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Chapter 1: Introduction, Context and Research Aim

1.1 Introduction
 In recent years, social media has become deeply embedded in the daily routines of children and young people. Platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and YouTube are now commonplace, serving not only as tools for maintaining friendships and sharing personal experiences, but also as gateways to new information and ideas. Despite their educational and social potential, these digital spaces also present significant risks. Children are frequently exposed to cyberbullying, grooming, identity theft, and inappropriate or harmful content, all of which have prompted growing concern among parents, educators, and professionals across the United Kingdom. The safeguarding of children in online environments has, consequently, emerged as a central focus within health and social care. The concept of safeguarding has expanded beyond physical protection to include the emotional and psychological wellbeing of children, as well as the prevention of neglect and exploitation in both physical and digital contexts (Department for Education (DfE), 2023). The rapid evolution of technology presents ongoing challenges for professionals tasked with keeping abreast of new platforms and privacy features. At the same time, many families find it increasingly difficult to monitor their children’s online activities while balancing other responsibilities. This research examines the challenges facing online child protection in the UK and critically assesses the current measures in place to safeguard children from risks associated with social media. The discussion offers essential context for understanding digital safety within the broader framework of health and social care responsibilities.
1.2 Key Definitions
Here’s how these terms are defined for this study:

 - Safeguarding: This refers to measures for protecting children’s health, wellbeing, and human rights, so they can live free from abuse, neglect, or exploitation (DfE, 2023).
 - Social media: This encompasses interactive online platforms like TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube, where users create, share, and respond to content or communicate with others (Ofcom, 2023). 
- Online Risks: These are potential harms children may face on the internet—such as cyberbullying, grooming, misinformation, exposure to self-harm content, and privacy breaches (NSPCC, 2022).
 - Children: Defined as anyone under the age of 18, according to the Children Act 1989. These definitions shape the boundaries of this study and are in line with statutory safeguarding frameworks in the UK.
1.3 Background and Current Context
Social media use among children and adolescents has surged dramatically in recent years. Ofcom (2023) reports that 96% of UK children aged 3–17 access the internet regularly, with 68% owning a smartphone and 59% using social media daily. Recent research also suggests that heavy and unsupervised social media use can contribute to increased anxiety, low self-esteem, and emotional distress among young people (O’Reilly et al., 2018).While digital platforms offer opportunities for communication and creativity, they also introduce significant risks, such as exposure to exploitation and inappropriate content. The NSPCC (2023) documented over 9,000 online sexual abuse offences in 2022–23, many of which involved private messaging on social-media platforms. The UK has established safeguarding frameworks to address these concerns. Policies such as Keeping Children Safe in Education (DfE, 2023) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2018) require schools, health services, and local authorities to promote online safety through comprehensive policies, training, and education. These frameworks emphasise the importance of inter-agency collaboration to ensure consistent protection for children. Despite these efforts, Ofsted (2022) found that digital-safety education is unevenly delivered, with some staff lacking confidence in responding to online incidents. Additionally, varying levels of parental awareness mean that some children remain unprotected at home. The challenges are not limited to technical safety. Research by the Royal Society for Public Health (2022) highlights a correlation between heavy social media use and increased rates of anxiety, depression, sleep disturbances, and negative body image among young people. In extreme circumstances, exposure to harmful online content can contribute to self-harm or suicidal ideation. These findings underscore the need to view online safeguarding as a public health issue, necessitating coordinated responses across education, healthcare, and social care sectors. Technology companies have begun implementing safety tools such as parental controls and content filters, though these features are often complex or inconsistently applied. The UK Parliament addressed this issue through the Online Safety Bill (2023), which seeks to hold digital platforms legally accountable for removing harmful content and protecting minors. Despite these legislative efforts, practical implementation and enforcement are still evolving, leaving professionals uncertain about how these measures will function in real-world settings.
1.4 Rationale for Research
Safeguarding children online has become increasingly complex as digital platforms evolve faster than policies, parental knowledge, or staff training. Although the UK has introduced statutory guidance such as Keeping Children Safe in Education (DfE, 2023) and the Online Safety Act (UK Parliament, 2023), several gaps remain between legislation and real-world safeguarding practice. Children’s online behaviours often shift rapidly, with new features such as disappearing messages, livestreaming, and algorithm-driven content making it difficult for adults to maintain oversight (Ofcom, 2023). As a result, risks such as cyberbullying, grooming, harmful-content exposure, and peer pressure frequently emerge before schools or parents are fully prepared to respond.
Research suggests that inconsistencies in digital literacy among parents and professionals further widen this gap (NSPCC, 2022). Some families feel confident in managing online safety, while others lack awareness of privacy settings, reporting tools, or how harmful content spreads. Schools also vary widely in their delivery of online-safety education, with Ofsted (2022) finding that many staff do not feel adequately trained to address complex digital incidents. These disparities create unequal protection for children depending on their school, family situation, or local authority.
From a health and social care perspective, the consequences of online harm extend well beyond the digital environment. Exposure to harmful content has been linked to sleep disruption, low self-esteem, anxiety, and self-harm behaviours (Royal Society for Public Health, 2022). Cases of online grooming frequently overlap with wider safeguarding issues such as neglect or emotional abuse. Despite existing policies, children continue to report incidents of feeling unsafe online, which suggests that protective frameworks are not being applied consistently.
This research is necessary to explore why safeguarding responses struggle to keep pace with digital risks, to evaluate the effectiveness of current UK frameworks, and to identify what additional measures—such as staff training, parental education, and multi-agency cooperation—may strengthen protection for children in digital spaces.


