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Accessible summary � Lots of people use the Internet to make friends and talk to friends.

� We behave in certain ways because of how people talk to us and treat us.

� Some people use Facebook on the Internet to stay in touch with their friends and

make new friends. This can be a very good experience.

� Some other people have had problems when using social networking sites like

Facebook.

� Some people have been bullied online and some have had money taken off them.

� We spoke to three people who have had good and bad things happen on

Facebook.

� We have suggested some ideas on how to help people with these problems.

Summary Social identity has traditionally been established through face-to-face interactions.

However, in recent times, social networking sites have provided an additional

medium through which social identities can be developed and explored. Social

networking has become increasingly popular over the past decade, attracting

millions of active users worldwide. These sites offer an opportunity to maintain

friendships, create new friendships and even date. The following article highlights

the positive and negative experiences of three people with learning disabilities using

social networking sites. The negative experiences reported by our service users

highlighted areas of concern with regard to their safety. As a result, a therapeutic

group was formed to address these online experiences and provide practical and

emotional support. At the end of the group, service users reported that they were

more confident about discussing and problem solving issues around online use.
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Social identity

According to Mead (1925) ‘the self’ is established through

communication and interaction with others. The reflection

of ourselves by others in communication, forms what is

referred to as the ‘personal identity’. This personal identity

is continually changing in response to the feedback received

during social interaction, which leads to the formation of

‘social identity’ or the identity that we project to others.

Social identity is a person’s sense of who they are based

on their group membership(s) (Tajfel & Turner 1986).

During the transition between adolescence and adulthood,
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individuals often present themselves to one another, trying

out aspects of their identities. Constructing an identity often

involves this exploration of possible selves within different

social groups. These social groups give feedback on the

possible selves until a coherent construction of the self is

formed.

Forming social identity online

Traditionally, the negotiation of social identity has occurred

through face-to-face contact with others. However, recent

research has highlighted that social identity is also being

constructed on social networking sites (Barker 2009; Mat-

suba 2006; Salimkhan et al. 2010). ‘Friendships’ and social

groups can now be formed online at the click of a button,

allowing for a wider audience of people to offer both

positive and negative feedback about the ‘self’.

Ellis (2010) discussed that when using social networking

sites, such as Facebook, we choose what aspects of our

identity we wish to project to others. These aspects can

include: changes in relationship status; choice of profile

picture and using Facebook as a forum to publically share

our own thoughts and opinions.

Online social identity and people with
learning disabilities

People with learning disabilities are labelled as such by

others because they differ from the culturally defined ideas

of ‘normal’ learning ability (Beart et al. 2005). Burns (2000)

argues that the label of learning disability is so powerful

that it becomes a person’s primary identity, overriding

identity such as gender. Labelling confers an identity on an

individual, an identity that structures others’ social

responses to that individual.

Chappell (1994) has suggested that people with learning

disabilities can sometimes experience less satisfying (face-

to-face) social relationships. As clinicians working in a

Community Learning Disabilities Team, we have found that

for some of our service users this appears to be true. These

service users have reported that they have used social

networking sites as an alternative way of forming mean-

ingful relationships.

When using social networking sites people with learning

disabilities have the opportunity to project a preferred

identity to the online world which may differ from their

identity projected in the ‘real’ world.

The benefits of social networking

Online social networking sites have attracted millions of

users worldwide since their launch in the 1990s. The use of

networking sites such as MySpace, Facebook, Twitter and

Friends Reunited, to name but a few have significantly

increased in popularity in the last 8 years. Tweedie (2011)

has reported in the Daily Record that, as of August 2011,

Facebook had more than 750 million active users interna-

tionally. Boyd & Ellison (2007) suggest that many people

accessing these sites have integrated the use of them into

their daily living. This type of online communication has

now become commonplace in today’s society.

Online social networking sites serve a number of positive

purposes. These include: keeping in contact and keeping

updated with what is happening with friends; making new

friends; dating; sharing opinions on all manner of subjects;

and finding friends and family members. These sites

consolidate group memberships and provide the opportu-

nity to expand membership to different social categories.

