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Abstract 

While digital communication is almost universal amongst adolescents, we do not yet know why adolescent girls 

seek support electronically or how they perceive this support. The prevalence of adolescent girls’ informal digital 

support seeking was determined by a self-report questionnaire with 186 early and middle adolescent girls (Mage = 

13.64 years), drawn from four socioeconomically advantaged schools in Australia. Digital support seeking from 

friends was extremely common, with 73.66% seeking emotional support and 85.48% seeking academic support. 

Next, to determine perceptions of digital support seeking, we conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews with 

a representative subsample of 31 girls (Mage = 13.95 years). Interview data was analysed using inductive thematic 

analysis. Themes of friendship and emotional self-regulation emerged as perceived benefits. Girls perceived digital 

support to be poorer in quality than face-to-face support, and were particularly concerned about limitations to 

privacy and the disclosure of confidential information. Several maladaptive behaviours such as using digital 

support seeking to conceal or avoid emotion were identified. There was variation in the attitudes of the sample, 

and four groups of girls with distinct attitudes towards digital emotional support seeking were identified. 

Implications for supporting adolescents to effectively seek support electronically and face-to-face are discussed. 

Keywords: Digital support seeking; adolescent girls; support seeking; coping; friendship; trust; emotion 

regulation 

Introduction 

Seeking support is an important way of coping when a stressful experience outweighs an individual’s ability to 

cope alone (Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016). While some adolescents access help from formal sources of 

support such as mental health professionals and teachers, they are more likely to seek informal support from 

friends and parents (Camara et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2005). This support can include emotional support, 

information and resources, and a sense of connection or relatedness with others (Skinner et al., 2003; Zimmer-

Gembeck & Skinner, 2008). Digital communication devices provide individuals with an alternative mode through 

which to seek and receive social support (Tanis, 2007). There is a considerable body of research focusing on 

adolescents’ use of formal support in digital contexts (see Clarke, Kuosmanen, & Barry, 2015; Kauer et al., 2014; 

Rice et al., 2014 for reviews). Similarly, there is increasing evidence of the use of digital communication devices in 

the provision and seeking of support in health-related contexts (e.g. Love et al., 2012; Schwieger et al., 2016). More 

recently, research attention has focussed on informal digital support seeking as a way of coping with everyday 

stress (Duvenage et al., 2020; Frison & Eggermont, 2015; Vermeulen et al., 2018a). This shift reflects adolescents’ 

almost ubiquitous use of digital devices to interact with friends and others (Anderson & Jiang, 2018a), and the 

critical role of friends as informal support providers in adolescence (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2011).  
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Informal support seeking is defined as the act of obtaining assistance to cope with stressors from informal sources, 

such as parents, friends, or peers (Heerde & Hemphill, 2018). Although adolescents continue to report that friends 

and parents are their first sources of support when faced with a problem (Spears et al., 2015), they also turn to 

digital sources of support (Bonetti et al., 2010; Rickwood et al., 2015). While a range of terms, including online 

support (Tanis, 2007) and computer-mediated support (Rains & Wright, 2016), are used in the literature, in this 

paper we use digital support seeking to refer to the use of digital media devices to seek informal support through 

social networking sites (SNSs), instant messaging (IMing), text messaging, and email.  

In this paper, we investigate early and middle adolescent girls’ informal support seeking in digital media contexts. 

We focused on adolescent girls because robust evidence from the coping literature suggests that girls are more 

likely to seek support than boys (e.g. Eschenbeck et al., 2007; Fallon & Bowles, 1999). Girls are also more likely to 

experience internalising disorders than boys, including depression (Colarossi & Eccles, 2003; Hankin et al., 2007; 

Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008) and anxiety (Roza et al., 2003), which may indicate a greater need for support. Recent 

research also suggests that girls are more likely to seek support using the internet (Bullot et al., 2017; Glu ̈er & 

Lohaus, 2016) and report receiving support from online sources (Anderson & Jiang, 2018a). Finally, we specifically 

focused on seeking support from friends, because adolescents are most likely to interact with their friends online 

(Reich et al., 2012). Thus, adolescent girls appear to be a particularly important population in which to examine 

affordances and limitations of digital support seeking.  

Coping, Support Seeking, and Digital Media 

Coping is a regulatory process that is enacted in response to stress (Compas, 2009). The ways in which adolescents 

respond to stress can have significant short- and long-term implications for their psychosocial functioning 

(Compas et al., 2001; Skinner et al., 2003). While there are many theoretical models of coping, developmental 

perspectives highlight both individual differences and the development of coping across childhood, adolescence, 

and early adulthood (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2016). Although developmental definitions of coping vary, they 

converge on one central tenet of coping defined as “regulation under stress” (Compas et al., 2001; Eisenberg et al., 

1997; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016). Developmental coping perspectives also recognise that coping is 

constrained by the emotional, social, and cognitive development of the child or adolescent (Compas et al., 2001), 

and focus on how changes in coping are related to developmental processes (Compas, 1998).  

One key objective of the developmental study of coping is to identify typical patterns of changes in coping. In early 

adolescence, for example, improvements in metacognition should lead to an increased ability to match coping 

strategies with the type of stressor, and allow adolescents to reflect on their own coping (Compas et al., 2001; 

Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2016). During middle adolescence, the increased salience of identity and autonomy 

is expected to drive increases in self-reliance in managing stressors (Crystal et al., 2008; Skinner & Zimmer-

Gembeck, 2016). Further, a greater range of coping strategies should be available to adolescents (Compas et al., 

2001; Donaldson et al., 2000). While these changes indicate that adolescents should have increased capacity to 

cope with stress, emotion regulation and response inhibition are not yet fully developed in adolescence (Rahdar 

& Galván, 2014; Steinberg, 2005), which may lead to adolescents employing less adaptive coping strategies under 

high stress situations (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2016).  

While there are many different coping strategies, support seeking represents a frequently used way of coping with 

stress for adolescents (Skinner et al., 2003). Support seeking is also varied, with different sources of support (e.g. 

parents, friends, peers) each able to offer different kinds of support (e.g. emotional, informational, instrumental) 

(Malecki & Demary, 2002). Peer relationships are enormously important in adolescence, more so than any other 

stage of life (Albert et al., 2013). Being accepted by peers activates reward pathways in the adolescent brain (Crone 

& Konijn, 2018), meaning that peers are highly influential in decision-making (Chein et al., 2011). Furthermore, the 

stress-buffering effects of parent support appear to decline during puberty, while the impact of friends’ support 

on reducing physiological stress increases (Gunnar & Hostinar, 2015; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016). Friends 

are therefore a critical source of support in adolescence and may be perceived as having particular expertise when 

discussing friendship problems or schoolwork (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2011). Adolescents prefer to seek 

support for interpersonal stressors from friends than from parents (Wilson et al., 2005), and also report seeking 

academic support from friends (Altermatt, 2007; Ryan & Shim, 2012). This preference is particularly strong 

amongst adolescent girls (Altermatt, 2007; Boldero & Fallon, 1995). While findings from focus group interviews 



 

with 15- and 16-year old adolescents indicate that emotional support may be the most valued type of support 

(Camara et al., 2017), informational and instrumental support are also likely to be salient and useful in academic 

contexts.  

