Let’s TALK - Episode 2

Hello and welcome to the Let's TALK podcast. I'm Holly.
And I'm Imogen

And we are very excited to be releasing the next episode of Let's TALK, and we're also
very excited to have our first guest on the show today.

So, our guest today is Tonia, a person-centred councillor and head of therapeutic
services at MAP, offering services to 11-to 25-year-olds across Norfolk, including three
one stop shops in Norwich, Kings Lynn and Great Yarmouth.

MAP provides positive activities and right space advice and information, as well as
counselling and psychoeducational guided self-help interventions.

We hope that you enjoy listening. Thank you for joining us, Tonia. We're really excited to
have you here as our first guest on our podcast, which is lovely to have someone who
works at MAP and who works so closely with young people and has so much experience
to share, I'm sure the listeners will be really intrigued to listen to our conversation
today.

We met before today to chat about what we might think would be helpful, and we
settled on talking about social media and the way that young people use social media
and perhaps the impact it might have on them and their well-being.

This felt important, partly because it's so live in our culture and society. And because
it's essentially a completely new area related to this particular generation of young
people, as it is unprecedented, previous generations have not had to negotiate the
social media world that the current bunch of teenagers through to sort of early 20s
have. So, | think that's what makes it particularly challenging to sort of find ways
through.

And | think one of the first things | wanted to say is that we do have to accept that we
don't know many things and that can be a very uncomfortable place to be as adults
responsible for children and young people, our lack of knowledge is something that
we're not sort of used to in a way we're trained. If we're professionals, we're doing our
best.

We're parents and carers and to just to be able to sort of say, well, do you know what we
don't know is a big thing in itself.

Absolutely. When we consider lots of parents and carers and like you say, professionals
who are trying to guide young people through this landscape that they don't feel
particularly confident in themselves.



That's going to be a huge challenge. So, | think we have to really rely on the young
person being the expert and listen to them and the way that they navigate that kind of
online world.

| totally agree with you. That's a really key principle. | think sometimes I've likened the
position of adults versus young people in this arena as to what it's like if people migrate
to another country and then they have children who've grown up in that country and
how the young people often have a greater insight into the culture than the parents who
are needing to take a kind of a caring guiding role. And that can be a real challenge in
terms of negotiating power.

The feeling OK, these children who are meant to be supporting are actually further
ahead than me. One of the regular news items that come up into this space, around half
in fact with 46% of 16-year-olds to 21-year-olds surveyed, had said that they would
rather live in a world without the Internet, which is quite a stunning statisn'tit? And
within that 40% said they had decoy or burner accounts, which is for activity that you
don't want anyone to know you're engaged in.

And that is a challenge, isn't it? For you know, the secret hidden nature of some of this
exploration that adolescents might naturally be doing because they are
developmentally primed to be curious and to explore the world that they're going to
become adults within.

Thinking about, as you say, being curious to explore the world in previous generations,
that's been more tricky. We haven't had it so freely available. Now young people have
everything on the Internet at their fingertips. So that poses its own very unique
challenges.

Exactly. Sometimes another way I've tended to term it is like the Wild West. There aren't
too many sheriffs, yet there's a lot of random activity and the contrast as well with
previous generations. This are often what you might have been doing would have
probably been visible to be honest, whereas it's possible to have lots of invisible activity
and that that is ais a major difference, | think.

That idea of secrecy is really important when it comes to how we support young people
through things that they do find challenging on social media. | know when | was
teaching, and parents would come to me for support and advice around their children
using the Internet and often a knee jerk reaction if their child came to them and said |
saw this weird thing, or this person sent me a message. The reaction was to then take it
away and say oh well, you're not going to go on that iPad anymore. Or now I'm going to
take your phone away and helping them to see that actually that response of just
immediate removal, children and young people are very good at finding their way onto
things that they're not supposed to be on so actually, it then increases that secrecy and
it's like, oh, well, I'm not supposed to be on here, but I'm going to do it anyway. And then



if that scary thing happens again, I'm now way more reluctant to go to my parent for
help because I'm, I'm doing something that | shouldn't be doing according to them. So,
it just builds those layers of challenge, doesn't it? Because we want our young people to
be safe, but completely taking it away, | think is not the option and I'm sure that there's
lots out there that would agree, yeah.

Even if you take it away from your particular child, the chances are they'll have a friend
who has access and also the other challenge within this is that it is developmentally
appropriate for teenagers to require privacy and that's another way of terming secrecy,
isn'tit? [Both agree] Yes. Secrecy is almost a negative of privacy, but teenagers have to
negotiate aspects of the world on their own to learn how to be adults in the world,
always going to be a difficult time. | think you can even go back to Roman times and
have quotes about how challenging teenage years are. We need to try to empower
young people and really, enable them to have the conversations that they need, rather
than possibly the ones that we would like to be having. [Both laugh] And the more open
that you can be as to what might be going on forthem and the least shockable that you
can be, I thinkis a pretty good starting point really. The other side, isn't it? Of what
you're saying. If we shut it down, they're less likely to say anything. But if we open it up,
they're more likely to.