Research has suggested that communication over the

Internet supplements other forms of communication (Well-

man et al. 2001). Other research indicates that the use of

Internet communication can be effective at building high-

quality friendships and have a positive impact on well-

being (Valkenburg & Peter 2007).

Potential issues of social networking

According to Dunbar (2012), we attribute to our online

relationships, all the most desirable traits that we would

wish to find in a partner or friend. Dunbar goes on to

discuss that because online conversations take place in the

absence of face-to-face contact, there is the potential for

online predators to prey on the unsuspecting.

Social networking sites have been reportedly used to

facilitate crimes such as fraud, sexual exploitation, hate

crimes, harassment and even murder. The murder of a

young girl from County Durham in 2010, reported to have

been groomed by a sexual offender on a social networking

site, highlighted the potential risk to users of these sites.

To protect their vulnerable users, Facebook and the UK

Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre (CEOP)

have collaborated to create a ‘panic button’. This panic

button is particularly aimed at children and teenagers

however anyone can download and use the panic button.

The panic button allows users to report any concerns or

worries about anyone abusing Facebook. The use of this

application assumes a certain level of Internet literacy and it

also assumes that people are aware of it. Some people with

learning disabilities may struggle to access this application

and download it.

Potential risks of social networking for
people with learning disabilities

As mentioned, the media has highlighted the vulnerabilities

of children and adolescents who are potentially at risk of

mistreatment online. However, little research has investi-

gated the potential risks of people with learning disabilities
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using social networking. Baumeister et al. (2008) discuss

that bullying and victimisation seem to be more prevalent

for people with learning disabilities.

As clinicians working in a Community Learning Disabil-

ities Team, we have found that the discussion of online

networking has become more common place within our

clinical sessions. Service users comment on both their

positive and negative experiences when using these web-

sites. Some of the negative experiences discussed by service

users in sessions have raised concerns regarding potential

risk of exploitation. Although safer online environments for

social networking have been created specifically for people

with learning disabilities (specialfriends.com), some of our

service users have discussed how they would prefer to

access less specialised social networks. Reportedly, this is

because many social opportunities for service users involve

mixing with peers with learning disabilities, whereas

Facebook allows interactions with a wider social audience.

The current discussion highlighted within this article will

focus on the online experiences of three particular service

users with learning disabilities. The article will also consider

possible contingency measures to support service users

whilst using social networking sites.

The following three vignettes describe the positive and

negative encounters of three service users with learning

disabilities accessing Facebook. For the purposes of this

article, all identifiable information has been changed to

protect the privacy of the individuals involved. Informed

consent was gained from each of the individuals.

Vignette 1

Karen is a 25-year-old woman with a diagnosis of a mild

learning disability and autistic traits. Karen demonstrated

certain limitations in her social skills repertoire, which may

have been a factor preventing her from maintaining face-to-

face relationships with others. Karen displayed some

limitations in nonverbal behaviours, conversational turn

taking and difficulties in taking on another’s perspective.

Karen’s support staff had described Karen as having limited

insight into friendships and explained that Karen would

often describe people she had met in passing as being her

friends.

Karen’s difficulties with Facebook included her concrete

understanding of the word ‘friend’ as used by Facebook.

Karen’s difficulties with understanding the meaning behind

some aspects of language meant that she interpreted the

word ‘friend’ in a very concrete way. Consequently, Karen

would attend parties that had been arranged on Facebook

by her ‘friends’ whom she had never met before, placing her

in potentially risky and vulnerable situations. When notices

for these parties appeared on Facebook Karen took these to

mean that they were her own personal invites to the parties.

Karen could not understand why, when she attended these

parties alone, she was often ignored by her Facebook

‘friends’.