While there is a great deal of research focused on adolescent coping and support seeking, the relatively recent 

and rapid uptake of digital communication by adolescents represents a new context in which to consider 

adolescent support seeking. In support of this, a transformational framework has recently been proposed for 

considering how adolescent peer relationships are influenced by the digital psychosocial environment (Nesi et al., 

2018). This model identifies that there are fundamental differences between in-person and digital communication 

that have the capacity to transform how adolescents behave and interact with each other. The aspects of digital 

communication that are likely to influence informal support seeking behaviours include the increased availability 

of friends, reduced social cues, time between digital exchanges (asynchronicity), and permanence of digital 

exchanges (Nesi et al., 2018). These differences have the potential to make digital support seeking more attractive 

to adolescents while also posing challenges for those who elect to seek emotional and academic support online.  

Why Might Adolescent Girls Use Digital Media to Seek Support? 

As adolescents show high levels of engagement with friends online (Anderson & Jiang, 2018a; Reich et al., 2012), it 

follows that digital media devices may facilitate greater access to support from friends. As discussed in the 

previous section, friends are critical support providers for adolescents (Gunnar & Hostinar, 2015), and increased 

referral to friends for support is a normative developmental process during the adolescent years (Zimmer-

Gembeck & Skinner, 2011). Digital media provides adolescents with potentially constant access to their friends 

regardless of their physical location (Spies Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). This frequent access is likely to facilitate 

increased support seeking opportunities with friends. In addition, increased access to a wider range of support 

providers via digital media has been well-established by researchers focusing on health related emotional and 

informational support seeking (Rains & Wright, 2016; Tanis, 2007). It follows that adolescents are also likely to have 

access to a greater variety of informal support providers online, such as friends from primary school or 

extracurricular activities (Manago et al., 2012).  

While accessing support providers is an important reason for seeking support electronically, there are also 

perceived emotional benefits of seeking digital support. Many adolescents report finding that self-disclosure is 

easier online than in face-to-face contexts (Schouten et al., 2007). This view is supported by the hyperpersonal 

communication model, in which reduced social cues in electronic exchanges stimulate self-disclosure through an 

‘online disinhibition effect’ (Rains et al., 2017; Suler, 2004; Walther et al., 2015). Increased self-disclosure in turn 

predicts having higher quality friendships (Valkenburg & Peter, 2009). Some adolescents identify that online self-

disclosure protects them from feeling vulnerable when discussing their feelings, while the asynchronous nature 

of digital communication offers them more control over their expressions (Best et al., 2016; Nesi et al., 2018; 

Vermeulen et al., 2018a). Thus, for some adolescents, a perception of reduced interpersonal costs (Lim et al., 2013) 

or reduced stigma (DeAndrea, 2015) may facilitate digital support seeking. Notwithstanding these possible 

benefits, research also suggests several limitations may be associated with seeking support using digital media 

devices.  

Potential Limitations for Adolescent Girls Seeking Support Using Digital Media 

In contrast with the hyperpersonal communication model, the “cues-filtered-out” perspective suggests that the 

quality of digital communication is undermined by a lack of non-verbal cues (Walther et al., 2015). This has several 

possible implications for digital support seeking. One possibility is that the quality of support received 

electronically is poorer than that received in-person. For example, text-based support is devoid of facial 

expressions and physical gestures, which are often used to determine whether advice or feedback is genuine 

(Rains et al., 2017). In support of this possibility, Lewandowski and colleagues (2011) found that adults who 

received support in-person reported feeling more positive about the supportive interaction than those who 

received support via digital media. Furthermore, adolescents who used high levels of online emotional support 

seeking were found to experience increases in worry, jealousy, and loneliness (Duvenage et al., 2020). Similarly, 

Rains et al. (2017) found that college students who received support via IMing experienced higher levels of 

uncertainty and worry than those who received the same support in-person in an experimental study. Finally, in 



 

recent work by Vermeulen et al. (2018a), Flemish adolescents identified that they preferred to share emotions 

face-to-face rather than online. This was because they could see the reactions of their friends and clarify 

misunderstandings. Together, these findings support the notion that the quality of digital support is undermined 

by reduced social cues.  

Another potential implication of the cues-filtered-out perspective for digital support seeking is that reduced social 

cues in online exchanges - although useful for self-disclosure - can lead to a toxic disinhibition effect: specifically, 

peers may be more critical online than they would be in-person (Koutamanis et al., 2015; Suler, 2004). Indeed, 

some adolescents report receiving negative feedback online, which can be particularly problematic due to the 

public and permanent nature of online feedback (Nesi et al., 2018; Valkenburg et al., 2006). Negative online 

support and feedback are in turn related to decreases in self-esteem and poorer mental health (McCloskey et al., 

2015; Valkenburg et al., 2006). While there has been significant research attention on adolescents’ negative online 

peer interactions in the context of cyberbullying (e.g. Patterson et al., 2017; Spears et al., 2015) and conflict or 

‘drama’ (e.g. Ging & O'Higgins Norman, 2016; Pabian et al., 2018), it is unclear whether receiving negative feedback 

in response to digital support seeking attempts is viewed as a limitation by adolescent girls. 

Finally, adolescents report that their ability to trust their support provider is important in their decision to seek 

support in-person (Camara et al., 2017). This trust may be more difficult to establish in digital contexts, however. 

An important difference between in-person and digital interactions is that digital platforms automatically record 

conversations, which can then be accessed after the original interaction (Peter & Valkenburg, 2013). While the 

permanent nature of online communication has been raised as problematic for adolescents in the case of 

uploading inappropriate content (e.g. Cooper et al., 2016; Nesi et al., 2018), adolescents may also be concerned 

about their support seeking attempts being shared with others. Indeed, the potential for disclosure of personal 

information to unintended others has been identified as a salient concern by adolescents in several studies (Best 

et al., 2016; Vermeulen et al., 2018a). It is unknown, however, whether trust concerns influence adolescent girls’ 

digital support seeking behaviours.  

Study Context 

This study explored the perceptions and experiences of early and middle adolescent girls in Australia. While the 

experience of everyday stress is normative across the lifespan, the early to middle adolescent period is a 

particularly stressful time (Seiffge-Krenke, 1995). During this period, adolescents nominate concerns about family 

and peer relationships, academic concerns, and societal issues as major causes of stress (Frydenberg, 2008). In 

Australia, early adolescents must also navigate a major school transition from primary to secondary school, with 

common transition stressors including increased academic pressure, the need to learn new school routines, and 

the need to make new friends (Waters et al., 2014). As support seeking is a commonly used way of coping with 

stress (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2011), it is particularly important to investigate adolescents’ experiences when 

seeking support from friends in relatively new digital contexts.  

