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Click to connect
Australia is leading the world in
harnessing the power of social
media to protect the mental
health of young people, writes
Stephen Pincock.
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SK Associate
Professor Jane Burns
to describe what life is like
for young people in Australia and the
University of Melbourne psychologist
will tell you about the risk of tragedy
that threatens their dreams, and how
the brink of adulthood can be a
dangerous place.
At an age when hormones are in
upheaval and brains are in a state of
fragile development, people in their
teens and 20s face a host of challenges,
from school pressure and bullying to the
temptations of drugs and the uncharted
territory of sexuality and relationships.
It’s terrain that has become bitterly
familiar for Burns and other mental
health experts over recent decades.
“We’ve known for the past 20 years
that one in four young people will
experience a mental health difficulty,
and that 75% of mental health and
substance-abuse problems begin
before the age of 25,” says Burns. Too
few young people get help when they
need it, and suicide continues to be the
leading cause of death for young men.
In this context, Burns understands
why the recent explosion of social media,
gaming and smartphones often raises
concerns. But, she and other experts
say, these fears emerge from a major
misapprehension.
Over the past three years, Burns has
served as the CEO of the Young and
Well Cooperative Research Centre
(CRC), a coalition of more than 70
organisations that brings together
young people, university researchers,

by Professor Helen Christensen and
colleagues at the Australian National
University in Canberra.
These days, says Christensen, who is
now executive director of the Black Dog
Institute in Sydney, an Essential Partner
of the Young and Well CRC, attention
has shifted to using mobile apps to
deliver these kinds of interventions.
Until now, this is an area where
the development of new products has
outstripped research, but Christensen
and her colleagues are working to
rectify that. “There have been 40 or 50
randomised trials now showing that
this kind of mechanism [for delivering
online care] is highly effective. We at
Black Dog are doing second-generation
stuff in the web space now,” explains
Christensen. “The core feature of this
research is, let’s use science to help us
know how to do it better.”
One recent example is iBobbly, an
app that aims to prevent the high rate

are otherwise marginalised or bullied
or left out, kids who have problems or
disabilities or are gay or are isolated by
geography, they can connect with other
people who are much like them through
technology. And they’ve created whole
new social networks.”
Just as Australian researchers
pioneered online treatment, they
are now pioneering research into
harnessing the power of social networks,
says Christensen.
“The idea that connectedness between
people could serve as a form of health
promotion and prevention has great
potential. One of our big programs of
work at the moment is the scientific
study of social media to try and
understand how it works and
then to manipulate it to get better
health outcomes.”
To illustrate the potential, she points
to a study conducted on 61 million
Facebook users by U.S. scientists during

PERHAPS THE most obvious reason
for technology’s positive potential is
the fact that most young people – from
budding urbanites to kids in remote
communities – love to use it, says Burns.
As a channel to reach people in remote
or isolated areas, mobile technologies
and the Internet can hardly be bettered.
“Our studies show that 99% of
young people are using the Internet, and
most are using it daily,” she says. “Given
that there is this uptake and interest,
then the challenge becomes using it
to promote good
mental health and
One in four young people will experience a mental
provide treatment.”
Australia has
health difficulty, and 75% of mental health and
been a world leader
substance abuse problems begin before the age of 25.
in harnessing the
Internet to deliver
treatment for depression and anxiety
of youth suicide among Australia’s
the 2010 U.S. congressional elections.
for more than a decade, thanks to
indigenous people. “We are doing much
They found that Facebook messages
groundbreaking websites such as
more targeted work to be used
directly influenced the political selfMoodGym, an online cognitive
by indigenous communities – and
expression, information seeking and realbehavioural therapy tool developed
we’re testing it.”
world voting behaviour of millions of
people. The messages not only influenced
FOR UNIVERSITY OF Sydney
the users who received them but also the
psychiatrist Professor Ian Hickie, Chair
users’ friends, and friends of friends, the
of the Young and Well CRC Scientific
scientists reported in the journal Nature
Leadership Council, the real power
in September 2012.
of
the
digital
world
is
in
providing
“How powerful is that!” Christensen
Get help online
connections in a disconnected world.
asks. “If you provide feedback to your
headspace.org.au
“We live in a more and more
friends about your behaviour then
reachout.com
disconnected society,” he says. “Young
it influences their behaviour. It has
people have less contact with formal
huge ramifications for community and
@appreciate
social structures like churches, sporting
population-based mental health.”
www.appreciateamate.com
clubs,
community
groups
and
so
on
One of the CRC’s commercial
Black Dog Institute
than
they
ever
did.
And
connection
partners,
Sydney digital consultancy
www.blackdoginstitute.org.au
really matters.”
Zuni, has recently begun testing the
The MoodGYM
What’s particularly fascinating
ways social media can be used to
moodgym.anu.edu.au
in the Facebook era is the extent to
improve mental health – particularly self
Young and well CRC
which young people have been using
image – with a mobile phone application
www.yawcrc.org.au
technology to reconnect with each
that allows users to design and send
other, he adds. “For a lot of kids who
positive messages to one another via
c r c a .		
asn.au
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not-for-profits such as reachout.com
and headspace, and private companies
including Google, Yahoo and Facebook.
Across dozens of projects, the CRC
is working to study the relationships
between mental health and technology
in young people. And their findings
show that technology may be one of the
most powerful tools available to boost
youth mental health.
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COMPUTER GAMES generally
get a bad rap from those who worry
about their effects in social violence and
isolation. Yet these are also areas where
there can be psychological benefits for
young people. A comprehensive review
of more than 200 research papers
from around the world, led by Dr
Daniel Johnson from the Queensland
University of Technology in Brisbane
and coordinator of the Young and Well
CRC’s Gaming Reference Group, shows
increasing evidence linking video game
play and flourishing mental health.
“For years we’ve been told video
games make us socially isolated,
aggressive and lazy, but our research
suggests the opposite is true,” says
Johnson. The report suggests video
games can positively influence
young people’s emotional state, selfesteem, optimism, vitality, resilience,
engagement, relationships, sense of
competence, self-acceptance and social
connections and functioning.
The University of Sydney, another
CRC partner, is now looking at how
these kinds of psychological benefits can
be integrated more purposefully into the
gaming world.
Associate Professor Rafael Calvo
is an expert in positive computing,
which focuses on how you can develop
software that promotes psychological
wellbeing. “Positive computing
doesn’t have to be a piece of software
14
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social platforms such as Facebook.
It’s early days for the project,
although already it has exceeded
expectations in terms of reach, with
more than 23,000 messages created
and 46,000 users so far. Analysis of its
impact is underway through the CRC.
“What we have done is shift the
focus from finger pointing at negative
behavior, to looking to provide social
value to young people for participating
in positive behaviours,” says Zuni’s
managing director Mike Zeederberg.
“Young people are already emotionally
boosting each other and themselves on
social media by sharing inspirational
imagery. ‘Appreciate a mate’ taps into
these existing online habits.”

