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Children and Media in the Digital Era
	Children in the modern era consist of the youngest members of Generation Z and the entirety of Generation Alpha. Generation Z are the first social generation to have had access to transportable digital technology, such as phones and tablets, and the internet from a young age (Turner, 2015). Due to this, the members of Generation Z have been nicknamed as the ‘iGeneration’ and are referred to as “digital natives” (Turner, 2015). Generation Alpha is the successor of Generation Z and the most recent social generation. Generation Alpha is the first social generation born solely in the twenty-first century (McCrindle, 2021; Ziatdinov and Cilliers, 2022). Due to the COVID-19 lockdown, most members of Generation Alpha and some members of Generation Z have undertaken online learning at home (El-Osta, et al., 2021). With recent technological developments, children’s entertainment has become increasingly consumed by streaming services, social media and electronic technology (Kriegel, et al., 2021).
In the previous decades, social media use among children has increased greatly (Lee, Kim and Kim, 2022). The average age that children start to engage with smart devices – mostly smartphones, computers and tablets – is rapidly decreasing, currently two-years-old in the United Kingdom (Oh and Park, 2019; Hayward, 2016). In fact, by as young as three-years-old, most children are able to use mobile phones and tablets without assistance, utilising applications such as Netflix and YouTube with ease (Kabali, et al., 2015) In 2021, among children and adolescents between the ages of 3 to 17, a staggering 99% use some form of social media. Of that 99%, 72% use a mobile phone and 69% use a tablet (Lee, Kim and Kim, 2022). Children in the United Kingdom spend a significant amount of time consuming various forms of media (Poulain, et al., 2018).  Primary school-aged children in the modern age spend an average of 4.5 hours online daily, a 125% increase over the last decade (Blaya and Alava, 2012; Hussey, 2022).
Online Safety Bill
	The United Kingdom Government aims to make the online domain a safe space within the United Kingdom with the Online Safety Bill (Kuss, 2022). Consequently, it is vital that the possibly detrimental effects of Internet usage are taken into consideration, especially the impact it has on children and young people (Kuss, 2022). The Online Safety Bill is a relatively new system that has been put in place to protect children and young people who are online (Government UK, 2023; UK Parliament, 2023; Trengove, et al., 2022). It is intended to force social media corporations to take more responsibility and precautions in aid of their platform users’ safety (Government UK, 2023; UK Parliament, 2023; Trengove, et al., 2022). Children will be protected by the Bill by making social media platforms enforce age limits and age-checking procedures, provide children and guardians with clear and user-friendly ways to report issues that arise online, prohibit young people from accessing age-inappropriate and dangerous content,  make sure that the potential dangers and risks are included in their risk assessments, and dispose of illegal content as soon as possible so children are not exposed to it (Government UK, 2023; UK Parliament, 2023; Trengove, et al., 2022).