The study population was drawn from four socioeconomically advantaged schools, as part of a larger study of 

support seeking behaviours and mental health in adolescent girls. Findings regarding the association between 

socioeconomic status and mental health in adolescence are equivocal, with some studies finding that adolescents 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to experience mental health problems (Lawrence et al., 

2015; Reiss, 2013), and some finding no difference (Avenevoli et al., 2014). Surprisingly, then, there are also 

concerns about adolescents who attend affluent schools, as research suggests that adolescents who attend 

affluent schools exhibit problematic levels of maladjustment (Luthar & Barkin, 2012). For example, girls attending 

such schools appear to be more likely to experience risk factors for later internalising problems, such as body 

dissatisfaction and peer envy (Lyman & Luthar, 2014). As such, scholars emphasise the role of achievement 

pressure in increasing the vulnerability of adolescents from affluent schools (Luthar & Kumar, 2018). Indeed, girls 

from advantaged socioeconomic backgrounds report experiencing high levels of stress, driven by intense pressure 

from themselves and others to succeed (Spencer et al., 2018). As girls commonly use support seeking to cope with 

stress (Eschenbeck et al., 2007), and report doing so electronically (Anderson & Jiang, 2018a; Bullot et al., 2017), 

this was a particularly important population in which to examine digital support seeking behaviours.  



 

Study Purpose 

Informal digital support seeking may represent an important, and relatively new way in which adolescents cope 

with stress. The research reviewed in the preceding sections indicates that there are several potential benefits and 

limitations of digital support seeking for adolescent girls, but early and middle adolescent girls’ reasons for seeking 

support from their friends using digital devices, and their perceptions of benefits or limitations of digital support 

seeking have received minimal research focus to date. An understanding of these reasons and perceptions is 

critical to identifying specific digital support seeking behaviours that may be useful or problematic for adolescent 

girls. As such, the current study investigated: (i) frequency of digital support seeking for academic and emotional 

support from friends, (ii) preferences for digital or in-person support seeking, and (iii) girls’ perceptions of the 

benefits and limitations of digital support seeking from friends. We focused on text-based forms of digital support 

(rather than video chat platforms), as these are the most distinct from face-to-face support due to the reduced 

social cues available in text-based environments. Given that adolescents have previously identified that emotional 

support is their most valued type of support (Camara et al., 2017) and that academic concerns are highly salient 

(Spencer et al., 2018), we also narrowed our focus to emotional and academic support seeking from friends. These 

are also areas in which peers may be perceived to have particular expertise or share common experiences. While 

we employed a mixed-method design, the current study is largely focused on the qualitative data to generate a 

deep understanding (Smith, 2015) of adolescent girls’ use of digital support seeking.  

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 186 girls (Mage = 13.64, SD = 1.03, range = 10.29–15.33 years) in Grades 7 and 9, drawn from four 

Independent Girls’ Schools in Sydney, Australia in 2015. Girls in Grades 7 and 9 were targeted to represent early 

and middle adolescents. All four schools were high-fee schools, and girls were at relative socioeconomic advantage 

in comparison to other students in Australia (Australian Curriculum, Assessment, and Reporting Authority, 2015). 

On average, 41.5% of students in these four schools had a language background other than English. While this 

appears to be a high proportion of students, it is indicative of the typical level of cultural diversity in the Sydney 

urban area, where 38.3% of households have a language background other than English (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2011). Importantly, linguistic diversity is not a marker of low socioeconomic status in the current context.  

The overall response rates for the questionnaire were 21.20% for Grade 7 and 30.59% for Grade 9. Interview 

participants were selected from a pool of participants who had ticked a response option on the consent form 

agreeing to participate in follow up interview (67.96% of the questionnaire participants). Five girls who were 

contacted to participate in the interview subsequently opted out of the interview. Interviews were conducted until 

a data saturation point was reached and no new responses to questions were apparent (Saunders et al., 2018). 

The final interview sample included 14 girls in Grade 7 and 17 girls in Grade 9, who reported varying frequencies 

of digital support seeking in their questionnaire responses.  

Materials and Procedure 

Questionnaire 

Following approval by the institutional ethics committee and school principals, students were invited to participate 

in a larger study of adolescent girls’ support seeking preferences, digital communication practices, and wellbeing. 

Consent forms were distributed to students and their parents, which invited potential participants to complete a 

40-minute questionnaire during a nominated class period at school and an optional follow up interview outside 

school hours. Students who provided written parental and student consent (N = 186) completed the paper-based 

questionnaire, which was administered by the first author. 

To determine the frequency of adolescent girls’ digital support seeking and communication, the questionnaire 

asked participants how often they used digital media to: (a) chat to friends, (b) seek academic support, and (c) seek 

emotional support from friends. Frequency was reported on a 6-point Likert scale where 1 = not at all and 6 = 

several times a day. Participants were also given a list of ten commonly used digital media tools (e.g. social media 



 

platforms, text messaging, email) from which they could identify the tools that they used to communicate generally 

with their friends, using a yes or no response option. There was also a free response option for participants to add 

any other digital media tools to the list. There was no missing data from the questionnaire items. One participant 

selected two frequency responses for two items, and the average of these responses was recorded for each item. 

Interviews 

To determine adolescent girls’ attitudes and experiences of digital support seeking, a representative subsample 

of 31 girls completed a one-on-one semi-structured interview. Girls were selected because they had varying 

frequencies of digital support seeking, from low (once per week or less) to high (once per day or more). Girls who 

did not use digital support seeking at all were excluded, as the focus of the interviews was on adolescents’ 

perceptions and experiences when seeking digital support. Girls were included if they reported seeking only one 

type of support (academic or emotional), however. All girls gave verbal consent before the interview began.  

The interviews were conducted by the first author over phone at a time convenient to the adolescent outside 

school hours. Interviews took between 10 and 20 minutes, which was appropriate given our relatively narrow 

focus on a specific online behaviour. The first author also conducted the surveys in schools before the interviews 

and, as such, spent time establishing rapport with participants prior to the interviews beginning. Interviews were 

audio recorded, and transcribed verbatim. To retain participants’ candid responses to questions, and to minimise 

the time requirement for participants, transcripts were not returned to participants for checking (Hagens et al., 

2009).  

At the beginning of each interview, the interviewer identified that the focus of the interview was on how people 

use technology to ask for help, advice, and emotional support. As the typical adolescent uses a range of digital 

communication tools (Anderson & Jiang, 2018b), we made the scope of digital media very broad by defining 

technology as social media, text messaging, apps, and instant messaging. Participants were asked about the types 

of problems or issues they sought support for from their friends using digital media (e.g. “Are there some things 

that you feel more comfortable talking to your friends about online rather than in-person?”), the modes of support 

seeking they most preferred, and why (e.g. Are there other problems or issues that you prefer to talk to your 

friends about in-person? Why?). They were also asked about any problems or difficulties that they had experienced 

when seeking support using digital media (e.g. “Are there any problems or bad experiences that you have had 

with asking for support online?”).  

Interview Analysis 

As our aim was to explore adolescent girls’ experiences and perspectives of online support seeking, we used 

inductive analysis to allow themes to be driven by the data (Thomas, 2006). The first author generated an initial 

coding scheme based on analysis of all transcripts using a general inductive approach. During this process, field 

notes taken during the interviews were combined with repetitive reading of the transcripts to ensure participants’ 

meanings were adequately captured by the coding scheme (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Codes were initially developed 

through holistic reading of the transcripts, followed by comparing similar segments of text to refine codes. In some 

cases, participants’ responses to particular questions were compared, for example, in examining the types of 

problems they preferred to discuss online or in-person. Similar codes were then merged into themes (Clarke, 

Braun, & Hayfield, 2015). The second author checked the reliability of the coding scheme by independently coding 

54.8% (n = 17) of the transcripts using the initial coding scheme developed by the first author. This resulted in a 

pooled Cohen’s kappa value of 0.69. Differences in the application of the codes were then discussed and modified. 