Absolutely. And I think if we also we signal to them that, you know, we're open to learn
as well and you know, we're ready to kind of accept their expertise and their knowledge,
you know, show us what it is that you feel is really valuable about this, whether that's,
you know, entertainment, which is likely a big part of it, but also the amount of
information that we can learn.

And also, those social connections. We know how importantitis for teenagers and
adolescents to feel part of that peer group and to build those friendships and those
relationships.

Yes, exactly. | think it can be particularly so | think for young people who might feel that
they're in a minority, sometimes a minority of one [agrees] in their in their surroundings,
their peer group, the idea that you could have a global community and therefore find
your people, which again is a key developmental task, | think of adolescence, it's
potentially liberating opportunity that can build strength and resilience in the sense
that, oh, it's not just me there’s other people. However, you know we must credit the
anxiety that adults have around this, partly because there's some really significant
cases which it has been shown that the Internet has literally contributed to a young
person's death and thinking of the Molly Russell case in which that was the judgement.

And it has subsequently led to an attempt to, | guess, bring some of the key social
media companies to sort of make more of an effort, you know, the fact that if things can



get to such an extreme place, you know, it's fair enough, isn'tit, that there's a level of
anxiety and vigilance around this.

And as part of the article | was mentioned does say that 70% of those 16-to 21-year-
olds who were surveyed said they felt worse after using social media. | think that might
be partly because it's a key time when you're comparing yourself with your peers.

All of these things have to be validated as normalteenage adolescent behaviour. You're
more valuing of the opinions of your peers than you are of your parents. As part of the
process of stepping outside of your family and going into the world and finding an
identity that you can stand in and kind of build a life from. So, you're sort of
programmed to be more valuing of your peers. And as we know, many of the pages that
young look at are curated in a very particular way to show life lived to the full and an
exciting kind of like here | am looking gorgeous, doing wonderful things which then you
know if what you're doing is you're just cleaned out your hamster, [everyone laughs] it's
just not gonna, even the sort of things that you might have enjoyed start to look a bit sort
of grey in contrast [Holly agrees]. And you know, young people are particularly
vulnerable to that, as | say, because of their stage of development.

00:10:24 - Social Media and Young People

Yeah. Another aspect that we wouldn't have had to deal with when we were teenagers is
around kind of filters and editing photos. It can be incredibly difficult to spot when
something has been altered. So, where we might have been comparing ourselves to
other people at school or other people in ourtown now it's other people across the
entire world and we don't know if that's what they actually look like. And that's such a
difficult thing to have to navigate.

Itis and then | do think actually they do know intellectually that these things exist, but
one of the things that we also know about adolescence in terms of sort of neuroscience
and brain development is that young people are using their amygdala, which is their
emotional brain part and they're working out. They're processing the world through their
emotions, so they might intellectually know that there are filters. I'm sure they do. You
know that they're kind of ahead of the game. A lot of those things. But emotionally,
they'll still be having the responses. They're still getting very profoundly affected. And it
can be hard for them to understand the two parts of themselves, the bit that can kind of
narrate very intelligently and competently what the Internet is like, and then the person
who goes away from flicking through TikTok and feels terrible. | think even as adults you
can say, OK, | know around scrolling, what that might do. | might go into these rabbit
warrens of this and that. And | need to limit it. And still, we don't.

Absolutely. And for any kind of listeners who are based in Norfolk and Waveney. There
is free e-learning available on the Just One Norfolk website for professionals and for
parents and carers to learn more about the adolescent brain and how it changes



through adolescence. But they've also developed an e-learning module for young
people themselves to learn about how their brain changes during that period of being a
teenager. So, justreally a quick piece of signposting there for colleagues in Norfolk and
Waveney that could be helpful.

In that same survey that I'll mention again, | think it was something like 1/2 would of the
Young People Survey said they would actually quite like to have a curfew. I'm really
intrigued in the years and the decades to come as to how this generation will parent
themselves with the knowledge and expertise that they are painfully in some ways
gathering.

And | think that you've made a really important point there about this idea of curfew and
also to come back to a point that you made earlier around the responsibility of these
huge companies and to what extent is it on their shoulders to help to manage this
impact of social media on young people? And | noticed a different article the other day
that was talking about Tik Tok, imposing a curfew on under eighteens.

And saying that, | think it's from 10:00 PM onwards, they would be shown mindfulness
videos on their for you page, so they'd no longer be seeing that curated kind of content
from their algorithm. Interestingly, in that article it said that while it was going through
the testing phase of this curfew, 98% of the teenagers that were testing it chose to keep
that meditation and mindfulness.

That's a brilliant start, isn'tit? 98% and | think it matches that. You know that sort of
longing in the other survey, which is half, I'd like to live in a world that doesn't have the
Internet that that to me doesn't speak of literally. | want to get rid of it. It's a sort of a
longing, isn'tit? For | want to have a way to live that isn't a negative view of the Internet.
And | think it's great that some of that is being met in the way that you're suggesting, you
know, that's a practical thing.