[bookmark: _Hlk214564960]1.5 Aim ,Objectives and Methods 

a)Aim

This dissertation investigates the ongoing challenges of safeguarding children from risks associated with social media use in the UK, and critically evaluates how effective current protective measures truly are.

b)Objectives

1. Clearly identify and examine the principal online dangers facing children, such as cyberbullying, grooming, and exposure to harmful or misleading content.
2. Analyse the roles and responsibilities of parents, educational institutions, and social care agencies in recognising and addressing online safeguarding concerns.
3. Critically assess the effectiveness of key UK frameworks—including Keeping Children Safe in Education and the Online Safety Bill—in promoting digital safety and wellbeing among children.
4. Offer informed recommendations for improving collaboration between agencies, enhancing professional training, and raising public awareness in order to strengthen online safeguarding practices.

These objectives will structure the dissertation and ensure that its findings result in practical, evidence-based recommendations for professionals involved in children’s health and social care.

c)Methods

This secondary research approach directly supports the aim of this study, which is to examine how effectively children in the United Kingdom are safeguarded from social media–related risks. Because the research objectives involve analysing existing policies, identifying patterns in reported online harms, and comparing professional or parental responses, secondary sources are the most appropriate form of evidence. Government guidance, organisational reports, academic studies, and policy documents already contain detailed information on cyberbullying, grooming, digital literacy, and safeguarding practice. By synthesising these sources through thematic analysis, this method enables the researcher to evaluate how well current frameworks work in practice and where gaps remain. This ensures that the findings are fully aligned with the research aim and grounded in credible, up-to-date evidence.

     1) Source Quality Evaluation

To ensure the credibility and relevance of the evidence used in this dissertation, all sources will be carefully evaluated before inclusion. Priority will be given to peer-reviewed academic articles, recent UK safeguarding reports, and policy documents published by recognised authorities such as the Department for Education, Ofcom, and the NSPCC. Each source will be assessed for currency (preferably 2015–2024), methodological strength, and relevance to UK safeguarding frameworks. Non-academic or biased material, such as opinion blogs or unverified online articles, will be excluded to maintain academic integrity and ensure that findings are grounded in reliable, high-quality evidence.