In cases where disagreement about the application of codes existed, we initially reviewed the definition of the 

code in question. If disagreement remained, both coders reviewed the transcript to clarify the meaning of the 

response in light of the remainder of the interview responses and a resolution for the application of the code was 

negotiated. Codes that were overlapping or closely related were merged or dropped (Campbell et al., 2013) until 

100% agreement was achieved for each code. Once the reliability of the coding scheme was confirmed, the first 

author applied this coding scheme to the analysis of the remaining transcripts. Codes were identified as 

representing subthemes, which were then grouped into broader themes. The grouping of subthemes into themes 

was discussed and agreed upon by the two coders.  



 

Results 

Frequency of Digital Support Seeking  

To determine the frequency of digital support seeking and communication amongst the adolescent girls we drew 

on the questionnaire responses. To help contextualise our subsequent interview analyses, we also provide a 

comparison of questionnaire responses between the sub-sample interviewed and the larger study sample. In 

particular, we note that the frequency of digital communication and support seeking was naturally higher in the 

interviewed subsample because of the exclusion of those who did not seek support using digital media. Digital 

communication and support seeking were both prevalent. Over half (58.06%) communicated with their friends 

online daily or multiple times per day, using up to 11 different digital media tools (see Table 1). Text/iMessages 

were the most commonly used communication tool, followed by Instagram, Snapchat, Kik, and Facebook. Most 

girls sought both academic support (85.48%) and emotional support (73.66%) using digital media; however, 

frequencies varied. On average, digital media was used to seek academic support once per week and emotional 

support less than once per week. A small proportion of girls reported daily seeking of academic support (13.98%) 

and emotional support (10.22%) using digital media (Table 1). 

Table 1. Digital Behaviours of Whole Study and Interview Participants. 

Digital communication use variables 
Entire Study Sample (N = 186) Interview Sample (n = 31) 

N % n % 

Number of digital communication tools used 

1 – 3 

4 – 6 

7 – 9 

10 + 

 

70 

96 

15 

3 

 

37.63 

51.61 

8.06 

1.61 

 

12 

15 

3 

1 

 

38.71 

48.39 

9.68 

3.23 

Digital communication tools used  

Text/iMessage* 

Instagram 

Snapchat 

Facebook 

Kik 

 

177 

132 

125 

59 

78 

 

95.16 

70.97 

67.20 

31.72 

41.94 

 

29 

21 

20 

12 

11 

 

93.55 

67.74 

64.52 

38.71 

35.48 

Frequency of chatting to friends using digital media^ 

Not at all 

Less than once a week 

Once a week  

Once every 2-3 days 

Once a day or more 

 

9 

21 

14 

34 

108 

 

4.84 

11.29 

7.53 

18.28 

58.06 

 

1 

2 

1 

4 

23 

 

3.23 

6.45 

3.23 

12.90 

74.19 

Frequency of seeking academic support using digital media^ 

Not at all 

Less than once a week 

Once a week  

Once every 2-3 days 

Once a day or more 

 

27 

55 

31 

47 

26 

 

14.52 

29.57 

16.67 

25.27 

13.98 

 

4 

6 

7 

7 

7 

 

12.90 

19.35 

22.58 

22.58 

22.58 

Frequency of seeking emotional support using digital media^ 

Not at all 

Less than once a week 

Once a week  

Once every 2-3 days 

Once a day or more 

 

49 

75 

27 

16 

19 

 

26.34 

40.32 

14.52 

8.60 

10.22 

 

6 

9 

4 

3 

9 

 

19.35 

29.03 

12.90 

9.68 

29.03 

Note. * = iMessage uses wifi or cellular data networks to send text and picture messages and is functionally the same as text messaging. 

^ = Although a 6-point Likert scale was used for these items, “once a day or more” combines “once a day” and “several times a day” on the scale 

to simplify reporting. 

 

Attitudes and Perceptions Towards Digital Support Seeking 

The following sections will explore girls’ attitudes and perceptions towards digital support seeking using interview 

data. While our interviews were focused on digital support seeking from friends, we also asked the girls to identify 

whether they had sought support from any other exclusively online contacts. Three girls reported that they had 

sought support from someone unknown to them personally in offline or face-to-face contexts. This suggests that 



 

most girls restricted their support seeking using digital media to people that they knew in-person (i.e. friends, 

peers, or family). 

Attitudes Towards Digital Academic Support 

Most girls in the interview sample – 27 of 31 – sought academic support using digital devices. Unsurprisingly, 

academic support seeking was also a key theme that emerged throughout the interviews. Girls identified several 

academic issues that resulted in them seeking digital academic support, including experiencing difficulties with 

homework or assignments, misunderstanding task requirements, and missing work when absent from school. 

The ability to seek academic support from friends for these issues was almost universally perceived as a beneficial 

aspect of digital support. Specific benefits included increased understanding (e.g. “If I didn’t understand the 

question they would help me answer it properly” (Ava, Grade 9) and information about homework requirements 

(e.g. “I’ll ask my friends some little things about homework” (Kate, Grade 7). Some girls identified that their friends 

provided expedited or easy homework assistance: “It’s easier to just text them and ask them what’s this answer, 

or can I have help with this question” (Jackie, Grade 7). Others sought support electronically from friends to catch 

up on material they may have missed: “asking about what work I missed out on at school” (Amelia, Grade 9). Many 

girls’ accounts of digital academic support seeking also identified the immediacy of support as a key benefit:  

“If I’m having trouble [with homework] I’ll just message my friends... I can just message them straight 

away and they’ll normally get back to me within 5 minutes, so that can be really helpful.” (Alexa, Grade 

9) 

These girls perceived that online support seeking provided valued academic assistance, with only one girl 

discussing a negative response from friends when seeking academic support:  

 “Like, sometimes you ask them ‘oh, what did you get for this answer?’ and they go off because they 

don’t really want to tell you… then you can be angry at your friends, but maybe you can understand, 

and you can be careful what you ask.” (Emma, Grade 7) 

There were no references to seeking emotional support in relation to academic issues throughout the interviews. 

This suggests that the girls only sought instrumental and informational support for academic concerns.  

Preferred Mode of Seeking Emotional Support 

While the ability to seek academic support was almost universally perceived as a benefit of digital support seeking, 

opinions about the use of digital devices for emotional support were quite varied within the interview sample. 

Analysis of the interview responses revealed that there were four groups of girls with distinct overall attitudes 

towards digital and in-person emotional support seeking. Group 1 (n = 12) demonstrated a strong preference for 

seeking emotional support in-person and avoided seeking emotional support electronically. In contrast, Group 2 

(n = 11) preferred seeking emotional support in-person but would seek emotional support electronically when 

they were physically separated from their friends. These girls tended to view digital support seeking as a back-up 

support seeking option, rather than their preferred method. Group 3 were distinctive, as they preferred to seek 

emotional support online for specific types of problems (n = 6). These problems tended to be embarrassing or 

awkward, or issues that caused them to display negative emotions. They also indicated they would use both in-

person and digital emotional support for less emotionally charged problems. Finally, Group 4 (n = 2) identified that 

they did not consider in-person and digital platforms to be distinct modes for seeking support, and that they would 

discuss the same issues in either mode. No clear age differences were apparent within the groups: the numbers 

of early and middle adolescents in each of the first three groups were approximately equal. While the two 

members in Group 4 were middle adolescents, we recommend against drawing any conclusions about this finding 

given the small size of this group.  

