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Critically consider the extent to which social media impacts upon the health and well-being of children and young people in the United Kingdom.
This critical analysis will discuss the extent to which social media is impacting upon the health and well-being of children and young people within the United Kingdom. It will discuss theories surrounding contemporary social policies, explore ‘what is the purpose of childhood?’, discuss personal values, attitudes, beliefs and inequalities and look at evidence surrounding approaches surrounding policies. Social media now plays a massive role in the life of children and young people due to the rise in individuals owning a mobile phone that can access the internet. According to OFCOM (2019, p.3) for children aged 12-15 years old ‘83% have their own smartphone’, this is a significant difference compared to children 10 plus years ago. This increase has meant that social media and access to the internet is now at the forefront of discussions surrounding children and young people. When looking at the extent to which social media is impacting upon the health and well-being of children and young people it is important to look at how lives have changed in recent generations, inequalities within the United Kingdom and what the government is doing to help children and young people use social media safely.  
A well-known social policy pioneer in the 20th century was Bronfenbrenner and his development of the ecological systems model was believed to be based on the idea that environmental factors have a critical impact on child development (Maton, 2017). On the first level of Bronfenbrenner’s model is the individual (microsystem), this looks at the family, school or neighbourhood in which the child lives or attends. The next layer in the model is the interactions between the family and teachers or between peers and the family (Mesosystem), the third layer in the model explores the links between the social setting and the individual, (exosystem), for example one parents job could influence the parent or child’s experiences at home such as travel causing conflict between parents. The fourth layer (macrosystem) identifies the culture in which the individual lives, looking mainly at poverty, identity, values and ethnicity. The fifth and final layer of the model (chronosystem) looks at transitions throughout the life course such as divorce (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  Bronfenbrenner’s model shows an early understanding of how the connection between parents and teachers can have a profound effect on children. His model explains the importance of a multi-agency approach for children and young people and highlights the importance of agencies working together to have a greater impact on children when looking at social policies. The model shows implications for science and public policy (Bronfenbrenner, 1979),  not only when it was originally created but even in the modern day. As a child develops and goes through the levels within Bronfenbrenner’s model the interactions within each section become more complex, the complexities arise as the physical and cognitive structures of the child’s physical and cognitive structures change. Once these changes begin to take place this is where contemporary discourses begin to affect the children or young people, this could be mental health, family-stress, poverty or environment. His model can also be used to discuss social media use for children and young people in todays society, today young people are immersed in the use of internet whether that be through social media, gaming of just gaining information through search engines. The use of the Internet has a significant place in many children and young peoples lives and within the Bronfenbrenner model its place is labelled as a daily activity. The concern with children and young people and the use of social media and the internet is the amount of time they are spending on it. Many individuals today find that their time is taken up reading about their favourite celebrity or looking what friends and family are up to, the main issue with this is that many children and young people decide for themselves what their time on the internet will involve. Many parents have no idea what their children are up to whilst online and this means that many children and young people are extremely vulnerable whilst online. Linking safety whilst online into the Bronfenbrenner model comes within the ‘ecosystem’ which is where children and young people are online whilst others are present. This does not necessarily mean someone is watching what they are doing but the individual could be chatting with someone else or playing games with others. This is where their safety needs to be considered as the child may have no idea who they are talking to. Internet is now used in schools, at home and even when they are out and about due to the rise in smartphones, this shows the links between internet and the multiple layers of the Bronfenbrenner model. The complexity that needs addressing within this is how difficult it is to research the health and wellbeing of children and young people with regards to digital media.
According to Antonucci et al. (2014 p.1) ‘social scientists are currently coming to terms with ways in which young people’s lives have changed’, social policies are important for todays society because they form frameworks for children and young people that allows issues surrounding health and well-being to be explored. Social policies are policies that have been created to be used within a governmental or political setting, such as the welfare state and study of social services. Many of the social policies created today consists of guidelines, principles, legislation and activities that affect the living conditions and human welfare. Jary and Jary (2005) describe how social policy is like a field study surrounding issues of economic, policial, sociolegal and sociological examination of the ways that government policies can effect the lives of children and young people within the communities. Understanding social policy allows the exploration of ideologies to take place, for many children and young people issues within their lives mean that social policy is important to allow influences of change. However, for a social policy to be accepted to allow the change to take place is must discuss topics that the children and young people find interesting. Looking into the issues of social media on childen and young people can be difficult as many believe that without access to such accounts they will be at a disadvantage to their peers. To understand this idea it is important to look at the effects adverse childhood experiences such as mental health have on chiildren and young people. Due to the rise in digital media over recent years there has been a calling for more social policies to be explored and created this is due to social policies responding to the rise in challenges of social, demographic and economic change, and of poverty, migration and globalisation. Social policies aim to reduce inequalities in access to services and support between social groups. For children and young people social policies are increasingly important when considering the rise in use of digital media as so many things need to be considered including the child’s safety whilst online. 
