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  10 Ways to Help Teens Manage Their Social Media Footprint 

             to Create a Healthier Mental Health Experience 

 

1. Don’t know what Snapchat is?  Download it! 
According to Common Sense Media, 30 percent of online teens believe their parents 

know “a little” or “nothing” about the social media apps and sites they use. And this 

perception (often based in reality) is a real problem — because teens who don’t think 

their parents have a clue are less likely to seek them out in times of need. 

 

2. Model the behavior you want to see. 
If you spend all of your free time (and dinnertime) on your phone or tablet, chances are 

your kids will too. Even though teens sometimes hate to admit how much they care what 

their parents think, research shows parents have the biggest influence on what kids think 

is appropriate. They’re watching you, even when you hope they aren’t! 

 

So, if you are posting pics to Insta or messaging people at the dinner table, you are 

sending subtle messages…even if you don’t intend to. Not sure how much time you are 

spending online? Use the Moment app to track your usage. 

 

3. Use current events to your advantage. 
The news is certainly filled with near daily stories of someone doing something 

questionable online – use current events as small teachable moments. Ask your kids 

what they think about current events, along with the not-so-great behavior of celebrities 

and well-known figures online and IRL. 

 

Remember: Ask open-ended questions without expectation (tone matters!) and 

approach is key: teens and tweens can often answer the questions themselves but need 

adults to listen. 

 

4. Talk to your teens. 
Ask teens to come up with their top 5 IRL values and ask them how it matches up with 

their online behavior. Many teens (and adults!) don’t fully realize how their online and 

IRL are more intertwined than they might think. Teens are rarely asked to identify their 

values, and it can be a great way to start the conversation around making better choices 

online and IRL — does your daily behavior match your own personal values? 

 

5. Teach them the 3 W’s. 
Encourage them to spot check and ask themselves the three "Ws" before posting. 

 

Who is your audience (and would you be okay if grandma saw this, too)? What is the 

message you are trying to send with this post, and is it in line with your core values? 

Why are you posting (bored/angry/sad/happy/other)? And bonus question: If this 

message/image/posting was publicly attributed to you, how would you feel? 
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6. Monitor moods. 
Moods fluctuate. Teens and tweens often take their emotions to social media. Help them 

build awareness and find healthy coping strategies to self-regulate and de-escalate 

before posting. 

 

Emotional anger, combined with teen impulsivity and an underdeveloped prefrontal 

cortex that doesn’t always think about long-term consequences, can be a recipe for 

disaster. One of the best thing’s parents can do to help teens and tweens make better 

choices is to plant a seed of reflection— over time, it can make a big difference. 

 

7. Safety first. 
Some parents believe accessing their kid's phone would violate trust. I encourage 

parents to reframe that notion to understand that promoting safety — physical, social, 

and emotional — should be paramount. So, in addition to collaborating with your kids to 

come up with acceptable use guidelines around technology, parents of middle schoolers 

should have full access to online passwords and approve any apps before downloads. 

Even parents of high school students should have access somehow, even if it means 

passwords are in a sealed envelope only to be used in case of emergency. 

 

Some parents find using a monitoring app can help create teachable moments. If you 

decide to monitor using an app, be upfront about it. Otherwise, you risk breaching trust 

at a critical time in your relationship with your teen. 

 

8. Have a backup plan. 
Help your children identify three resources (aside from you) in the event something does 

not go as planned online. Even with the best of intentions, things may happen online that 

you can’t fully prevent —and kids need to know that you will support them and help them 

whenever they need you. At the same time, it is important to help them identify some 

people or places they can turn to if they become overwhelmed because of something 

that happened or was said online. Sometimes they might feel more comfortable getting 

advice from someone else. Just make sure they have someone — mentors, counselors, 

coaches, family friends, relatives — who they identify in advance as being a good 

resource, because in the moment, they might panic. 

 

A great resource? The Crisis Text Line. Texting HOME to 741741 from anywhere in the 

USA, anytime, about any type of crisis, gets a live, trained crisis counselor to respond 

quickly. 

 

9. Use your village. 
Parenting in the digital age is tough — and you can’t be everywhere at once. Build 

community with fellow parents with the adage, “If you see something, say something,” 

and remove the judgment and shame when others’ children do something less than ideal 

online. Because in the end, we all need to work together to help our next generation 

manage their social media footprint. 
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10. Lots of love, hugs, understanding, empathy, and attention each day. 

Especially when something goes wrong!!   
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