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Beyond Media Effects Panics:  
Causal Insights into Adolescent  
Technology Use and Well-Being 
David Šmahel, Masaryk University

Digital media are central to adolescents’ lives, yet their impacts remain debated due to reliance on  
cross-sectional data. Using longitudinal, experience sampling and experimental research among Czech  
adolescents, we examined how digital engagement influences psychological, social and physical well-being.  
This presentation explores how these impacts are nuanced and individualised across domains, where technology use may yield positive 
effects in one area but negative in another. Furthermore, we distinguish between short-term and long-term outcomes, demonstrating why 
minor daily impacts do not automatically project onto long-term effects. Finally, we address methodological challenges of capturing causal, 
within-person media effects in our research.
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Dynamics of Belief Networks
Mirta Galesic, Complexity Science Hub
Beliefs in individual minds are related and can be represented as networks. I will present the ongoing research on the structure and  
dynamics of these networks in our ERC-funded group at the Complexity Science Hub in Vienna. I will describe analogies that have been 
used to describe and model belief dynamics, provide an overview of models of belief dynamics developed in our lab, and describe novel 
paradigms for collecting empirical data about belief networks on the individual level. Ultimately, these efforts should help us understand 
how we adapt our belief networks to societal challenges from climate change to intergroup conflicts.
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Curating Politics:  
How Social Media Actors Shape Young People’s Political Engagement
Desirée Schmuck, University of Vienna
Young people increasingly encounter politics through curating actors who select, interpret and contextualise political information on social 
media. Drawing on the projects InformMe! and POLKNOW, this talk examines how social media influencers and other actors contribute 
to adolescents’ and young adults’ political socialisation alongside traditional agents such as parents and peers. It focuses on how these 
actors shape political exposure, knowledge, interest, discussion and participation, and on the conditions under which curated information 
can foster engagement or contribute to selective, incomplete or misleading understandings of politics.
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Blinded by the Lies?  
The Relationship between Social Media Usage and Conspiracy Beliefs
Stephan Winter, RPTU University Kaiserslautern-Landau
Telegram groups of COVID-19 denialists, YouTube channels of flat earthers and QAnon believers on X: Conspiracy theories are easily acces-
sible in contemporary social media. This raises the question of what makes them so attractive for people interested in conspiracy theories 
and whether the usage of these platforms increases and strengthens conspiracy beliefs. The talk reviews theoretical assumptions regarding 
selectivity, persuasive media effects and reinforcing spirals and presents results of empirical studies on the association between specific media 
usage patterns and belief in (plausible and implausible) conspiracy theories.
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