Over the past 20 years there has been an extraordinarily increase in children and young people being diagnosed with mental health issues. Those working with children believed the mental health of the children rested hugely on the social and economic welfare of the child. Until recently the word ‘mental’ was thought to be an illness so many children who needed additional help wouldn’t have access to services they needed out of fear of being institutionalised, this was an extremely medical model. Gradually however over the past 20 years thinking has changed and now mental health in children and young people and the understanding surrounding this is seen as highly important in the prevention and treatment to specific mental mealth problems (Claveirole & Gaugham 2011). In today’s society mental health is widespread and effects children and young people all over the UK, this is why social policies that are addressing this issue can have an extremely benefitical effect on those that need help surrounding their mental health. Early intervention for children and young people with mental health allows promotion to raise self-esteem, strengthen people’s life and coping skills and can help them to buid their emotional resilience. Linking mental health in with the analysis of social media on children and young people it is important to remember that in recent years a lot of news articles are now published on social media, news that children years ago would have been oblivious about are now at the forefront of the children’s thoughts. OFCOM (2019) completed a study into news consumption on young people aged 12-15 years old, it found that: 
Three in four said they consumed it at least weekly (77%). Six in ten (62%) say they actively look for news on at least a weekly basis, while a greater proportion – eight in ten – report seeing news inadvertently, for example by hearing it from other people or coming across it while looking for something else. (OFCOM, 2019, p 10)
Over recent years we have seen a rise in negative news being published showing a correlation in children seeing news on a social media outlets or internet whislst looking for something else and a rise in children with mental health. Social policies addressing the promotion of mental health for children and young people need to adress the use of social media within the child’s life.
When looking to address the promotion of mental health for children and young people it is important to explore the question ‘what is the purpose of childhood?’. Initially the idea of what childhood should be would look at the child exploring the world around them, learning new skills, developing relationships with others and learning what they can from these relationships. It is then important to rememver that not all children have the same ‘textbook’ upbringing, this means that children have different influences in their life which we discuss as contemporary discourses. Childhood today faces many different issues such as poverty, ethnicity, beliefs of the parents and family life but to name a few. Zak Slayback discusses what childhood should be, he explains that children go to school every day so surely the purpose of childhood should be to be educated. His ideas however discuss how what the child should be educated in is not explored often enough, there is an idea that school means that the child will be educated but surely instead of following a curriculum children should be educated on what they need to be successful adults (Slayback, 2016). When looking at the extent to which social media is impacting upon the health and well-being of children and young people it is important to understand what the purpose of childhood is. The belief is that the purpose of childhood is to enrich the children’s life so that they have a good childhood. A philosophical approach surrounding this idea would be that in a perfect world, children would be provided with things that would allow them to have the ideal childhood. 
In 1808 Frobel visited Switzerland to gain an insight into the education systems, he believed that he had a significant amount of knowledge to gain from Pestalozzi on the education of children. Pestalozzi has a whole-child approach with an emphasis focused on the values of outdoor play for children and young people. It is easy to see that the more modern-day Foundation Phase in Wales shows signs of Pestalozzi’s ideas including his holistic approach. Frobel went on to create his own kindergartens which he opened in Germany where outdoor learning and play were part of his central theme (Wellinhousen, 2002). Throughout the years outdoor play has decreased for children and young people within the United Kingdom, this has had a vast impact on the health and well-being of children and young people. Lack of structured outdoor play has lead to many children having reduced mobility, less range of exploration, a growing fear of strangers and an ever increasing vitamin D deficiency (O'Brien, 2016). One of the many reasons for the decrease in children playing outside is the increasing use of mobile phones. The increase of digital technology has lead to children and young people having a reduced number of hours sleep per night meaning there is becoming a decline in academic performance across the United Kingdom for children and young people. To combat this a company has been founded that charges money to teach children to play outside, this approach has been named ‘Tinkergarden’ and is a web-based training and curriculum. Technology has fundamentally changed how children play (Salkever & Wadwa 2018). Digital media is more often than not viewed as a negative influence in a child’s life. However ‘Tinkergarden’ may help to play a vital role in getting many children back outside and playing. When this is the case it is important to rmember that digital media can play a vital role in helping with the education of children and young people. Many children today have access to the Internet within their school setting, this is because of the values of apps for educaion. Children can be interative with apps that have been created for education puproses and this leads to children gaining vital knowledge from digital media. Today society is quick enough to blame and see fault in digital and social media but it is important to also remmeber the positive impact it can have on a child and young persons life.