 



 

Perceived Benefits and Limitations of Seeking Emotional Support Electronically 

Table 2. Summary of Themes and Subthemes Identified in Girls’ Reasons for Seeking Emotional Support Using Digital Media. 

Theme Sub-theme 
Example quote 

Perceived benefit Limitation 

Emotion 

regulation 

Reduced regulation 

of emotion online 

You feel like you can say pretty much 

anything you want [online] but in real 

life you have to be more careful about 

what you say (Charlotte, Grade 9, 

Group 3) 

Because you keep talking about it you get more 

angry (Tara, Grade 7, Group 3) 

Avoidance of in-

person emotional 

displays 

Your friends don’t really have to see 

you getting emotional [online] 

(Stephanie, Grade 9, Group 3) 

n/a 

Coping with 

emotion 

Like especially if I’ve had a bad day they 

say everything will be ok, and that 

makes me feel better (Anna, Grade 9, 

Group 1) 

Not as good as I would feel if I was talking to them 

face-to-face (Jane, Grade 7, Group 2) 

Friendship 

experiences and 

expectations 

Digital self-

disclosure in 

friendships 

I find that like in some situations it 

[online] could be easier if you’re not 

really sure how to express your feelings 

(Molly, Grade 7, Group 3) 

[in-person] you can just explain what you need 

better, and um it’s just a lot easier to talk about it 

(Mia, Grade 9, Group 1) 

Trust in digital 

interactions 

Online it’s like “oh I can tell this person 

something and I trust them” (Charlotte, 

Grade 9, Group 3) 

I’d rather speak to them face-to-face, because they 

can screenshot it [online exchanges] (Sophia, 

Grade 7, Group 1) 

Expectation of 

support 

If you need something, say on a 

weekend, you can text them and they 

can help you straight away (Abbey, 

Grade 7, Group 2) 

n/a 

Effect of digital 

support seeking on 

friendship strength 

If anything it kinda brings us closer… it 

helps us understand each other and 

what we need help with (Lucy, Grade 9, 

Group 4) 

They’d get awkward, like “why didn’t you just do it 

to my face?” (Alexa, Grade 9, Group 1) 

Quality of digital 

support 

 They tell me if I need any advice, so it 

really helps (Ella, Grade 7, Group 3) 

You can’t see their facial expression, you can’t give 

them hugs and stuff… so I think in-person is better 

than online (Maddie, Grade 9, Group 2) 

 

Across the interviews, we coded participants’ explanations for why they sought emotional support using digital 

media (benefits) and about any problems or difficulties they had encountered (limitations). Three specific themes 

emerged (see Table 2), each of which are described below. Most interviewees (80.65%) experienced emotional 

support after seeking support electronically, and identified specific benefits of digital support seeking including 

access to friends and emotion regulation. Similarly, most interviewees also recognised significant limitations in 

the quality of emotional support (83.87%). Almost one-third (29.03%) had received negative feedback or did not 

feel supported following a request for support. Similar themes emerged from the groups identified in the previous 

section, with several notable exceptions that are identified below. Each quote presented in the following sections 

is accompanied by the participants’ pseudonym, grade, and their overall emotional support seeking preference 

(Group 1-4).  

Emotion Regulation 

Emotion regulation was the most significant theme to emerge across all interview accounts, with 19 of the 31 girls 

(64.52%) reporting the use of digital support seeking to manage, express, and regulate their emotions. The key 

benefit perceived by some girls was a perception that they did not have to regulate their emotional expression in 

digital contexts and could be more disinhibited in their expressions: “You can talk to people without facing 

consequences of what you say right there” (Sarah, Grade 9, Group 3). 

One explanation that girls gave for this perception was that they felt less embarrassed expressing their emotions 

electronically: “If it’s something one-on-one that you want to talk to a friend about you’ll probably just text them, 

because it’s less embarrassing” (Maddie, Grade 9, Group 2). They were also less threatened by the potential to 

receive negative reactions from their friends, and were therefore able to avoid feeling bad themselves by 

“switching off straight away” (Lara, Grade 9, Group 2). In contrast to the girls who discussed the possibility of 



 

disinhibition, others specifically discussed the potential to monitor, mask, or otherwise control their emotional 

displays: “I might prefer to talk online if I didn’t want to be really emotional but I still wanted to talk to somebody” 

(Molly, Grade 7, Group 3). These affordances of digital support seeking were only endorsed by girls in Groups 2 

and 3, with no girls in Group 1 or 4 identifying that digital support seeking allowed them to regulate emotions or 

avoid emotional displays. As girls in Group 1 reported a strong preference for seeking emotional support in-

person, it is possible that these girls felt comfortable expressing their emotions in-person, or that they were able 

to regulate their emotions in face-to-face exchanges.  

Some girls reported greater emotional wellbeing (e.g. reduced stress and anger) after receiving support 

electronically. For these girls, discussing problems with friends electronically increased their ability to cope with 

these problems. Friends gave advice that reduced feelings of stress and anger, provided distraction, and were 

viewed as important partners in working through concerns to achieve emotional relief: “Just talking to my friends 

[online] usually makes me feel better than just thinking about things alone” (Michelle, Grade 9, Group 2). While 

some girls identified face-to-face support as more effective in reducing negative emotions than digital support, 

digital support seeking was still useful when their friends were unavailable in-person: “Sometimes just letting it 

out even if it’s online it makes you feel better, but I still think I prefer to do it in-person” (Hailey, Grade 9, Group 2). 

For these girls, digital support seeking served as an additional avenue through which they could seek emotional 

support and was used alongside in-person support.  

Friendship Experiences and Expectations 

Expectations of friendship were frequently raised as benefits and limitations in girls’ reports of digital support 

seeking. An expectation of trust in electronic exchanges between friends was raised by over half (51.61%) of the 

girls during the interviews. Only two reported that they felt that their friends were honest and trustworthy in 

electronic exchanges. The remaining fourteen girls reported some level of concern about their ability to trust their 

friends, mainly because their personal conversations could be easily shared with others, particularly if a friendship 

turned sour: “I trust them but like, you never know when they might turn on you and use things against you” (Ivy, 

Grade 9, Group 2). 

Of the girls who identified concerns about trusting their friends in online exchanges, a key concern was that the 

text-based nature of digital communication meant that their exchanges could be used as evidence against them: 

“There’s been times where people have told other people, because it’s so easy to screenshot it and forward it to 

other people” (Alexa, Grade 9, Group 1). Trust concerns also left some adolescents cautious about the advice their 

friends provided electronically: “You don’t know their facial expressions… you just know that they’re typing 

something, but it could not be the truth” (Emma, Grade 7, Group 1). 