2)Research Assumptions and Considerations
This study is based on several assumptions that may influence the interpretation of findings. It assumes that the existing literature on online safeguarding accurately represents the current risks faced by children in the UK, although some incidents may be underreported or not documented in formal studies. It also assumes that policy documents and organisational reports reflect real-world practice, even though implementation varies between schools, local authorities, and families. Another consideration is that social media platforms evolve rapidly, which means some evidence may become outdated quickly. Despite these uncertainties, acknowledging these assumptions ensures a transparent research process and a more cautious interpretation of the conclusions drawn.
3) Limitations of Secondary Research
As this project relies entirely on secondary research, there are several limitations that may influence the depth and scope of the findings. Existing studies on online safeguarding vary widely in quality, with some relying on self-reported data from children or professionals, which can be incomplete or difficult to verify. Policy documents and organisational reports may present idealised versions of practice, meaning they do not always reflect the inconsistencies experienced in schools, families, or local authorities. Another limitation is that online risks and social-media platforms evolve rapidly, so some published research may not capture newly emerging harms or recent technological changes. Additionally, the availability of UK-specific academic studies is limited compared to international research, which may restrict the range of comparative evidence. Despite these constraints, a systematic and critical approach to evaluating high-quality sources helps ensure that the study’s conclusions remain credible and academically robust.

    
1.6 Conclusion
This chapter tackles the pressing issue of safeguarding children against the risks posed by social media—an area that has only grown in importance within contemporary health and social care. The discussion clarifies key terminology, situates the problem within the UK’s current context, and underscores the persistent difficulties encountered by both practitioners and families. While there’s evidence the UK has made meaningful strides through legislation, online safety remains a constantly shifting landscape. Children’s digital habits outpace policy changes, making ongoing professional learning and collaboration across different agencies vital.

By laying out a clear purpose and structured objectives, this chapter sets the stage for more detailed inquiry. The next chapter will build on this foundation by evaluating existing academic studies and policy literature, delving into the main themes, theoretical approaches, and prior research linked to safeguarding, social media, and child wellbeing in the UK.








