younger demographics, a Cardiff University report indicates that nearly half (48%) of Welsh children aged seven to eleven are already engaging with social media. This predilection for online platforms raises urgent questions about the long-term sustainability of mental health among younger populations. 
In light of these statistics, experts are advocating for strategic interventions aimed at addressing the growing demand for healthier social media practices. Swansea University research underscores that even a modest reduction in social media usage—by just 15 minutes daily—can lead to significant health benefits, including improved general well-being and decreased feelings of loneliness and depression. This highlights the potential for small changes to have more substantial positive outcomes, particularly in a demographic already faced with the mental health crises exacerbated by social media.
As these findings outline the complex interplay between gender, socioeconomic status, and digital engagement, they also serve as a clarion call for parents, educators, and policymakers alike to take concerted action. Fostering a more balanced approach to social media could help mitigate the adverse effects experienced by many young people today, creating a healthier environment for future generations.
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