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... but some parents still
prefer to monitor their kids’
online activities, especially
on social network sites

Jasmine Osada

11 her friends are on Facebook
but not 14-year-old Teo Si Hui.
So her friends have laughed at
her for her reluctance to sign up.
But she has a good reason for
not wanting to join the social network.

Earlier this year, she had seen one of her
classmates suffering emotionally due to
cyberbullying on Facebook. A photo of the
classmate was shared without permission,
causing unhappiness among the entire
class before their form teacher intervened
and resolved the incident.

Si Hui’s mother, Madam Yee Lai Fong,
42, says her daughter has always preferred
using the school’s own online portal or
meeting friends for activities. The Facebook
incident convinced her further that the so-
cial networking platform was not for her.

Aside from cyberbullying, there could
be other dangers for younger children who
sign up for social networking accounts the
moment they turn 13, the minimum age
for a Facebook account.

For one thing, they may not understand
all the privacy issues of social networking
and hence fail to take steps to protect them-
selves from strangers on the Internet.

On Facebook, users have to opt in for
increased privacy for all activities on the
site, such as posting photos and sharing
information and messages. This means if a
younger child signs up and uses Facebook
without changing the default privacy
settings, he allows other Facebook users to
have access to his activities on the site.

Computer operator Imran Arip, 37, says
his 13-year-old son Askari is oblivious
about the issue. “He is not aware and not
concerned that his Facebook account can
be hacked. But as a parent, | am more con-
cerned about whether my children are ex-
posed to hurtful comments or strangers
wanting to befriend and meet them.”

Indeed, human resource manager Diana
Chong, 40, says her sons Max, 11, and
James, 13, had come across strangers trying
to befriend them on Facebook.

She says they had signed up for their
accounts without her knowledge but she
has since briefed them about online safety.

For parents worried about online safety
for their children on Facebook, there is
another option that they might approve of:
Google+, which has an opt-out security
system. This requires users to specifically
state who gets to see the updates, pictures
and videos when they make a new post.

At present, Google+ is open to only users
18 years and above. But a Google spokes-
man says the social networking site will
soon be made available to users from age 13.

Some experts think that Google+ might
prove to be a safer social networking
platform, especially for younger users.

Mr Guillaume Lovet, senior manager at
online security firm Fortinet's threat
response team, says: “When it comes to
safety and privacy, opt-out security systems

like that used by Google+ is always safer
than opt-in systems such as Facebook’s.”
The improved security features of
Google+ are appealing to parents such as
Madam Stephanie Lau, 39.
But the freelance human resource con-

sultant says getting her kids to uproot.

themselves from Facebook would be diffi-
cult. Her sons Lachlan, 12, and Ethan, 11,
use Facebook more for games than to con-
nect with friends. “Unless the same games
are available on Google+, it would be diffi-
cult to convince them to switch over.”

In the meantime, she, like most parents
LifeStyle spoke to, believes that monitoring
younger children’s online activity is the
way 10 go. A condition she set for her sons
when she let them sign up on Facebook
was that she would have full access to their
Facebook accounts.

Asked when she would return the access
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rights to them, she says: “If | had a choice,
when they are 21. But as long as they show
that they are responsible, | will give them

more leeway. Maybe I will hand the
accounts back when they are around 16.”
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Google+ (above) is one of the social
network sites that require users to
specifically state who gets to see updates
or pictures when they make a post.

Tips for parents

B Befriend your child on Facebook but

| do not interfere. Add your child as a

“friend” when he joins a social network
to keep track of what is going on in his
online life. But do not post comments
on the site as doing so might embarrass
him. If you feel that there is an issue
that needs to be brought up, have a
chat with your child in person.

W Teach your child to add only people
he knows in real life. According to the
Norton Online Family Report 2010 by
Symantec, almost seven out of 10 Singa-
porean kids have had a negative online
experience. Of these, more than half
had a stranger trying to add them as a
friend on social networking sites.

| ® Help your child set privacy options

s0 that only people you know and trust
can create or see personal posts on your
child'’s social networking page.

® Make sure your child understands
that what he posts on the Internet could
be circulating online forever. Photos
and comments can be easily re-shared
by other users without his consent.
Such files can also remain undeleted on
servers and still be accessible, even if
their owners have removed them from
their own social networking pages.
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