Crisis point
In July 2013, a major report from the Young
and Well CRC illustrated just how important
technology could be in addressing a crisis in
youth mental health.
In the report’s first section, the
researchers charted just how ubiquitous
technology has become. They found that
99% of 1400 young men and women
surveyed used the Internet. More than 60%
read or wrote blogs, 61% accessed social
networks and 34% played games alone.
Overall, 84% of respondents used the
Internet to contact other young people.
The second part of the report focused on
young men because, the authors explained,
the major killers of young men — suicide,
motor vehicle accidents and violence — can
be prevented with better mental health, and
because young men often do not seek help
until they reach crisis point.
Of the 700 young men surveyed in the
report, 42% had experienced moderate to
very high levels of psychological distress.
One in five said they had been diagnosed

with a mental health or behavioural
problem, and around 18% said they had felt
life was hardly worth living at some point
in the past year. Among 22 to 25 year olds,
12% had thought about taking their own life.
Young men with moderate to very high
levels of psychological distress were more
likely to talk about problems on the Internet,
or to use it to find information for a mental
health, alcohol or other substance-use
problem, the researchers found.
For these young men, the Internet is
providing a source of help that they can
control, and access when they need, the
authors say. “With the introduction of
smartphones, information and services
provided online or via mobile applications
can be accessed privately and at any time.
This can be empowering for individuals
who are marginalised or geographically or
socially isolated.”
http://www.youngandwellcrc.org.au/
news/article/241
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The real power of the digital world is in
providing connections in a disconnected world.
that is focused on an attribute like
mindfulness,” he points out. “It can be in
a much wider context. We’re looking at
the kinds of features computer systems
can have that can help, for example, to
promote autonomy.”
A software engineer by training,
Calvo says this approach to computing
is gaining traction in IT. “You can
design software that is dedicated to
developing one particular positive
attribute, such as autonomy,
engagement, resilience, mindfulness
and so on,” he adds. “In the software
industry we are moving from focusing
on usability and improving efficiency
c r c a .		
asn.au

towards focusing more on the long-term
impact the technology has on us.”
For Jane Burns, it’s this kind of
thinking that will help Australia continue
to lead the world in using technology to
improve mental health in young people.
“Technology is here to stay, that is
a reality,” she says. “And we believe that
offers an exciting opportunity: to help
prevent mental health problems from
the beginning, and to get the right
treatments for young people when
they need them most.”

NEED SOME QUALITY
ASSISTANCE WITH A
COMMERCIALISATION
ISSUE OR PROJECT?

Young people communicate constantly via social media, and efforts to improve mental health
are utilising this. Gaming has also been shown to have positive benefits to mental health.

With 30 years’ experience in
commercialisation, I have high
level skills in all aspects of
commercialisation. I have assisted
a range of organisations to
commercialise hundreds of new
high technology products, processes
and services across many disciplines.
I fully appreciate both the research
and commercial cultures and
this assists in negotiating quality
commercialisation and related
business deals.
To discuss how I might be able to add
value, phone me (John Thorne) on
0414 529 278 or email me at
john.thorne@comcon.com.au

COMMERCIALISATION
CONNECTIONS PTY LTD (CC P/L)
commercialisationconnections.com.au

Stephen Pincock is a freelance science
and medical reporter.
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