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I was recently shocked in my practice when one of 
my young patients (11 years) advised that she had a 
boyfriend, it was not the fact that she had a 
boyfriend that shocked me it was that she had been 
“going out” with this boy for 4 months and had 
never met him!  It was an on-line relationship with 
someone (we don’t know if it was a boy, a man, a 
stalker or who it was) but she was convinced he was 
a 12 year old boy who loved her! 
 
More and more these days, young people are establishing and maintaining relationships online. These “cyber” 
relationships often arise because parents, out of fear for their children’s safety, no longer allow them to be 
“free range” to congregate in local parks, at malls, and on street corners. The only place that they have 
permission to “meet up” is in virtual gathering such as Facebook, Twitter, and in the “textosphere.” Plus, the 
reality is that your children are growing up as natives in this digital worl d, so it is only natural that they spend 
some of their time in cyberspace. 
 
There are several questions that you must ask as your children immerse themselves in this connected world. 
First, are the relationships that they build online healthy or harmful? Se cond, do they foster your children’s 
long-term positive development? Third, given that disconnecting them from this virtual world is unrealistic, 
how can you ensure that their online relationships are positive and life -affirming? 
 
To be sure, many young people these days have well-developed virtual relationships that they consider real. 
Virtual relationships have all the appearances of real relationships, for example, connectedness, 
communication, and sharing. Yet, these relationships are missing essential e lements that distinguish them 
from flesh-and-blood relationships, namely, three dimensionality, facial expressions, voice inflection, clear 
emotional messages, gestures, body language, physical contact, and pheromones.  
 
Online relationships are based on limited information and, as a result, are incomplete; your children can know 
people online, but only so far. When connecting with others through technology, your children get bits and 
pieces of people — words on a screen, two-dimensional images, or a digitized voice — almost like having 
some, but not all, of the pieces of a puzzle. Your children get a picture of others, but they lack the pieces your 
children need to get a complete picture of that person. 
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Users of social media tend to present themselves online in 
ways that are, at a minimum, slightly more positive 
impressions of their true selves and, at a maximum, entirely 
distorted and aggrandized self-representations. This type of 
“impression management” is much easier to do online 
because recipients of the information aren’t in a position to 
reality test what they see, read, and hear. 
 
But even before they are grownups, social media offers youth the opportunity to connect with, and learn 
from, people all over the world. These connections can make the world smaller, help to build bridges and 
tolerance, and prepare our youth for the connected life of the future. Also, for youth who suffer from chronic 
disease, disabilities or who feel marginalized for other reasons, the Internet offers so many opportunities to 
learn and find support from people facing the same challenges.   For so many people, youth included, the 
Internet can be a real lifeline. 
 
So…rather than just saying, “Don’t do that!” I think parents need to do some real talking—and teaching. 
 

Safety has to be first and foremost. Youth are naturally trusting, especially when someone is nice to 

them—and we all know how nice predators can act online. Parents need to help their tween/teens 
understand that all is not necessarily as it seems; they need to be extremely careful with what they share 
online. They shouldn’t tell strangers where they live or go to school, for example. Telling secrets or saying bad 
things about people can work out badly too, if it turns out the new online friend can’t be trusted. And they 
must never, ever go to an in-person meeting with someone they met online unless an adult is present.  
 
But really, very little about navigating online relationships is black and white. Each person and circumstance is 
a bit different. There are ways to gather data about strangers that can help you figure out if they can be 
trusted—but none of those ways are foolproof. There are also ways to have relationships online without 
putting yourself at risk—but those ways will vary depending on the situation. That’s why parents need to have 
ongoing conversations with their tweens/teens about what they are doing and who they are meeting online. 
 
There’s no way a tween or teen is going to have those conversations if all they hear from you is doom and 
gloom. They will figure you don’t understand. They will make friends online, and they won’t tell you about it.  
 
So it's important for parents to teach their kids how to use social media wisely.  
 