Karen’s limited social skills and understanding, when

accessing the community, were highlighted by incidents

such as these, as well as many others. A multidisciplinary

capacity assessment was undertaken around Karen access-

ing the community alone. Following this assessment, the

appropriate support was put in place to ensure Karen’s

safety in social settings.

Vignette 2

Sarah is a 30-year-old woman with a diagnosis of a mild

learning disability. Sarah had a very limited social circle and

had been in the past very dependent on social input from

her family. Sarah suffered from social anxiety and would

often refuse to go out of the house alone, unless accompa-

nied by her parents, and had been bullied in school, which

negatively impacted on her meeting new people. When

Sarah had accessed the community alone, she often felt

overwhelmed with anxiety which reinforced her ideas of

being unable to cope alone.

One of Sarah’s few opportunities to mix with same age

peers was on the Internet. According to Sarah, Facebook

provided her with a medium in which to increase her social

circle without having to meet anyone. She reported that she

enjoyed using Facebook as people messaged her and

commented on her status, which provided her with positive

feedback about her ‘self’, and increased her confidence in

interacting with people. However, Sarah also described how

she had received some unwanted messages. Sarah was

unaware of how to ‘block’ someone from her Facebook page

and continued to be harassed online.

Sarah accepted anyone who posted a friend request, and

as a result had 600 ‘friends’ she had never met. Initially,

Sarah suffered cyber bullying, with messages heavily laden

with personal remarks about her appearance and activities

on Facebook. Sarah, although admittedly hurt by the

remarks, did not want to ‘block’ these people as she

believed they were her ‘friends’.

After a few months, Sarah explained that she was being

targeted for sexual exploitation, by some of her male

‘friends’ on Facebook, who were sending her sexually

explicit messages to her page. Sarah became distressed at

these messages, insisting that she wanted to remain friends

with these people, but that she did not wish to engage with

the sexual nature of the messages. She had posted her

contact number in her information section and began to

receive inappropriate photographs and messages on her

phone. Sarah eventually had to change her mobile, and with

support from her family, blocked the people who had been

sending her these messages.

Over the next few months, Sarah revealed that she had

been subjected to an online scam, whereby she sent money
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and phone credit to a particular man she had met through

Facebook. Sarah had been sending him up to 100 pounds a

week. She reported that she was afraid not to send this man

money, as he became particularly abusive over the phone to

her, and she was still keen to have him as a ‘friend’.

A capacity assessment revealed that Sarah did not have

capacity to make decisions regarding her finances and the

responsibility was moved to her social worker. Sarah also

completed group work within the Community Learning

Disabilities Team, to help her explore the potential risks of

online relationships.

Vignette 3

Angela is a 28-year-old womanwith a diagnosis of a learning

disability. Angela often spoke about her experiences on

social networking sites and how these experiences impacted

her both positively and negatively. Angela explained that

she was able to keep in touch with people she had been to

school with, and update them on what she was doing now.

Angela discussed that she enjoyed checking her Facebook

page regularly on her phone to see if she had been sent

messages from her friends. Angela reported that she mostly

enjoyed using Facebook; however, she had come across a

few problems that she was not sure how to deal with.

Angela’s difficulties on Facebook began when she gave

her username and password to a friend, who then used

Angela’s account to send inappropriate emails to all of

Angela’s friends. Once Angela gained control of her account

again, she experienced cyber bullying by a group of other

women she knew. These women continually wrote private

and personal information about Angela on her Facebook

page so that all of her friends could see.

Angela also became a target for sexual exploitation when

an old friend found her on Facebook. Angela said she

became friends with this man because she knew who he

was. This man sent Angela messages on a daily basis getting

to know her again, and at first enquiring as to how she was

getting on. As the friendship progressed, the man then

began to send Angela messages of a sexual nature. Angela

had difficulties asking the man to stop, and she worried the

information would get back to her parents. To not upset the

man, Angela went along with sexual conversations, and also

sent the man sexual images of herself, at his request, which

she became quite upset over.