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
	Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is a motivational theory by American psychologist, Abraham Maslow, which helps to better understand the motivations behind behaviour (Maslow and Lewis, 1987; McLeod, 20071). The theory comprises five levels, each representing a type of human need, typically represented as a pyramid of hierarchical levels (Maslow and Lewis, 1987; McLeod, 20071). From the bottom tier of the pyramid upwards, the needs depicted are: physiological needs, safety needs, love and belonging needs, esteem needs, and self-actualisation needs (Maslow and Lewis, 1987; McLeod, 20071). Maslow believed that needs higher on the pyramid could not be attained until the lower tiers have been satisfied (Maslow and Lewis, 1987; McLeod, 20071; Hopper, 2020). Maslow believed this was due to environmental and interpersonal barriers that would prevent individuals from satisfying needs higher up in the hierarchy (Maslow and Lewis, 1987; McLeod, 20071; Hopper, 2020). Due to the “modern developments” in the current digital era, some feel the fourscore-year-old motivational theory should be “renovated” to include internet use (Datrika and David, 2022; Rasskazova, et al., 2016). In fact, some have even gone as far to say that modern individuals “cannot live happily without internet” any more than “one can live without air” (Datrika and David, 2022). This is based on the concept that the internet has become a crucial physiological need, such as food and water, that has a profound effect on all tiers of the hierarchy (Dover, 2016). If this hypothesis is correct, then a lack of access to the internet could have a detrimental effect on the behavioural development of children. For example, making and spending time with friends is an important factor of love and belonging needs (West, 2022). Over the last two decades, over four million households in the United Kingdom have disposed of their landline and a large majority of those still with a landline still do solely for their broadband connection (Gausden, 2021). As a result, it is no longer common practice for children to call friends and make plans on the landline, instead using mobile phones and tablets to contact their friends outside of school hours (SaferInternet, 2023). It is a common concern amongst parents that their children will miss out if they are not given access to social media and online games, especially if others in their peer group already possess their own smart devices (Oakes, 2022). It could be argued that, if a child does not have a way to interact with their peers online, that they will miss out on socialising with friends, be excluded (even unintentionally) from events, and will feel left out (Oakes, 2022; SaferInternet, 2023). This could result in their love and belonging needs not being met (West, 2022). If a child’s needs of love and belonging are not met, this can result in them feeling lonely and isolated, and they may exhibit anti-social behaviour (West, 2022).
Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory
	Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory is relevant here as it illuminates that certain behaviours are the result of observing others in one’s environment (Bandura and Walters, 1977). Social Learning Theory stresses the vitality of observing the behaviours of others and imitating them (Deaton, 2015). In childhood, individuals observe those in their environment, such as parents and friends, and view these observations as a guide of how to behave (Bandura and Walters; Deaton, 2015). This is proven by the Bobo Doll experiment conducted by Albert Bandura (Bandura and Walters, 1977). In this controlled experiment, Bandura hypothesised that social behaviours could be developed through observation, modelling and imitation (Bandura and Walters, 1977). Seventy-two children were chosen and separated equally into three groups: ‘aggressive model,’ ‘non-aggressive model,’ and ‘control condition’ (Cherry and Swaim, 2020; Vahedi, 2020). The first twenty-four children – twelve girls and twelve boys – were shown a model behaving in an aggressive manner towards the Bobo Doll toy (Cherry and Swaim, 2020; Vahedi, 2020). They watched the Bobo Doll get attacked with a hammer and being thrown around the room (Cherry and Swaim, 2020; Vahedi, 2020). The second group, on the other hand, were shown a model who did not engage with the Bobo Doll, instead playing with tinker toy sets quietly and with a gentle manner (Cherry and Swaim, 2020; Vahedi, 2020). Finally, the third group was not shown any model (Cherry and Swaim, 2020; Vahedi, 2020). Results found that the children who observed aggressive behaviour imitated it later while those in the second group imitated the gentle behaviour they had observed (Cherry and Swaim, 2020; Vahedi, 2020). This theory applies as children who are exposed to media content are likely to imitate the media they consume from television programmes to TikTok content (Ference, 2022). Today, there are individuals known as “social media influencers” or “internet personalities,” who has accumulated a considerable following on their chosen online platform(s), such as YouTube, TikTok and Instagram (Nouri, 2018). As the name would suggest, these individuals have an “influence” over those who consume their media content to the extent that many large corporations sponsor influencers as a way of advertising their products (Nouri, 2018; Vrontis, et al., 2021). Social media trends and challenges are often created by and/or promoted by influencers (Nouri, 2018; Vrontis, et al., 2021). Social media trends are the “constantly changing behaviours and topics” that are popular on online platforms (SocialBee, 2023). Trends are fleeting types of social media content that gather a large amount of attention from a wide demographic and spreads fast, often worldwide (SocialBee, 2023). Social media challenges are a common type of social media trend which usually includes social media users video recording themselves partaking in various challenges and sharing the result online thus encouraging others to copy them (Lavelle-Collins and Kavanaugh, 2023). This is a key example of Social Learning Theory as content consumers, including children, observe “influencers” partake in certain behaviours and aim to imitate them (Kriegel, et al., 2021; Khasawneh, et al., 2021; Nouri, 2018). These trends and challenges can be harmless fun, such as the Harlem Shake trend of 2013 where a group of individuals danced to a brief excerpt from the 2012 hip-hop song, “Harlem Shake” (Soha and McDowell, 2016) or even promote positive message or awareness, such as the Ice Bucket Challenge where an individual poured a bucket of ice water on themselves to promote awareness of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (Sohn, 2017); however, these trends can also be extremely dangerous, such as the Tide Pod Challenge which dared others to consume toxic laundry detergent pods which resulted in multiple children’s death (Kriegel, et al., 2021). 