The Good 
 
Social media can help kids: 
 stay connected with friends and family 
 volunteer or get involved with a campaign, nonprofit, or 

charity 
 enhance their creativity through the sharing of ideas, 

music, and art 
 meet and interact with others who share similar 

interests 
 

 

 



The Bad 
 
The flipside is that social media can be a hub for things like  cyberbullying and questionable activities. Without 
meaning to, kids can easily share more online than they should. 
 
One study showed that 9 out of 10 teens post photos of themselves online or use their real names on their 
profiles; 8 out of 10 reveal their birthdates and interests; and 7 out of 10 post their school name and the town 
where they live. Actions like this can make kids easy targets for online predators and others who might want 
to cause them harm. 
 
These statistics about teens highlight the dangers of social media: 
 
 17% of teens say they've been contacted online by someone they didn't know in a way that made 
them feel scared or uncomfortable 
 30% of teens say they've received online advertising that was inappropriate for their age  
 39% of teens admitted to lying about their age to gain access to websites 
 

Concerns and Consequences 
 
In addition to problems like cyberbullying and online predators, kids also can face the possibility of a physical 
encounter with the wrong person. Many newer apps automatically reveal the poster's location when they're 
used. This can tell anyone out there exactly where to find the person using the app. 
 
And photos, videos, and comments made online usually can't be taken back once they're posted. Even after a 
teen thinks something has been deleted, it can be impossible to completely erase it from the Internet.  
 
Posting an inappropriate photo can damage a kid's reputation in ways that may cause problems years later — 
such as when a potential employer or college admissions officer does a background check. And if a kid sends a 
mean-spirited tweet as a joke, it could be very hurtful to someone else and even taken as a threat. 
 
Spending too much time on social media can be a downer, too. By seeing how many "friends" others have and 
viewing pictures of them having fun, kids may feel worse about themselves or feel they don't measure up to 
their peers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



What Parents Can Do 

 
It's important to be aware of what your kids are doing online, but prying too much can alienate them and 
damage the trust you've built together. The key is to stay involved in a way that makes your kids understand 
that you respect their privacy but want to make sure they're safe  
 
Here are some helpful hints to share with connected kids: 
 
 Be nice. Mean behavior is just as unacceptable in the virtual world as it is in the real world. Make it 
clear that you expect your kids to treat others with respect and courtesy, and to never post hurtful or 
embarrassing messages about others. And ask them to always tell you about any harassing or bullying 
messages that others may post. 
 Think twice before hitting "enter." Remind teens that what they post can be used against them. 
For example, letting the world know that you're off on vacation or posting your home address gives would -be 
robbers a chance to strike. Teens also should avoid posting specific locations of parties or events, as well as 
phone numbers. 
 Follow the "WWGS?" (What Would Grandma Say?) rule.Teach kids that "once it's out there, you 
can't get it back." They shouldn't share anything on social media that they wouldn't want their teachers, 
college admissions officers, future bosses — and yes, grandma — to see. 
 Use privacy settings. Privacy settings are important, and to highlight their importance, go through 
the settings together to make sure your kids understand each one. Also, explain that passwords are there to 
protect them against things like identity theft and should never be shared with anyone (even a boyfriend, 
girlfriend, or best friend). 
 Don't "friend" strangers. "If you don't know them, don't friend them." This is a plain, simple — and 
safe — rule of thumb. 
 

Make It Official 
 
So, how can you drive these messages home? One way is to make a "social media agreement" with your kids 
— a real contract they can sign. In it, they can agree to protect their own privacy, consider their reputation, 
and not give out personal information. Furthermore, they promise to never use technology to hurt anyone 
else (through bullying or gossip). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In turn, parents agree to respect teens' privacy while making an effort to be part of the social media world 
(this means you can "friend" and observe them, but don't post embarrassing comments or rants about messy 
rooms). 
 
Parents also can help keep kids grounded in the real world by putting limits on media use. Keep computers in 
public areas in the house, avoid laptops and smartphones in be drooms, and set some rules on the use of 
technology (such as no cellphones at the dinner table).  
 
And don't forget: Setting a good example through your own virtual behavior can go a long way toward helping 
your kids use social media safely. 
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