There’s a quotation, ‘start where you are, use what you have, do what you can’

And | completely agree with what you're saying. That we really have to try and hold the
companies that are making lots of money to account and we have to do what we can
right now when that isn't as in place as we'd like to. It's not like a but or an orisit? It's
like how many different ways. There's a thousand ways that we might try and work with
this.

Do you have any tips for people who work with young people or parents? What could
practically we be doing to help the young people?

Experimenting, encouraging experimentation, I'd say. With a view that you don't have to
do it forever and a day. Having like a week of let's see what it's like when you know you
stop using the Internet for an hour in the evening, for example, and see the goods and



the bad of that. So, you're sort of doing a Co experimentation. | feel like that's what's
required.

Acknowledging how new we all are to this, | think that sense of sort of coworking,
experimenting together and sort of like analysing your findings, if you like. So, at the end
of that week, you wouldn't be and now you've got to do that for the next week. It's more
like let's have a look, what did we find out, what worked, what didn't work?

Could we try something else? Because that's what we need to do when we don't know,
we may want to rush to an answer, but | don't think that's gonna be the best way
through this.

00:15:57 — The effect of sleep and the pandemic

| think one of the things that | kind of hear about most really is that impact on sleep as
well. We have the better sleep programme training available through the TALK Centre
and you know, professionals can either attend a bite sized session to just learn more
about sleep or a more in depth session if they're delivering the intervention, the more
we learn about sleep then we can feel a bit more empowered to guiding our young
people through any sleep challenges that they might have the link between social
media and sleep is really important for our young people.

| agree and you know we are, as you know, delivering the better sleep programme and a
significant a number of young people because of is their choice. Choose that, so they
know themselves. That kind of got to a place where they can't get it back on.

Even when we know these things, it can be difficult to apply them sometimes. And just
to mention another thing that | think we need to keep talking about that's relevant in this
mix is the significance of the pandemic for this generation.

Of course, for a good few years and a high proportion of their lives, they were like
dependent on social media to have social interactions because they were not able. It's
hard to creditit now, isn'tit to go outside and meet their friends? We do need to keep
reminding them. It's not surprising if they're experiencing challenges.

| was speaking to one of the mental health champions at some training the other day
and they mentioned that one of the young people that they work with was experiencing
addiction issues. They found it really challenging to talk to their family around the
difficulties that they were experiencing, so they used TikTok to talk to their parents, they
would find a video that they felt really reflected how they felt and the things that they
were going through, and they would send it to their mum and for that young person, that
was the only way at that time that they felt safe and able to communicate the distress
that they were experiencing.



Incredibly creative with that young person, | think to sort of curate a form of
communication with their family, which is brilliant. And that's another reason to keep
opening all the different ways that might be useful in terms of a young person
communicating.

Especially as a lot of this content is being created by other young people, so it will really
help kind of build this sense of oh I'm not the only person that feels this way. There are
other people out there that feel the same way that | do and that can bring a lot of
reassurance as well.

00:18:38 - The climate crisis and drawing from fiction

I've been reading this book, which is Rebecca Solnit. No Straight Road Takes You There,
essays for uneven terrain. | just quite like what she says about approaching what can
feel like rather overwhelming and intractable challenges. It's particularly about the
climate.

The climate crisis is a problem with no single solution, but many, just as there isno one
saviour but many protagonists in the struggle.

In 2019, Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg said we must embrace cathedral
thinking, adding we must lay the foundation. While we may not know exactly how to
build the ceiling.

The speculative fiction writer Octavia Butler included this passage in one of her essays.
‘OK, the young person challenge, so what's the answer?

There isn't one, | told him.

No answer. He smiled, as though he thought this might be a joke.

No, | said. | mean, there's no single answer that will solve all of our future problems.
There's no magic bullet. Instead, there are thousands of answers. At least you can be
one of them if you choose to be.’

00:19:57 — Wrapping up

Thanks, Tonia, for coming on the podcast today and brilliant to chat as always and |
hope that it will inspire our listeners to go away and think about how they can better
support the young people in this, as Tonia said, Wild West that we find ourselves in

currently.

We also wanted to take this opportunity to let TALK Members know about our upcoming
networking event, Everybody TALK.

We're really excited as this is our first in person networking event and we're hoping to
see lots of TALK members come together to network and hear about updates happening



in Norfolk and Waveney if you'd like to come along, it's going to be on Tuesday the 10th
of June at the Forum in Norwich starting at 10 AM. Of course, we will have tea, coffee
and pastries. As well as a talk from the mental health advice support and access
service, and here you can listen to ways that you can get support for the young people
that you work with. Followed by a talk from the TALK Centre all around being
understood, looking at the flourish framework and thinking about what it means for our
children and young people.

To feel understood by the adults and professionals in their lives. Afterwards, we'll have
some networking time, where TALK members can come together, chat about the work
that they do, and network. If you'd like to sign up and get your free ticket, head to the
TALK Centre website or look out for the TALK newsletter and follow the link to Eventbrite
to bookyour space today.

Please check the description of this podcast for all the links to the articles and books
that we discussed in our conversation with Tonia today.

Thanks for listening. Bye.