Girls reactions to trust concerns varied. Girls with trust concerns in Groups 2 and 3 reported carefully editing their 

digital expressions, for example: “Sometimes I feel worried that something I’ll say that’s personal to me will 

possibly be shared… it’s made me think more about the words that I use” (Stephanie, Grade 9, Group 3). In contrast, 

girls in Group 1 tended to avoid talking about personal issues entirely: “I won’t really talk about problems by text, 

because then they can copy it” (Leah, Grade 7, Group 1), and identified that they preferred to discuss personal 

problems in-person: “I feel more comfortable talking in-person, cause no one’s hearing if you’re having a private 

conversation” (Fiona, Grade 7, Group 1). Given trust concerns were raised by all but two girls in Group 1, it appears 

that not being able to trust friends in online exchanges was a major barrier preventing these girls from seeking 

emotional support electronically.  

Self-disclosure of problems and emotions to friends was raised by approximately half of the girls in the interviews. 

More girls (n = 11; 35.48%) viewed digital platforms as a limitation to self-disclosure in their friendships, or being 

less effective than in-person opportunities: “It’s easier to express your emotions when you’re actually in [face-to-

face] contact with the person” (Michelle, Grade 9, Group 2). Some were concerned about miscommunication in 

electronic exchanges: “People can take things the wrong way on social media” (Alexa, Grade 9, Group 1). In 

contrast, seven girls reported that digital platforms provided opportunities for enhanced self-disclosure, both 

because they had additional time to control and construct emotional responses and because they were more 

comfortable communicating difficult emotions electronically: “I don’t have to build up as much strength to 



 

message someone and ask for help” (Stephanie, Grade 9, Group 3). The girls who felt that self-disclosure was 

easier online were distributed across Groups 2 and 3, and no girls in Group 1 or 4 shared this view.  

Expectations of immediate support were discussed by nine (29.03%) girls. These girls expected their friends to 

provide immediate emotional and academic support whenever required: “It’s an immediate response, and you 

can talk about it straight away rather than waiting until the next day” (Maddie, Grade 9, Group 2). The knowledge 

that their friends could be relied on to offer support was reassuring for some of these girls: “If we’re ever in need 

of help, you can rely on them and they’ll reply back” (Jackie, Grade 7, Group 1). 

Some girls reported that digital support seeking had strengthened their relationships with their friends, because 

they were able to communicate with their friends more frequently: 

“You become more close with your friends, because you can talk to them more often, and they can 

help solve your problems a lot more.” (Rachel, Grade 9, Group 2) 

For the girls who felt self-disclosure was easier online, digital support seeking enabled them to ask their friends 

for help, which they perceived as having a strengthening effect on their relationship. In contrast, others identified 

that seeking support from friends electronically made their relationships seem weaker:  

“It makes it seem like you’re not as close as you think you are, because if you were really close friends, 

then you obviously just feel comfortable asking them to their face.” (Hailey, Grade 9, Group 2) 

For these girls, being able to discuss their problems with friends in-person was indicative of a strong friendship. 

Unsurprisingly, these girls also shared the view that self-disclosure was more difficult via digital platforms, 

indicating an overall preference for in-person support.  

Quality of Digital Support 

The final theme emerging from our interviews related to the quality of digital support. Girls expressed distinct 

opinions about the quality of digital support: while some considered digital support as being equivalent to the 

support they would receive from their friends in-person, others viewed digital support as being poorer in quality. 

Benefits of digital support seeking included being able to obtain positive support or advice (e.g. “I’ve normally had 

positive or nice comments” (Jackie, Grade 7, Group 1)), gain friends’ perspectives on their problems (e.g. “It helps 

me get another viewpoint” (Michelle, Grade 9, Group 2)), and giving friends time to think about their reply before 

giving advice: 

“The person has time to think about their reply… they can say what they know will make you happier.” 

(Charlotte, Grade 9, Group 3) 

For over half the girls interviewed (n = 18, 58.06%), however, the quality of the support provided electronically was 

limited. Reduced social cues and inability to see physical responses reduced the emotional comfort that could be 

provided by either party:  

“I think I’d be better talking to somebody face-to-face so that they can actually help me. They’d be able 

to comfort me in a way that text wouldn’t really do anything for. It’s just words instead of actual 

feelings.” (Lara, Grade 9, Group 2) 

In-person support seeking was viewed as more effective for complicated problems: “If you need a lot of help they 

can go through it with you [in-person]” (Mia, Grade 9, Group 1), or when they preferred parental input: “My parents’ 

advice is more experienced” (Tara, Grade 7, Group 3). Consistent with these perceived limitations, girls reported 

specific instances of poor-quality advice in response to digital support seeking attempts:  

“I thought these people would be able to understand me, but they didn’t so I felt really let down… [If 

it were in-person] I think they would have thought more about what they were saying and how that 

would affect me emotionally.” (Stephanie, Grade 9, Group 3) 



 

“I remember one time I was talking to my friend [online] about this girl who was being really mean to 

me, and she’s like ‘oh I don’t think she meant it’. If she heard what my voice had sounded like, I was 

really upset.” (Sophia, Grade 7, Group 1) 

These girls recognised that the reduction of social cues in digital exchanges left their friends unable to recognise 

the severity of their problems, leaving them feeling unsupported after attempting to seek support. The view that 

digital support seeking was poorer in quality than face-to-face support was shared by girls in all groups. While this 

is unsurprising for those who avoided seeking emotional support online (Group 1), it did not stop the girls in 

Groups 2, 3, and 4 from using digital support. This suggests that some girls were prepared to accept poorer quality 

support due to the other affordances of digital support seeking (e.g. being able to access friends when physically 

separated or finding self-disclosure easier online).  

Discussion 

This study was designed to assess relatively unexplored aspects of adolescent digital support seeking. Building on 

prior research suggesting that adolescent girls engage in both digital and in-person support seeking, the first goal 

of this study was to identify the frequency with which girls report seeking informal support electronically. Second, 

this study aimed to investigate adolescent girls’ preferences for digital or in-person modes of support seeking. The 

final goal of this study was to explore girls’ explanations of the benefits and limitations of digital support seeking.  

Frequency of Digital Support Seeking 

First, the results demonstrate that digital support seeking was a common feature in the life of most early to middle 

adolescent girls in this sample, reflecting girls’ preferences for seeking support from friends to cope with daily 

stress (Eschenbeck et al., 2007). For most, however, digital support seeking was not a daily occurrence despite 

many communicating electronically with friends on a daily basis. This suggests that girls may employ other ways 

of coping with daily hassles or continue to rely on in-person support seeking at the same time as engaging 

electronically. A small percentage of girls were more heavily reliant on digital support seeking (13.98% for 

academic stressors and 10.22% for emotional support) and reported doing so daily or multiple times per day. It is 

possible that adolescents who seek support online frequently require higher levels of support, as has been found 

in a longitudinal study of adults (Utz & Breur, 2017). Alternatively, these adolescents also may not have had access 

to the support they require in-person. Indeed, several studies have reported that online support is particularly 

beneficial for adolescents with poorer quality friendships and adolescents experiencing depression, with 

hypothesised benefits including reduced social isolation and increased capacity to connect with similar others 

(Radovic et al., 2017; Selfhout et al., 2009). As frequent digital emotional support seeking has been found to be 

associated with more negative short-term responses to stress in adolescents (Duvenage et al., 2020), determining 

the long-term outcomes of frequent use of digital support seeking will be an important focus for future research. 