	In terms of Social Learning Theory and social media influencers, media can have a positive or negative impact on the behavioural development depending on what media content they are consuming.
Behaviourism
	Behaviourism is a theory of learning established officially in the publication of the 1913 classic paper, ‘Psychology as the Behaviourist Views It’ by John Watson (Krapfl, 2016; Abramson, 2013). The theory is based on the idea that behaviour is attained via conditioning, and that conditioning happens as a result of a child interacting with their environment (Krapfl, 2016; McLeod, 20072). It is the belief of behaviourists that environmental stimuli have an effect on our actions and behaviour (Krapfl, 2016; Abramson, 2013). Operant conditioning is a learning method which occurs through punishment and reinforcement (Kirsch, et al., 2004; Krapfl, 2016; Abramson, 2013; McLeod, 20072). An association is made between the consequence of a behaviour and the behaviour through this operant conditioning (Kirsch, et al., 2004; Krapfl, 2016; Abramson, 2013). Positive reinforcement is a type of operant conditioning that enforces and encourages a certain behaviour by rewarding the individual when they exhibit said behaviour (Kamery, 2004). On social media, likes and comments serve as a positive reinforcement (Bashir and Bhat, 2017). Receiving positive comments and likes on social media affects one’s brain, not unlike the effects of chemical substances (Rose, 2022). To obtain these likes and comments, social media users often project a false persona online that does not reflect their true selves (Rose, 2022). Images online are altered and edited, they do not show the whole picture, and this sets up unrealistic standards which cannot be upheld in real life (Mackay, 2021). Children try to replicate the behaviour they see in popular influencers and cannot help fall short of these impossible standards, resulting in isolation and anti-social behaviour (Mackay, 2021).
Negative Impacts of Media on Children’s Behavioural Development
	Studies have revealed a notable correlation between children’s increased screentime and a decrease in prosocial behaviour in children (Limtrakul, et al., 2018). Prosocial behaviour refers to the intention of benefiting other people or society in general by doing tasks such as sharing, volunteering, helping and donating (Eisenberg, et al., 2006; Brief and Motowidlo, 1986). Conforming to behaviours that are considered to be socially acceptable and obeying rules are also considered to be prosocial behaviour (Baumeister and Bushman, 2020). Furthermore, cross-sectional studies determined that young people who used media "excessively” were more likely to experience behavioural difficulties in nursery (Manganello and Taylor, 2009). This was further proven by a longitudinal study which demonstrated that nursery-age children who were exposed to television excessively had an increased risk of behaviour problems (Verlinden, et al., 2012). A study revealed that increased use of media and smart devices among young people resulted in an increase of aggressive behaviour (Kim and Shin, 2019). Communally, these research studies imply that use of media at a young age can have a negative impact on a child’s behavioural development when not moderated.
Positive Impacts of Media on Children’s Behavioural Development
	There are many advantages to popular social media websites such as Instagram and Facebook (Acharaya, 2011). Studies have found that engaging in numerous types of social media can be beneficial for children and young people as a routine activity, enhancing technical skills, communication skills, and social skills (Ito, et al., 2019). Media can have a positive impact on a child’s behavioural development depending on what media the child is exposed to.
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