Chapter 2 – Background and Literature Review

2.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides background understanding of safeguarding children in the digital era. It outlines how the concept of protection has evolved from early welfare and public-health movements to include online safety. The discussion introduces key historical developments, theoretical perspectives explaining children’s vulnerability on social media, and national as well as international frameworks guiding safeguarding in the United Kingdom (UK). Establishing this foundation helps to clarify the social and professional responsibilities of educators, health, and social-care practitioners. The background developed here will support the research design and methodology discussed in the following chapter.
2.2 Historical Background 
To understand safeguarding in the digital age, it is necessary to explore how child protection in the United Kingdom (UK) has developed over time. The concept of safeguarding children has evolved from early welfare reforms that focused on preventing physical harm to broader frameworks that now address emotional, psychological, and digital safety. Each stage in this historical development reflects how society’s understanding of risk and vulnerability has changed.
The roots of modern safeguarding can be traced back to the late nineteenth century with the creation of the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) in 1884. This organisation was founded to protect children from neglect, cruelty, and exploitation, at a time when child welfare was not yet recognised by law. The NSPCC’s advocacy led to the Children Act 1889, which gave the state authority to intervene in child abuse cases for the first time. This was a turning point in recognising children’s rights to safety and protection.
Throughout the twentieth century, safeguarding continued to evolve. The Children Act 1989 established the principle that “the welfare of the child is paramount,” creating legal duties for local authorities, schools, and health services to work together. This act became the cornerstone of modern child protection in the UK. It was strengthened by Working Together to Safeguard Children (first published in 1999 and updated regularly), which formalised multi-agency collaboration across sectors — a principle that remains essential for managing online safety today.
The early 2000s brought further development with the Every Child Matters framework (2003), which promoted five outcomes for all children: being healthy, staying safe, enjoying and achieving, making a positive contribution, and achieving economic wellbeing. These aims encouraged professionals to see safeguarding as part of overall wellbeing, not just protection from harm.
As digital technology advanced, safeguarding adapted again. The internet and social media introduced new risks such as cyberbullying, online grooming, and exposure to inappropriate content. In response, the UK established the Child Exploitation and Online Protection Command (CEOP) in 2006, part of the National Crime Agency, to investigate online offences against children. More recently, the Online Safety Act (2023) gave legal powers to hold technology companies accountable for harmful content on their platforms.
These historical milestones show that safeguarding has continuously adapted to social change and technological development. From the first child-protection laws of the nineteenth century to modern online safety legislation, the UK has moved from reactive responses to proactive prevention. Understanding this evolution provides essential context for analysing how safeguarding children now extends beyond physical environments to include the complex realities of digital life.
Academic literature supports this historical shift toward digital safeguarding by highlighting how children’s online behaviours have evolved alongside technology. Research by James, Davis and Charmaraman (2019) emphasises that children’s engagement with digital platforms has become more sophisticated, increasing their exposure to risks that were not previously recognised in traditional safeguarding frameworks. Furthermore, O’Reilly et al. (2018) note that the psychological impact of harmful online interactions—such as cyberbullying, unrealistic body-image pressures, and exposure to self-harm content—has contributed to safeguarding being reframed as both a child-protection and public-health issue. These academic perspectives demonstrate that safeguarding challenges have expanded beyond physical environments and now require responses that reflect the complexities of children’s digital lives.
2.3 Theoretical Background 
Understanding safeguarding in the digital environment requires the use of established psychological and social theories that explain how children learn, behave, and respond to risks online. These theories provide a foundation for analysing how online influences affect children’s wellbeing and how professionals can design effective interventions to promote safe use of technology.
One of the most relevant theories is Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977), which explains that individuals learn by observing and imitating the behaviours of others. In the context of social media, children are exposed daily to influencers, peers, and celebrities who model both positive and harmful behaviours. For example, research by the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC, 2023) shows that online challenges and peer pressure can encourage risky activities. Social Learning Theory therefore helps professionals understand why children may replicate inappropriate online behaviour, such as cyberbullying or oversharing personal information.
Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) is another key framework. It describes how a child’s development is influenced by multiple systems — family, school, community, and wider society — all of which now include digital environments. This theory is crucial for understanding that safeguarding children online requires collaboration between families, educators, social workers, and technology companies. Each system interacts, meaning that responsibility for online safety cannot rest on a single group.