Preferred Mode of Support Seeking 

The second goal of this study was to identify adolescent girls’ preferred mode of support seeking. Analysis of the 

interview data revealed four groups of girls with distinct preferences for the way in which they sought emotional 

support. The two largest groups (representing two-thirds of the interview sample) shared an overall preference 

for seeking support in-person rather than electronically. Recent research has found that while 15- to 17-year-old 

adolescents’ most preferred mode of communicating with friends is by text message, 13- to 14-year-olds prefer to 

communicate with friends in-person (Rideout & Robb, 2018). Thus, it is possible that this finding reflects the 

preferences of younger adolescents for communicating with their friends in-person rather than by text. However, 

given the limitations of online support identified by the girls in this study, this preference for in-person sources of 

support suggests that adolescents recognise clear benefits of seeking support in-person (Frison & Eggermont, 

2015; Vermeulen et al., 2018a). The preference for seeking support in-person also aligns with the preferences of 

college students, who are more likely to seek support in-person rather than by text message or online (Rife et al., 

2016) and identify that in-person exchanges are more supportive than those received via text-messaging or social 

media (Bayer et al., 2016).  



 

While the majority of girls displayed an overall preference for seeking emotional support in-person, there were 

two smaller groups of girls who did not share this preference. Both of these groups used a combination of in-

person and digital emotional support, but Group 3 identified that they preferred digital emotional support for 

embarrassing or emotion-inducing problems and Group 4 felt that in-person and digital support were equivalent 

modes of support seeking. As identified in the following discussion, these groups of girls tended to have attitudes 

towards digital support seeking that could be a cause for concern (for example, use of digital support to avoid 

emotional displays). While further research is needed, the existence of groups of girls with distinct attitudes 

towards digital support seeking suggests that there are opportunities for future intervention efforts to target 

specific groups to more effectively support girls’ coping behaviour.  

When adolescent girls in this study did seek support electronically, our interview data suggests that they were 

most likely to engage with existing friends. Relatively few sought support from people they only knew online. This 

finding aligns with previous work that shows that adolescents mostly communicate with their existing friends 

electronically (Reich et al., 2012; Underwood et al., 2015). The ability to maintain contact and seek support from 

friends that girls couldn’t see in-person regularly was also noted as an affordance of digital support seeking. 

Studies with college students have similarly identified the ability to maintain contact with past friends as an 

important affordance of SNSs (Ellison et al., 2007; Manago et al., 2012), and our findings suggest that some 

adolescent girls also use digital devices to seek support from wider networks of peers. 

Affordances and Limitations of Digital Support Seeking  

The final goal of this study was to investigate girls’ own explanations of the benefits and limitations of digital 

support seeking. The most common affordance that girls identified was that digital platforms enabled them to 

obtain informational or instrumental academic support from friends. This finding extends previous research that 

has shown adolescents turn to peers when faced with academic difficulties (Altermatt, 2007; Ryan & Shim, 2012), 

and supports the notion that academic stressors are particularly salient for adolescents in affluent schools 

(Spencer et al., 2018). As friends are often perceived as having expertise with schoolwork, the use of digital devices 

to access academic support from friends may also be interpreted as an example of adolescents’ increasing 

capacity to match coping responses with particular stressors (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2011). In the case of 

homework, digital support seeking allowed them to access help immediately without needing to wait until the next 

class. A small group of adolescents reported more problematic help seeking, whereby they simply asked for 

answers to homework rather than for assistance to solve problems. This “expedient help seeking” (Kiefer & Shim, 

2016) is related to poorer academic achievement over time (Ryan & Shim, 2012), and may be more common in 

digital settings where adolescents indicate a preference for the immediacy of help. Together, these findings 

suggest that digital academic help seeking is an important area of future research, with unknown implications for 

academic functioning. While it is possible that adolescents could benefit from some forms of digital academic help 

seeking (e.g. asking for more information about homework), there are others (e.g. expedient help seeking and 

referring to peers as soon as a problem with homework in encountered) that may have negative implications for 

academic functioning.  

Girls identified that friends were expected to provide support whenever it was required, and the availability of 

immediate academic or emotional support was perceived as a key benefit of digital support seeking. While 

immediate access to informal support may be beneficial in many circumstances, several concerns have been 

raised in previous research on adolescents’ use of digital communication (Nesi et al., 2018). For example, constant 

contact with friends and parents may have negative implications for adolescents’ development of autonomy and 

emotion regulation (Davis, 2012; Spies Shapiro & Margolin, 2014). While further research is needed, it is possible 

that expecting and receiving support as soon as a minor problem is presented could limit adolescents’ capacity to 

independently solve problems or independently regulate their own emotions. This has the potential to have 

significant implications for the developmental progression of coping during middle adolescence, in which 

increased self-reliance in managing stressors is expected (Crystal et al., 2008; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016). 

The continual need for support may also create an additional source of stress for the friends who are expected to 

provide support. Indeed, young people are reporting feeling burdened by others’ expectations for replies to 

requests for help online (Calancie et al., 2017; Weinstein & Selman, 2016). Future intervention efforts may consider 

how to support these friends who are providing support to others (Dudley et al., 2018). Finally, the increased 

access to support from friends that is afforded by digital communication has the potential to also increase 



 

exposure to negative aspects of social support, such as co-rumination (Davila et al., 2012; Nesi et al., 2018). Given 

the relatively well-established relationship between co-rumination and increased internalising symptoms in 

adolescents (Schwartz-Mette & Rose, 2012; Stone et al., 2011), an important focus for future research will be to 

examine the relationship between digital support seeking and co-rumination in young adolescents.  

It is also a concern that some of the limitations reported by adolescents suggest that electronic communication 

may undermine expectations of friendship. Many of the girls interviewed were concerned about their ability to 

trust their friends online, with the most common concern being that their friends would share private 

conversations with others. In response, some girls reported avoiding seeking emotional support electronically; 

others identified strategies such as carefully editing their electronic disclosures to minimise their risk. Concerns 

about friends sharing online disclosures have similarly been raised by Flemish adolescents as a reason for 

preferring to share emotions face-to-face rather than online (Vermeulen et al., 2018a). Some girls in our study also 

identified that reduced social cues made it difficult to determine the sincerity of the advice their friends provided 

electronically. These findings provide empirical support for digital communication transforming some aspects of 

adolescent girls’ friendships (Nesi et al., 2018), and suggest that there may be some friendship-based challenges 

for girls to navigate when seeking support electronically. 

A critical finding of this study was that some adolescent girls viewed digital support to have benefits for emotion 

regulation. These girls identified that digital support seeking allowed them to avoid sharing negative emotions 

(e.g. sadness, embarrassment) with friends in-person, and gave them control over how they discussed their 

emotions. This was particularly apparent in the third group, who preferred to seek digital support to avoid negative 

emotional displays or for embarrassing problems. This appears to be an example of the increasing development 

of “meta-emotions” in adolescence, whereby some adolescents may feel embarrassed about their emotions 

(Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2016). As emotional suppression is associated with depression in adolescents (Betts 

et al., 2009), it seems that electronic communication may benefit adolescents who would otherwise not discuss 

their emotions in-person. It is also possible, however, that this highly controlled and selective sharing of emotions 

may carry negative implications by restricting the information that is provided to potential support providers. 