A recent study completed in America found that many children and young people have had a decline in happiness since he rise in use of digital media. This links in with the fact that children and young people are now being diagnosed with mental health issues, something that was almost unheard of in previous generations. Halliwell et al (2019) found that ‘happiness and life satisfaction among United States adolescents, which increased between 1991 and 2011, suddenly declined after 2012’. This can be linked to the rise in asolescents owning a smartphone which was studies by OFCOM. The correlation between children and young people owning a smartphone that has access to social media and the decline in happiness is a statistic that can not be ignored. Although this is based in America it is clear to see that the same changes have been happening in the United Kingdom over recent years. Children in the united Kingdom are now using digital media not only at home but also whilst they are in school and many schools now use tablets as a tool for education. The question many academics are now asking is how much does the use of digital media effect children and young peoples health and wellbeing? One statement that is made in the World Happiness Report is that:
	This decline in happiness and mental health seems paradoxical. By most accounts, Americans should be happier now than ever. The violent crime rate is low, as is the unemployment rate. Income per capita has steadily grown over the last few decades. This is the Easterlin paradox: As the standard of living improves, so should happiness – but it has not. (Halliwell et al. 2019)
This statement is based on findings within America but it is easily linked to that of the rest of the world. If children and young people are living in a better environment and a more stable society why is there such a decline in children and young peoples happiness and mental health? There has been an increase in depression, suicual ideation and self-harm, this shows the drop in happiness in children and young people in todays society, but surely this can not all be linked to the use of digital media. The World Happiness Report suggests that children and young people are now more unhappy than ever due to the way in which they spend their leisure time. Halliwell et al (2019) states that ‘by 2018, 95% of United States adolescents had access to a smartphone, and 45% said they were online “almost constantly”’. This is such a vast amount of time for children and young people to be online so surley this must have a detramental impact on their health and wellbeing. Throught the increase in the use of digital media for children and young people they are being exposed to far more from the outside world than children were exposed to years ago. Children are being increasingly exposed to negative media the World Happiness Report touches on the rise in obesity amoungst children and young people, increase use of digital media allows children to see images of what is percieved to be ‘the perfect body’, surely this is having a negative impact on children’s health yet the media outlets do nothing to overcome this issue and support children and young people and also their parents in helping to overcome these issues. Another issue children and young people have been facing since the rise in digital media is the increasinly high levels of bullying. Stop Bullying a government chairty in America found that in 2017 ‘among students ages 12-18 who reported being bullied at school during the school year, 15% were bullied online or by text’ and this statistic is set to rise as more frequently children are gaining mobile phones or tablets at even younger ages. The issues with digital media and bullying is that in previous years when a child was bullied at school they would go home at the end of the day and be able to escape the bully. In this modern age children and young people are unable to get away from their bully. Another issue with increasing digital media access for children and young people is the fact that many children now want to keep up with the trends that they see online, they are being exposed to far more peer pressure than children of previous generations.
When we look at the effects of social media and the health and wellbeing of children and young people it is also important to understand the personal values, attitudes and beliefs of families with the United Kingdom. Danny Dorling has explored many of these issues and his findings discuss why these inequalities in society persist. Dorling (2015, p.4) states that ‘as those with most power continue to premote elitism, exclusion, prejudice, greed and despair, injustice will not be reduced’. When looking at inequality it is imporant to understand what injustice is. Dany Dorling discusses injustice as being the difference between the richest and the poorest in the country. Elitism is the richest people within our society and Dorling explains how they not only cause the greed and prejudice but also cause:
	the poorest who are still most clearly damaged by elitism, by the shame that comes with being told that their ability borders on inadequacy, that there is something wrong with them because of who they are, that they are poor because they lack the ability to be anything else (Dorling, 2015).