Angela had posted her phone number on Facebook in her

contact information and the man then used this to text and

ring Angela on a regular basis, telling her that he would be

coming to see her for sex.

In this case, advice was sought around safeguarding

measures, and the necessary steps were taken to keep

Angela safe. Angela also completed relationship work to

help her explore appropriate and inappropriate relation-

ships.

Discussion

Social identity is established through our interactions with

others, Mead (1925). In addition to our face-to-face interac-

tions, social identity is also being formed online on social

networking sites, such as Facebook. According to previous

research (Burns 2000), the label learning disability becomes

a powerful form of identity, overriding all other aspects of

the ‘self’. Facebook, therefore, gives people with learning

disabilities the opportunity to remain anonymous from this

label, allowing them to promote other aspects of their

identity.

As mentioned in the vignettes above, there are many

positive aspects of social networking. Karen’s self esteem

appeared to be boosted by the number of friends that she

had on Facebook. Facebook also gave Karen the opportunity

to voice her opinion about her hobbies with others who had

similar interests.

It would appear that for both Sarah and Angela, Facebook

supplemented their face-to-face interactions, by providing

them with an alternative medium through which they

received social feedback. This alternative form of social

interaction allowed for a positive experience, where Sarah

explained she could chat with new friends, and Angela

discussed how she used social networking to maintain

relationships.

Although there were many positive aspects of social

networking, the vignettes also highlighted some of the

difficulties and issues surrounding its use. Cyber bullying,

financial exploitation and sexual exploitation are just a few

of the issues that a small number of our service users have

encountered.

Karen’s vignette highlighted a misunderstanding of what

the term ‘friend’ means on Facebook and the intentions of

others using social networking sites. Angela and Sarah

commented on their distress over the situations they were

facing and perceived their experiences as negative ones.

Karen, on the other hand, saw no potential risk in her

behaviour online and perceived her experiences as positive

and as opportunities to meet new ‘friends’. This is incon-

gruent with the perceptions of her family, carers and

clinicians who felt that she had placed herself in significant

danger by attending these parties and meeting unfamiliar

people.

Professionals, carers, family members and service users

need to be aware of the potential implications of online

relationships. So what can be done?

Clinical implications for the future

As a result of the issues raised by the service users, a group

was formed within the Community Learning Disabilities

team, to discuss any concerns and issues that are being

experienced online. This group specifically addressed safety
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whilst using the Internet and the potential risks of social

networking sites. The group aimed to provide a psycho-

educational approach to Internet safety, specifically for

people with learning disabilities. The group focused on self

esteem and assertiveness training, which aimed to provide

service users with the skills to make decisions about what

they should and should not share online, and the skills to

say ‘no’, when they wanted to.

Throughout the group, service users were able to

discuss their own positive and negative experiences on

Facebook. This group informed service users on how to

report cyber abuse, use the panic button, maintain privacy

settings, and encouraged service users to discuss and

problem solve any personal issues they have encountered

online.

Also, as previously discussed, specialised social networks

for people with learning disabilities have been created. The

social network, specialfriends.com, promotes itself as a safe

and accessible social networking experience for people with

learning disabilities and their carers. This could be a

possible option for service users wanting to create and

maintain online relationships in a more regulated and

supported way.

Conclusion

Although there appear to be some potential risks of using

social networking sites, there are also many benefits for

people with learning disabilities using them as well. The

networking sites offer service users the opportunity to

expand their social circle and keep in contact with others

on a regular basis. Like so many other people, it also

offers people with learning disabilities a chance to make

their thoughts and opinions known in an environment,

which they may feel they have more control over. It is

therefore important to get the balance right, offering

people with learning disabilities the same rights and

freedom as everyone else, whilst ensuring that we can

empower them to deal with any difficulties they experi-

ence online.

As clinicians working with people with learning disabil-

ities, we have witnessed the negative impact on individual’s

mental health because of online exploitation. The aim of this

article is to raise awareness of this significant issue within

the learning disability population and provide the first steps

to address the difficulties faced.
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