Furthermore, while there are benefits (e.g. support elicitation, increased relationship quality; Graham et al., 2008) 

and disadvantages (e.g. increased negative affect through rumination and venting; Choi & Toma, 2014) of sharing 

negative emotions in general, it seems that sharing negative emotions online is more problematic than doing so 

in-person. For example, a recent study with college students found that sharing negative emotions electronically 

was related to greater increases in negative affect than sharing face-to-face (Choi & Toma, 2014). The authors 

surmise that in-person support provides greater comfort to young people, which is also reflected in the 

perspectives of many girls in our study. Thus, while our study has identified that some adolescents may seek 

support electronically to avoid sharing negative emotions in-person, further research is needed to determine the 

implications of this support seeking behaviour for adolescent wellbeing. 

Previous research has identified that online disinhibition can have both benefits (e.g. increased self-disclosure and 

relationship quality; Davis, 2012; Valkenburg & Peter, 2009) and disadvantages (e.g. excessive meanness; White et 

al., 2018). Interestingly, the girls in this study were divided about whether self-disclosure was limited or enhanced 

by digital communication. Some girls (especially those in the first group) identified that self-disclosure was limited 

by digital platforms, and instead preferred to disclose their problems in-person. Conversely, other girls found it 

easier to discuss emotionally-charged or difficult problems online. We also found that some adolescents felt that 

they did not have to regulate their emotional expressions when seeking support online, because they could not 

be seen by their social partners. While it is likely that less inhibited self-disclosure will increase friendship quality 

(Valkenburg & Peter, 2009), it is also possible that these unregulated expressions could manifest as over-sharing 

or inappropriate disclosures, thus leading to negative reactions from peers (High et al., 2014; Radovic et al., 2017). 

Thus, while online disinhibition has benefits and disadvantages for adolescent friendships in general, these 

variable effects also appear to extend to the specific context of digital support seeking. 

Importantly, most adolescents were cognizant of the limitations of digital support seeking, as only two girls 

perceived digital and in-person support as being equivalent. Most perceived digital support as lower in quality 

than face-to-face support, which aligns with findings from previous studies with adult populations (Lewandowski 

et al., 2011; Trepte et al., 2015). In keeping with the cues-filtered-out perspective (Walther et al., 2015), reduced 

social cues and lack of physical contact limited the perceived quality of digital emotional support. The nature of 



 

the support or feedback itself was also problematic for some adolescents. While recent research suggests that 

perceptions of high online support confer important mental health benefits (Frison & Eggermont, 2015), some 

adolescents did not always feel supported in the informal digital contexts investigated in this study. Given that 

many adolescents appear to be seeking support electronically, an important area of future research will be to 

determine factors that influence the quality of support received in digital contexts. Studies with young adult 

populations suggest that the tendency to provide support online is influenced by the degree of negativity in the 

support seeking attempt and whether support is sought in public or private digital spaces (High et al., 2014; Ziegele 

& Reinecke, 2017). While our study did not investigate the specific platforms through which girls sought support, 

it is possible that the quality of support offered in digital contexts varies according to whether the request for help 

is made through private channels (e.g. IMing or text messaging) or through more public online spaces (e.g. 

Instagram or Facebook wall posts). 

Study Limitations 

While this study identifies patterns of digital support seeking amongst adolescent girls, there are several important 

limitations. First, and in line with our aim to investigate girls’ digital support seeking behaviours, participants were 

purposively drawn from four Independent Girls’ Schools in Sydney, Australia. In the Australian context, 

independent schooling suggests a relatively socioeconomically advantaged population. This may have influenced 

their reasons for seeking support, as research suggests that academic stressors may be amplified in such a 

population (Spencer et al., 2018; West & Sweeting, 2003). Generalisability to male adolescents is also limited, and 

it is plausible that males use digital support seeking in different ways to girls. For example, boys are significantly 

more likely than girls to engage in online game playing (Colder Carras et al., 2017), which is a specific digital context 

in which support may be transacted (O’Connor et al., 2015). Future studies with more diverse samples could 

consider reasons for seeking support online in boys and varied socioeconomic groups.  

Second, our study relied on participants’ reflections on how frequently they sought support online, and it is 

possible that less obvious support seeking behaviours (e.g. seeking companionship or reassurance) were under-

reported by the girls. With several support seeking behaviours now identified, daily diary studies could extend 

these findings by gathering adolescents’ accounts of digital support seeking experiences as they happen. Daily 

diaries have been used to investigate digital support seeking in young adults (Rife et al., 2016), and offer an 

additional avenue through which a more nuanced understanding of adolescent digital support seeking can 

develop. For example, we did not ask the girls in this study to recount the platforms they used to seek support, 

but daily diary studies may be used to examine whether adolescents engage in different digital support seeking 

behaviours depending on the online platform used. 

Third, our study specifically focused on adolescent girls’ digital support seeking from friends. While this narrowed 

focus was employed to gain an in-depth understanding of this behaviour, there are a number of opportunities to 

expand understanding of adolescents’ digital coping in future studies. For example, while it is expected that girls 

will increasingly seek support from friends during the early to middle adolescent period, future studies can also 

investigate the extent to which adolescents seek support electronically from parents and teachers. Further, recent 

studies have found that adolescents use digital media to enact a number of other coping strategies in addition to 

support seeking, for example, distraction (Duvenage et al., 2020) and venting (Vermeulen et al., 2018b). Future 

research can consider why adolescents choose to employ a wider range of digital coping strategies to manage 

daily stress.  

Finally, it is important to note that our interview sampling method only included girls who engaged in some level 

of digital support seeking. While this was necessary to ensure our interview questions were relevant to the 

participants, it is possible that adolescents who elect to avoid digital support seeking entirely are more cognizant 

or identify other limitations of seeking support electronically. These alternative perspectives may extend the 

understandings derived from the current study and could be included in future study samples. It should also be 

noted that our questionnaire response rate was relatively low, which may be due to the requirement of opt-in 

parental consent. As a result, it is possible that adolescents with parents who were particularly interested in their 

daughter’s digital communication use were overrepresented in the sample. Parent interest could reflect concerns 

about their daughter’s use of digital communication, which could influence the frequency of digital support 



 

seeking findings in this sample. Girls who reported a range of digital support seeking frequencies were selected 

for the interviews in an attempt to reduce the effects of this potential selection bias. 

Conclusion 

This study offers important contributions regarding the frequency of adolescent girls’ use of digital support 

seeking, their reasons for seeking support electronically, and the developmental implications that arose from 

these electronic communications. The findings show that digital support seeking is a relatively normative 

experience in the everyday lives of adolescent girls enrolled in affluent schools. Furthermore, most girls 

participating in the study found this support useful. There were several concerns reported by girls, including issues 

regarding the trustworthiness of friends in digital interactions and limited reports of negative events. For adults 

in these girls’ lives, however, it is perhaps concerning that some girls perceived emotional avoidance and 

disinhibition as positive benefits of digital support seeking. These preliminary insights offer avenues for further 

research that explores both the significance and the developmental implications of digital support in adolescent 

lives. They also have implications for future study of the nature and type of informal digital contexts that offer the 

greatest affordances or limitations to the provision of social support, and the development of interventions to 

support adolescents in using informal digital support sources. 
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