Aynsley-Green also explored the use of digital media and the effects it was having on children and young people’s lives. He expressed his concerns and explained how, more needed to be done to protect children and young people from unregulated social media (Aynsley-Green, 2018, p.65). It is also discussed that children and young people are judged through social media for what is expected of them and what is considered normal amoungst children and young people within their age groups (Aynsley-Green, 2018, p.122). However throughout his work Aynsley-Green discusses how digital and social media do not necessarily have a negative impact on children and young people, he explains that children and young people who go online once a week are happier than children and young people who never have access to the internet, with decreasing numbers of children going out to play are children who play games online and interact with other children and young people happier than those that never get the chance to go online due to the increaed social experiences they gain whilst being online? Although Aynsley-Green accepts that children can be happier with limited access to online platforms he goes on to argue that children need to be protected fro evil when they are spending time on in internet (Aynsley-Green, 2018). This protection can only be put in place when education of the parents and carers of these children and young people take place. This is where Acts like the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 comes into play. It gives way for vital work to take place to allow children and young people in Wales to prosper, feel safe and be valued. Helping to educate the parents on such important Acts and then offering them access to further resources on how they can help to protect their children will allow for future generations to be happier.
When looking at children and young people and how they have become so heavily effected by the use of social media it is important to remember inequalities still persist even in this modern day. Children and young people who perceive themselves to be at a disadvantage to their peers find that social media is a way to escape, keep in touch with friends if they can not go out and meet them. Although we often view social media as a negative for children and young people in society today we must remember that the effects social media have on these individuals can also be a positive one on their health and wellbeing. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act looks at how we can help the children and young people in Wales and how we can support their health and well-being. It aims to create a more prosperous Wales, a resilient Wales, a healthier Wales, a more equal Wales, a Wales of cohesive communities, a Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language and a globally responsible Wales (Welsh Government, 2015). When looking at how this Act can help the health and well being of children and young people in Wales it is important to remember that the rise in digital media, especially social media, now plays such a vital role in these young peoples lives. When implementing this Act with children and young people a focus must be made to educate now only the children and young people but also their parents on the use of digital media, how they can avoid becoming a victim on online bullying and also how they can use digital media to help in their everyday lives including in their education. 
Social media also has an ever-increasing impact on children and young people’s education. Over recent years more and more education institutions are beginning to adapt ways to use social media within the classroom this is due to social media now being viewed by many as having a way of improving student life. Social media plays a significant role in students having access to useful information, being able to get in touch with other students and learn from one another and also connect with other schools who may be studying something similar. It is now thought that social media tools allow students and institutions to improve their learning and teaching methods by allowing them with many new opportunities. Through social media students can be given the chance to explore media plug ins that can help them to interact whilst remaining anonymous allowing more children and young people to take part without the fear of being labelled ‘stupid’. There is important knowledge to be gained through social media, children and young people can access statistics and insights into different topics. As children and young people get older social media can play a vital role in establishing a network of connections for their careers. Whilst it is important for schools to allow children to use such a beneficial tool for education purposes, it is important that school’s education children and young people from an early age on how to stay safe online. Schools using social media for student’s work has only been around for the past 10 years or so. It is important to remember that social media and the use of the internet changes so quickly. 
This critical analysis has discussed the extent to which social media is impacting upon the health and well-being of children and young people within the United Kingdom. It has also discussed theories surrounding contemporary social policies, explored ‘what is the purpose of childhood?’, discussed personal values, attitudes, beliefs and inequalities and looked at evidence surrounding approaches surrounding policies. Social media now plays a massive role in the life of children and young people due to the rise in individuals owning a mobile phone that can access the internet. As discussed in this critical analysis the World Happiness report has explained that children and young people are becoming increasingly unhappier in today’s society especially since the rise in the use of digital media. However, it is important to make note that maybe unhappy people spend more time on digital media and not digital media causing unhappiness in children and young people (Helliwell et al, 2019). OFCOM (2019) also argue that social media can bring a combination of social pressures and positive influences. Through this ciritical analysis it is clear that children and young people face more pressures from the outside world today than any previous generation, the rise in the use of mobile phones for social media has made it almost impossible for children and young people to be able to escape the pressures from today’s society. When looking to combat this in the United Kingdom social media needs to be heavily explored. Social media needs to be made safe so that when children are exploring it they are not becoming victims of online bullying or worse, grooming. Children of this generation are no linger safe in their own homes and are now needing the support from the government to bring about education on this topic more than ever before. Children and young people’s health and wellbeing should be at the forfront of discussion before we pass the point of no return and if this means tighter regulations on social media, then so be it. In the next 20 years social media will be even more prevelant especially amounst children and young people, something needs to be done to ensure children and young people remain safe online so that their health and wellbeing is not effected so drastically.
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