Functional digital media use
An expert interview with Anke Heyder

Anke Heyder holds the position of professor in Educational Psychology and Lifespan
Development at the Ruhr University Bochum. After her PhD in psychology on the role of
stereotypes for gender differences in academic achievement from FU Berlin, Anke Heyder has
worked as a post-doctoral researcher in Dortmund, Berlin and New York expanding her research
focus to teacher beliefs, attitudes, and knowledge as well as diversity and inequality in educati-
on. In her newest project, Anke Heyder works in an interdisciplinary network, funded by the Mer-
cator Research Center Ruhr (MERCUR, reference number: Ko-2021-0023), with clinical and
cognitive psychologist to promote the functional use of digital media in children and adolescents.

Digital media are an essential part of everyday
life of children and adolescents. In Germany, for
instance, more than 90% of the adolescents own
a smartphone and use it several times a day. Also,
children aged 8 to 12 spend an average of 4 to 6
hours a day watching videos, playing games or on
social media. Some of these children and adole-
scents experience positive effects of their digital
media use. They have fun, feel more connected,
or receive social support. Others, however, show
more problematic use behaviours. For example, © RUB, Marquard
they neglect their friends, health or daily duties
because of their digital media use, experience
increased stress or depression. Thus, it is im-
portant to support all children and adolescents
to develop a functional use of digital media.



Yes, we here see parallels to the health definition
of the WHO. The WHO defines health not only
as the absence of illness, but also as the pre-
sence of wellbeing. In this vein, we propose that
a functional use of digital media goes beyond
a use that has no negative consequences but
also includes types of use that lead to positive
mental, physical, or social outcomes. This me-
ans, for example, that the media use not only
does no harm (e.g., does not lead fo an unhealt-
hy lifestyle) but also has beneficial effects (e.g.,
increases adolescents’ social connectedness).

A characteristic of our project
is that we always include both
positive and negative effects
of digital media use.”

A characteristic of our project is that we always
include both positive and negative effects of
digital media use. For instance, we conduc-
ted a systematic meta-review on the beneficial
and detrimental effects of digital media use on

mental health and developed a screening instru-
ment for assessing functional and dysfunctional
media use by separate scales. In an exploratory
online study, we further asked adolescents, pa-
rents, and teachers how they perceive the ef-
fects of different types of digital media use and
what characterizes a functional use. We found
that adolescents and teachers thought of al-
most all ways of using digital media as functio-
nal for adolescents’ wellbeing. Even using digi-
tal media at bedtime or playing violent games
were rated as beneficial or neutral for adole-
scents’ wellbeing — even though the research
summarized in our review indicates rather de-
trimental effects of these types of use. Overall,
parents were more critical than adolescents.

The fact that the adolescents and teachers
in our sample considered almost all ways of
using digital media as beneficial even though
empirical evidence sometimes points in the
opposite direction, calls for more digital me-
dia education and science communication.
Knowing about the risks might be a first step
towards a more functional digital media use.
In our surveys, both teachers and parents re-
ported to perceive the promotion of functional
digital media use among adolescents as a task
for both parents and school. However, most tea-
chers also reported that there is a need for work-
shops, courses or other offers at their school
that aim at fostering functional digital media use.



The teachers

digital media in their leisure

more use

time as well as in lessons, the
more beneficial they percei-
ve the effects on adolescents’
wellbeing.”

The answers from those teachers who repor-
ted that their schools have sufficient offers for
promoting functional digital media use in adole-
scents, might be interesting here. They indicated
that they perceive communication with their stu-
dents, workshops, or project days for students,
but also parents or teachers, for instance, on
cybersecurity as helpful. They further argued
for (psycho)education and clear rules for the di-
gital media use. This aligns well with the edu-
cational approach already mentioned earlier.
However, teachers’ responses conveyed the im-
pression that the prevention of negative effects
— and not the promotion of positive effects —
is the dominant approach at school. This might
be due to this study’s focus on adolescents’
wellbeing. If we focussed on the effects on
students’ academic learning and achievement,
teachers might give different answers on how

to promote a digital media use that is functio-
nal, for example by including learning apps.

For the perceived effects of digital media use, it
seems irrelevant whether teachers believed that
digital media is important in students’ lives or
not. However, we found that the more teachers
perceived schools as responsible for promoting
a functional media use and the more positive
they perceived their school’s ICT facilities, the
more beneficial they rated digital media for ado-
lescents’ wellbeing. Because this research was
correlational, we cannot say whether the be-
liefs actually cause each other or not. A strong
sense of responsibility and good ICT facilities
might be helpful in promoting functional digital
media use, but we can only speculate about the
causal direction because of our study design.
Interestingly, teachers’ personal use behaviour
was also positively associated with how they
perceived the effects of digital media on adole-
scents’ wellbeing. The more teachers use digital
media in their leisure time as well as in lessons,
the more beneficial they perceive the effects
on adolescents’ wellbeing. Again, this is corre-
lational, but it might support the idea of work-
shops not only for students but also for teachers.



In your research, you also often focus
on inequality in education. When tal-
king about, digital media use we also
often talk about a digital divide that has
become more prevalent during the pan-
demic. Does your research indicate that
there are specific groups of adolescents
and children that would benefit specifi-
cally from the promotion of functional
digital media use? If yes, which ones?
And are there pupils that might be
called a “risk group” for dysfunctional
digital media use?

Nowadays, we see a divide between those who
benefit from using digital media and those who
are vulnerable to negative effects, the so-called
~new digital divide “. Obviously, the latter group
would benefit specifically from the promotion of
functional digital media use. But also “functional
users” would benefit from knowing the risks and
having “offline alternatives™ that are as functio-
nal for their wellbeing as digital media. If we look
at characteristics of the individuals, our review
suggests that a high importance ascribed to
social media, a tendency towards procrastina-
tion, inconsistent parental mediation, that me-
ans that parents randomly vary in their restric-
tion, regulation, or discussion, as well as being
from an economically disadvantaged home is
associated with an increased risk for dysfunc-
tional digital media use among adolescents.
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Could you recommend further resources
on the topic?

The EU initiative klicksafe (www.klicksafe.de/en)

aims to promote young peoples’ digital media
skill. It offers up to date-information, tips, and
materials for educators, parents, and teenagers.
Some of them are unfortunately only available
in German. For German-speaking teachers,
the
https:/medienplanet.de/ or the YouTube se-

websites  https:/www.internet-abc.de/,

ries “Digitale Bildung®” by Teach First Deutsch-
land might also provide helpful resources.

Thank you for this interview.

Further information on Anke Heyder:
https:/paeps.rub.de/team/heyder.html.en

Further information on the network “Functional
digital media use”: https:/www.uni-due.de/functio-

nal-media-use-network/index_eng.php
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