A further relevant model is Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), which identifies safety and belonging as fundamental to healthy development. Exposure to online harm — such as harassment, grooming, or exclusion — can undermine a child’s sense of safety and belonging, affecting mental wellbeing and academic performance. Applying Maslow’s theory to online safety highlights the need for emotional as well as technical protection.
These theories are applied widely in education and health research. For example, schools often use Social Learning Theory to design digital-citizenship lessons that encourage students to reflect on their online behaviour. Ecological Systems Theory informs UK safeguarding frameworks like Keeping Children Safe in Education (DFE, 2023), which promotes multi-agency cooperation between teachers, social workers, and health professionals. Maslow’s model underpins wellbeing initiatives that aim to create positive digital environments where children feel supported and valued.
While these theories are highly influential, they also have limitations. Social Learning Theory may oversimplify complex online behaviour by focusing mainly on imitation rather than internal motivation. Ecological Systems Theory, although comprehensive, can be difficult to apply in practice because online environments constantly evolve and cross social boundaries. Maslow’s hierarchy has been criticised for assuming that needs follow a fixed order, which may not reflect every child’s experience.
Despite these challenges, the combination of these theories offers a strong foundation for understanding children’s vulnerability and resilience online. They emphasise the importance of education, collaboration, and emotional support in creating safe digital environments — principles that guide modern safeguarding practice across the UK.
Recent academic studies provide further depth to the theoretical understanding of children’s online experiences. Livingstone and Stoilova (2017) argue that the digital environment creates a “mixed ecology” of opportunities and risks, requiring safeguarding professionals to balance protection with enabling children’s autonomy. This perspective aligns with Social Learning Theory, as children often imitate behaviours and norms they observe online (James, Davis and Charmaraman, 2019). Meanwhile, research by Martínez-Pecino and García-Gavilán (2019) highlights how online grooming exploits children’s emotional vulnerabilities, reinforcing the importance of applying psychological frameworks when assessing risk. Although these theories offer valuable insights, scholars such as O’Reilly et al. (2018) caution that theories must be adapted to reflect rapidly evolving technologies and the complex interplay between digital interactions and mental-health outcomes.
2.4 Global Perspective 
Child safeguarding in digital spaces is a global concern, with many countries recognising that social media creates new risks for children’s wellbeing and safety. Although the principles of protection are universal, each nation addresses the issue differently, shaped by cultural values, legislation, and available resources. Examining international approaches helps to identify best practices that can inform and strengthen the United Kingdom’s (UK) own safeguarding policies.
Globally, international organisations such as the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Health Organization (WHO) have emphasised that online safety is a fundamental child right. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), particularly Article 19, establishes children’s right to protection from all forms of harm — a principle now extended to digital environments. In 2021, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child issued General Comment No. 25, specifically addressing children’s rights in relation to the digital world, urging governments to regulate online content and protect data privacy.
Many Western countries have implemented national frameworks to respond to these global recommendations. In the United States (US), the Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA, 1998) regulates how online services collect data from users under 13, while organisations such as Common Sense Media and StopBullying.gov focus on digital literacy and online behaviour. However, critics argue that enforcement remains inconsistent, as technology companies often operate across multiple jurisdictions.
In contrast, European Union (EU) member states have adopted a more collaborative approach through the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, 2018), which includes strict rules for protecting children’s online data. The European Commission’s Better Internet for Kids (BIK) initiative promotes education, awareness, and support services for families. This model highlights the value of combining policy enforcement with education — an approach also encouraged by UK organisations such as Ofcom and the NSPCC.
Comparatively, the UK’s Online Safety Act (2023) represents one of the most comprehensive attempts to regulate online platforms, requiring companies to remove illegal content and protect children from harmful material. While this aligns with international standards, it also reflects the UK’s unique focus on shared responsibility between technology providers, government, and the education sector.
Case studies from other countries provide useful insights. For example, Australia’s eSafety Commissioner, established in 2015, is a government agency dedicated to online harm prevention and has been praised for its strong enforcement powers. Similarly, New Zealand’s Harmful Digital Communications Act (2015) introduced a clear framework for reporting and removing abusive online content. These examples demonstrate how proactive government involvement and clear accountability systems can significantly reduce digital harm.
In summary, safeguarding children from social media risks is a global priority influenced by different legal and cultural contexts. Countries such as the UK, Australia, and EU members have made significant progress by integrating education, regulation, and technology-based interventions. Learning from these international perspectives can help strengthen UK safeguarding strategies, ensuring that all children — regardless of where they live — can participate safely in the digital world.
