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Middle school is a period when young adolescents become more engaged with social media and adults become increasingly concerned about such use. Although research finds that parents often post about their children on social media, little is known about how adults’ social media behaviors relate to youths’ online behaviors. We surveyed 466 middle-school students about their social media habits, privacy-respecting behaviors, and their parents’, other adults’, and their own posting behaviors on social media. While 68% used social media, only 41% posted pictures. Of those, 33.5% also had parents and/or adults that posted about them. Using this subset, we found that adults’ privacy-respecting behaviors (e.g., asking permission to post, showing post first) were significantly related to youth using these same privacy-respecting behaviors when posting on social media. Like many areas of development, young adolescents may learn about social media use by modeling their parents’ and other adults’ behaviors.
Keywords: social media, modeling, early adolescence, privacy, privacy-respecting behaviors, posting
INTRODUCTION
Research finds that youth are overwhelmingly using social media and that use increases drastically during the middle school years (Pew Research Center, 2018). This increased usage has caused concern about how youth protect their privacy when connecting with others online, who may or may not be known to them (Wisniewski et al., 2015; Shin and Kang, 2016). While recommendations about teaching privacy are plentiful, little of it considers how youths’ digital behaviors may mirror the online activities of important adults in their lives, such as parents. Decades of research have robustly demonstrated that youths’ media habits are often congruent with their parents. For instance, studies of television have found that parents’ television (TV) viewing habits predict their children’s viewing habits more than access to TV or having a TV in the bedroom (Saelens et al., 2002; Yalçinet al., 2002; Gorely et al., 2004; Davison et al., 2005; Jago et al., 2013). One possible explanation is the influence of parental modeling on children’s development (Tizard and Hiughes, 1984). Though robustly shown to influence traditional media habits (e.g., Gorely et al., 2004), the association between adults’ and young adolescents’ new media habits have not been well studied. Thus, we explore how middle-schoolers’ online posting behaviors might relate to their parents’ and other important adults’ privacy-respecting posting behaviors on social media.
Learning Through Modeling
From the earliest ages, children look to important adults around them to learn how to interact, behave, speak, and so on (Tizard and Hiughes, 1984; Gopnik, 2012). This finding exists in a variety of developmental perspectives, from social-cognitive theories of modeling (Bandura, 1971) to sociocultural perspectives of guided participation (Rogoff, 1991). Given this consistent pattern of learning and development, it would make sense that young adolescents, who are new users of social media (Martin et al., 2018; Pew Research Center, 2018), would look to important adults around them for guidance on how to engage with these sites. This might be especially relevant when considering behaviors that are privacy-respecting, such as thinking about what is posted and getting permission before posting about others. Therefore, we surveyed young adolescents about their posting behaviors and the behaviors of their parents and other important adults.
METHODS
Sixth, seventh, and eighth graders (n = 466) in two middle schools in the Southeastern region of the United States completed anonymous online surveys in their homeroom or advisement class.
Measurement
Students reported on their demographic characteristics (gender, age, and ethnicity) and what types of social media they used most frequently. They were also asked whether their parent(s) and/or other adults ever posted photos of them on social media. If they selected yes, they were asked how often their parents and other important adults 1) show you what was posted, 2) ask your permission before they post, and 3) share private information about you. Response options included “never,” “sometimes,” and “always.” These answers were summed with “share private information” reverse coded. Thus, higher total scores indicated more privacy-respecting behaviors. Youth were also asked if they ever posted pictures of friends on social media. If yes, they were asked how often they 1) showed the picture first and 2) asked permission. Response options were also “never,” “sometimes,” and “always.” These posting behaviors were totaled into a privacy-respecting score as well.
Analytic Plan
First, the frequency of use of different types of social media was calculated. Then an analytic sample of students who posted on social media and had parents or other adults that posted on social media was created (n = 166 students). To determine if adult privacy-respecting behaviors were associated with tweens’ privacy-respecting behaviors, ordinary least square (OLS) regressions were run with youths’ privacy-respecting behaviors as the dependent variable and adults’ privacy-respecting behaviors as the predictors. Covariates included gender, age, and ethnicity (white, not white).
RESULTS
The 466 students that participated ranged from 11 to 14 years (Mage = 12.6 (sd = 1.33)), with 45% being female (4% preferring not to share gender) and about half (56%) being White, 14% Black, 12% Latinx, and 11% Asian. Of these students, 68% used social media. Instagram was the most popular site (55%), followed by Snapchat (48%), and TikTok (22%). Of the full sample, 191 posted on social media. These posting youth tended to be slightly older, have a parent that posted about them, and be female and non-White, compared to their non-posting peers. Of those youth who post, 166 reported that their parents posted images of them on social media accounts and 148 reported that other adults posted images as well. In total, 137 adolescents reported posting on social media and having parents and other adults post about them. From this, two analytic samples (166 youth that post images and have parents that post; 137 youth, parents, and other adults all post; see Table 1 for details) were created to assess how adults’ privacy-respecting posting behaviors related to youths’ online posting behaviors.
TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics of participants.
[image: Table 1]Adult Posting Habits
Across the full sample of youth whose parents and other adults post images of them, 40% and 32% respectively never asked permission prior to posting. Most did show the youth the photo at least some of the time (91% parents and 86% other adults) and parents and other adults rarely shared private information about the youth in their posts (19% parents, 16% other adults). See Table 2 for details.
TABLE 2 | Frequency of parent and other adult privacy-respecting behaviors.
[image: Table 2]Parent and Adult Behaviors Predicting Posting Behaviors
The posting behaviors of parents and other important adults were significantly associated with tweens’ posting behaviors. When parents showed their child the post before posting, their child was also more likely to show their friends pictured in the photo before posting (B = 0.17, SE = 0.07, p = 0.02). Similarly, when parents asked their child for permission before posting, their child also tended to ask others’ permission prior to posting (B = 0.36, SE = 0.09, p < 0.0001). When parents’ total privacy-respecting behaviors were higher, so were their children’s (B = 0.46, SE = 0.1, p < 0.0001). Other adults’ behaviors were also significantly related to youths’ posting behaviors. When they showed photos prior to posting, so did youth (B = 0.22, SE = 0.09, p = 0.016). When they asked permission before posting, so did youth (B = 0.196, SE = 0.09, p = 0.038). Gender and age were also related to posting behaviors, with females and older participants engaging in more privacy-respecting behaviors. See Table 3 for details.
TABLE 3 | OLS Regression testing if parent and other adults’ behaviors predict youths’ posting behaviors.
[image: Table 3]DISCUSSION
This survey of middle-school students’ social media use found that more youth report using social media than posting on social media (315 vs. 191). This pattern of viewing more than posting aligns with findings from Pew’s recent survey of US youth (13–17 years) (Pew Research Center, 2018). Others also find more lurking (i.e., viewing without posting or commenting) than posting in early adolescence (Len-Ríos et al., 2016).
In our sample, ¾ of parents posted images of youth on social media and almost 60% of youth reported other adults posted images of them as well. Thus, youth have an online presence, even if they do not have an account or post themselves. While parents and other adults tend not to share private information, they do not always ask permission to post about these tweens or even show the youth the post first. Thus, many young adolescents have an online presence that they did not create and do not control. In considering youths’ digital privacy, the behaviors of parents and other adults should be included. Other studies of parental sharing about children on social media have found that parents often post images and content about their children (Ammari et al., 2015; Ouvrein and Verswijvel, 2019) and many parents think they should ask permission more often than they actually do (Moser et al., 2017). Our findings provide one more reason why asking permission might be valuable. Results also highlight the importance of considering other adults, such as relatives and family friends.
Though few demographic characteristics were available in this anonymous dataset, it is worth noting that females were more likely to show images to friends before posting and engage in more privacy-protecting posting behaviors. Other studies have found that adolescent females, compared to males, spend more time editing photos and carefully considering what is posted (Dhir et al., 2016; Yau and Reich, 2019). Thus, it is likely that this consideration around sharing extends to sharing about their peers as well. Age was only related to asking permission before posting, with older middle schoolers being more likely to ask. Though not well studied, there is some evidence that friendship maintaining posting behaviors can relate to feelings of closeness which then predicts friendship maintaining posting behaviors (Rousseau et al., 2019). Perhaps 8th graders were further along in their cycle of peer closeness and relationship maintenance posting behaviors than those in younger grades.
Slightly over 1/3 of the sample had posted on social media and had their own image posted by others. Not surprisingly, parents and other adults’ posting behaviors were related to youths’ posting behaviors. Developmental theories robustly demonstrate the myriad ways in which youth learn from others (Bandura, 1971; Tizard and Hiughes, 1984; Rogoff, 1991; Gopnik, 2012). Posting behaviors on social media may be one more area in which youth look to important people in their life to learn how to engage with these sites. To date, most research exploring how parents model and support children’s media habits have focused on young children (Coyne et al., 2017), with research on older children targeting mediation and monitoring practices (Wisniewski et al., 2015). These findings suggest that adult behavior may indirectly shape adolescents’ privacy practices, highlighting an important aspect of how youth might learn about privacy online.
Limitations
Given the age of the participants, most of the sample did not post on social media, even though many were using social media platforms. This limited our analytic sample and subsequently our ability to test for smaller effects. As a cross-sectional study, the association between adults’ social media behaviors and youths’ is not causal. Additionally, the use of self-report introduces the risk of errors in memory, knowledge, and interpretation. Also, the selection of youth in the Southeastern U.S. limits the generalizability of findings to youth in other regions.
CONCLUSION
Even with these limitations, this exploratory survey study of middle-schoolers’ social media use and posting behaviors provide insights into areas to consider when parenting around social media. Rather than rules or direct instruction, adults could model what we hope our children will do—consider others’ privacy when engaging online.
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