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Does Young People’s Tendency to Experience Risks
Reach Across the Online/Offline Divide?

Aims

Research on offline risk experiences has demonstrated that across a range of risk behaviours, young people who engage
in them share common personality and behavioural factors’. Yet, it is not clear whether online risk experiences share
the same or similar common underlying factors, and how much (if any) of adolescents’ risk experiences can be explained
by the specific environment (offline vs. online). This study aimed to determine whether an underlying factor for risk
experiences would apply across the offline/online boundary. It examined whether online and offline risk experiences:
a) are behaviourally distinct, b) share the same common underlying propensity to experience risks, or c) both — show a
mixture of joint and distinct properties.

The best fitting statistical model showed that all offline and online risks share a common underlying general risk factor.
Whilst offline risk experiences additionally share a separate underlying offline risk factor, this was not the case for online
risk experiences (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Joint and distinct factors for online and offline risk experiences.
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Note: Dashed lines indicate statistically insignificant and solid lines statistically significant associations.

These findings reiterate previous research showing that offline and online risk experiences do often co-occur for the
same individuals. Moreover, offline risk experiences are associated with factors that go beyond the general risk factor
and are tied to the specific environment (offline). This suggests that factors associated with the offline environment
only may play a role for those risk experiences. In contrast, online risk experiences could not be explained by factors
that go above and beyond the general propensity to experience risks. These findings are in contrast to recent alarmist
assumptions that new technologies bring with them new risks specific to, and driven by, the environment. The findings
suggest that online risk experiences are not unique to digital technology, and that appropriate policy and practice
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responses should address the problems in a holistic manner. That is, interventions should target risk and protective
factors that can account for adolescents’ experiences across risk types (online and offline).

Data came from the LSE EU Kids Online study (www.eukidsonline.net), a random sample of 25,000 Internet-using
children aged 9-16 across 25 European countries. For ethical reasons answers from 11-16 year olds only were used for
this study, resulting in a sample of 19,406 (50% girls). Data across a range of risks that young people experience online

and offline was amalgamated and the most likely commonalities between risks was determined using structural
equation modelling.

The offline risk experiences included:

“Had so much alcohol that | got really drunk” (8.2%), “Missed school lessons without my parents knowing” (12.6%),
“Had sexual intercourse” (5.5%), “Been in trouble with my teachers for bad behaviour” (15.4%), “Been in trouble with
the police” (2.9%).

The online risk experiences included:

Seen sexual images online (16.6%), sent sexual messages online (2.9%), bullied others online (3.2%), made a new contact
online (33.5%), seen negative user generated content (i.e., hate messages that attack certain groups or individuals,
content promoting bulimia/anorexia, self-harm or drug use; 21.4%).

Adolescence is a period of increased risk experiences and those engaging in one type of risk behaviour often do so in
others. It has been argued that in adolescence, a combination of sensation-seeking with a relative lack in impulse control
may contribute to this phenomenon?. A common underlying factor across risk experiences has been identified that
recognises the influences of behavioural and personality factors in adolescencel. Previous research findings suggest
that, analogous to offline risk experiences, online risk experiences do often co-occur®. Moreover, it was shown that
despite the onset of new technologies, long term measures of harm from risk experiences have not risen in this period,
suggesting that online risk experiences may not contribute an additional or different type of underlying propensity for
risk experiences beyond those occurring offline.
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