Although many countries recognise online safeguarding as a growing public-health issue, their approaches differ widely in structure and effectiveness. Research by Livingstone et al. (2021) shows that high-income countries such as the UK, Australia, and Sweden adopt preventative, education-based strategies, while many low- and middle-income countries rely on local community practices and limited legislation due to resource constraints. Comparative studies also highlight differing levels of parental digital literacy, which significantly impacts how effectively children are protected online (Stoilova and Livingstone, 2021). However, scholars argue that even well-developed systems struggle to keep pace with rapid technological change, meaning policy reform remains reactive rather than preventative. These differences illustrate that safeguarding challenges are global but solutions must be adapted to national and cultural contexts.
2.5 National and Local UK Context 
In the United Kingdom (UK), safeguarding children from online harm is a central responsibility shared between the government, local authorities, schools, and families. The UK’s approach to digital safeguarding builds on decades of child protection policy and continues to evolve alongside new technologies. Nationally, the topic is addressed through legislation, regulatory bodies, and guidance that promote children’s rights and online safety awareness.
At the national level, the Department for Education (DfE) provides statutory guidance through Keeping Children Safe in Education (2023), which requires all schools and colleges to identify and respond to risks such as cyberbullying, online grooming, and exposure to harmful content. This guidance works alongside Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2018, updated 2023), which emphasises inter-agency cooperation. The Online Safety Act (2023), one of the most recent and significant pieces of legislation, places a legal duty on social media and technology companies to protect children by monitoring harmful or illegal content. This marks a shift in accountability from individuals and families to corporate and institutional responsibility.
In addition to legislation, regulatory organisations such as Ofcom and the National Crime Agency’s Child Exploitation and Online Protection Command (CEOP) play vital roles. Ofcom monitors online platforms and ensures compliance with the Online Safety Act, while CEOP investigates online child exploitation and provides education through campaigns such as Think know. The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) continues to influence national policy, promoting the message that digital safeguarding is a shared responsibility between professionals and families.
At a local level, Local Safeguarding Partnerships (LSPs) coordinate safeguarding activities across schools, social services, and health agencies. These partnerships tailor national guidance to regional needs, recognising that access to technology and types of online risk can vary by area. For instance, urban regions may focus more on cyberbullying and peer pressure, while rural communities might address digital exclusion or lack of awareness. Local authorities such as Greater Manchester Combined Authority and London Safeguarding Children Partnership have developed specific online safety strategies and training programmes for professionals and parents.
The devolved nations within the UK also apply safeguarding policy through their own frameworks. In Scotland, Getting It Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) provides a holistic model that includes digital safety as part of overall wellbeing. Wales promotes online protection through the Keeping Learners Safe guidance (Welsh Government, 2023), and Northern Ireland implements regional action plans led by the Safeguarding Board for Northern Ireland (SBNI). These variations demonstrate flexibility while maintaining consistent national principles of child welfare, prevention, and multi-agency collaboration.
In summary, the UK’s approach to safeguarding children from social media–related risks is highly structured and proactive. National legislation such as the Online Safety Act and guidance from the DFE provide the legal foundation, while local authorities and partnerships adapt policies to meet community needs. This integrated system reflects a commitment to ensuring that every child in the UK can participate safely in digital spaces, supported by professionals who understand both national expectations and local realities.
Despite the strong policy framework, several weaknesses remain in how online safeguarding is applied across the UK. Research by Ofsted (2022) shows that schools interpret statutory guidance differently, leading to inconsistent digital-safety education and variable staff confidence. Some local authorities have well-developed multi-agency procedures, while others struggle with funding pressures and high caseloads, which limits early intervention. Studies also highlight gaps in communication between schools, social workers, and parents, especially when online risks occur outside school hours (Livingstone et al., 2021). In addition, the Online Safety Act (2023) introduces stricter platform accountability, but its success depends on enforcement, digital inclusion, and the willingness of technology companies to prioritise child protection over profit. These inconsistencies demonstrate that national policies provide a strong framework, but practical implementation remains uneven and is influenced by regional resources, professional training, and parental digital literacy.



2.6 Conclusion 
This literature review highlights the complexity of safeguarding children online and reinforces the need for a structured methodology, which the next chapter will outline. It highlighted how safeguarding principles have developed from early welfare protection to complex digital frameworks supported by international and national legislation. Theories such as Social Learning and Ecological Systems help explain children’s online behaviour and the shared responsibility for their safety. Comparing global and UK contexts revealed how policy, education, and collaboration shape effective safeguarding. This background provides the foundation for the next chapter, which will examine the research methods used to analyse current safeguarding approaches in greater depth.
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