At The National College, our WakeUpWednesday guides empower and equip parents, carers and educators with the confidence and practical skills to be able to have informed and age-appropriate
conversations with children about online safety, mental health and wellbeing, and climate change. Formerly delivered by National Online Safety, these guides now address wider topics and themes.
For further guides, hints and tips, please visit nationalcollege.com.
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7 out of 10 teens report seeing violent content on social media, with over half of that content featuring fights
involving young people. Most don't ‘seek’ it but are shown it through social media feeds or messaging
groups. 91% of young people involved in violence have seen violent social media content. Viral trends,

challenges, or ‘wars’ that are spread online risk encouraging violence offline, while real-world incidents
may also be recorded and promoted online.
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WHAT ARE
THE RISKS?

FEAR, ANXIETY, AN
MARGINALISATION

Research shows young people’s emotional

wellbeing can be negatively impacted by

repeated exposure to violent online content,
N especially when it depicts ‘real-world’ violence
(as opposed to fictional depictions in games or
films). Posts featuring weapons, threats,
attacks, and fights — or content that appears to
glamorise gang activity — can increase feelings
of anxiety or fear among young people. Material
that encourages violence targeting people
because of their identity, such as their
nationality or religion, can also create
disproportionate harm for children belonging to

J those groups.
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 ALGORITHMIC EXPOSURE = 4 /7

® social media platforms are designed to keep users
° engaged, meaning dramatic or extreme content can

spread widely and quickly. Algorithms often
recommend content that reflects users’ past
interactions. As a result, young people may see more
violent material if they have viewed, commented on,
or shared it before. Repeated exposure can make
violent content appear frequently in their feeds
without them fully understanding why.
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'WEAPONS AND
CRIMINAL RISK

Teens exposed to high levels of real-world violence on
social media sometimes report feeling an increased
need to carry a weapon for ‘self-protection’; however,
carrying a weapon increases the risk of victimisation
(harm and injury by others) for young people. In
addition, carrying a weapon is a serious offence that
can lead to police arrest and a criminal record.
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~ SHARING VIOLENT CONTENT -

Encouraging or assisting an offence is a 4
crime in the UK, including via social media, and

can lead to arrest. This means sharing, forwarding,

or reposting violent content carries a risk for young
people too. Showing examples of content to a trusted
adult is appropriate, but young people should take —
care not to further spread violent material by posting
it online or sharing it within large messaging groups.
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STAY INFORMED

Stay alert for updates from police, schools, or local authorities, and follow ﬁ
the advice provided. Be cautious about unofficial accounts, fake content, b

and misinformation, which can spread quickly online or in chat groups. ‘
Ensure you get accurate information from trusted sources and encourage

young people to do the same. Remind them never to share violent content

online and to speak to a trusted adult instead.
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Real-world violence on social media can
increase young people’s belief that their local
communities — or the ‘outside world’ more
generally — are unsafe places. This can result in
avoidant and isolating behaviours, which may
negatively affect their wellbeing. As well as
feeling fearful of others, teens also report feeling
judged for spending time together in large
groups, which may affect their social
interactions and leisure time.
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i DISCUSS SOCIAL MEDIA

Encourage young people to talk about the content they see online and the
effect it can have. This can be an opportunity to discuss topics such as misinformation,
Al-generated material, the attention economy, and algorithms, helping them understand
how and why extreme content can spread online. Explore tools available to block, report,
and remove harmful content, and signpost where to get support and advice, such as
reportharmfulcontent.com.
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ENCOURAGE POSITIVE ACTION

In most of the UK, the age of criminal responsibility is 10 (12 in Scotland). This means there
can be serious criminal consequences for carrying a weapon, taking part in violence, or
filming or sharing violent content. Discuss the law with young people alongside practical
safety strategies. Ask questions such as: “What could you do if you feel unsafe?” Work
together on action plans and remind them they can contact a trusted adult or the police if
they witness or experience violence.
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Meet Our Expert

Dr. Holly Powell-Jones is the founder of Online Media Law UK and a leading UK
expert in media law, online safety, and young people. Her PhD investigates
youth understandings of criminal and legal risks in a digital context. She
works in schools to provide award-winning education on the criminal, legal,
and ethical considerations of rapidly advancing technologies.
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Focus on strengthening young people’s positive experiences both online and
within their local communities. Discuss strategies to reduce negative social media
effects, such as time limits, unfollowing certain accounts, or taking breaks from apps.
Encourage offline activities such as spending time with friends, visiting local places, and
taking part in hobbies that bring them joy, purpose, and connection. Remind them they
can seek support with any concerns at any time via childline.org.uk.
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