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KWAZULU-Natal Health MEC Ms Nomagugu Simelane has made an impassioned plea to
parents and guardians across the province to get more involved in their children’s digital
lives, warning that unsupervised social media use is taking a toll on the mental health of
young people.

She has expressed concern that the rise in mental health issues among young people,
ranging from anxiety, low self-esteem and depression to suicidal thoughts, is increasingly
being linked to social media over-use, peer pressure, and portrayals of a life on social media
that is unrealistic and impractical.

Speaking during the Department’'s KZN Health Chat multimedia programme, shortly after
inspecting the site of a clinic that is being built at Mpolweni (Umgungundlovu. District) on
Friday, MEC Simelane also highlighted the growing dangers of cyberbullying, depression,
and social media addiction among children and teens, many of whom are said to be
spending large parts of their day online, with minimal supervision or emotional support.

“Our children become severely affected by social media,” said MEC Simelane.

“You realise that as parents, we take it for granted, thinking ‘it's just a phone.’ But you find
cases whereby a child may take their own life... and everyone is left in shock, asking
themselves why, and what happened? Were they depressed? What happened... only to find
that it's due to the pressure that they had put themselves under, based on what they see on
social media.”

Recent research by creative, digital, and technology-driven marketing agency Hello Yes
(#HelloYes Marketing); as well as global media, social, and consumer intelligence company
Meltwater, paints a concerning picture about social media usage trends in South Africa,
particularly when it comes to young people.

It shows that South Africa has approximately 26.7 million active adult social media users, a
number that’s risen by more than 700,000 in just one year. It also reveals that South Africans
spend an average of 3 hours and 36 minutes daily on social media, which is well above the
global average.

Even more alarming is the ease with which South African children are getting access to the
online world.

These statistics show that:



95% of learners in grades 4—11 (ages 10-17) have regular internet access;

62% own a phone or tablet by age 10;

By age 12, 83% have at least one social media account.

“Some children get bullied on social media. Recently, we saw a case where a high school
learner superimposed the face of a girl on the social media profile of a sex worker and
posted it. Can you imagine how that girl must be feeling? That's part of cyberbullying,” said
MEC Simelane.

“There are many such cases. If we don’t talk to our children as parents, we will never know
what they’re having to deal with—or be able to help them.”

The MEC called on parents to “come closer to our children” and monitor what they’re
consuming online, including who they are chatting to and the content they are engaging with.

“It is very important for us to know what our children are exposed to on these platforms, so
we can be able to intervene if needs be,” she added.

MEC Simelane reiterated the importance of open communication, emotional support, and
digital awareness as some of the key tools to protecting children from the dangers of the
internet.
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