ECCH7001 - Contemporary Discourses in Professional Practice
Critically consider the extent to which social media impacts upon the health and well-being of children and young people in the United Kingdom.

The world is an ever-changing place, and as such children’s lives differ greatly in different generations. Today, social media is increasingly becoming more central to the lives of children and young people (The Lancet, 2018). Despite platforms such as Facebook and Twitter having an age restriction of 13 years for users, there is a societal expectation today for even younger children to access social media sites to keep up with media and communicate with their peers. According to research by Hadjipanayis et al. (2019), in 25 European countries 38% of 9-12-year olds and 77% of 13-16 year olds used social media. Another report suggests that whilst the internet was not designed for children’s use, today one third of internet users are under the age of 18 and the time children and young people spend online is ever increasing (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2017). With continuous developments in technology, it can be expected that social media and the internet will likely become increasingly more prevalent in children’s lives in the future. 
The increase of social media use has also increased the number of children facing certain related issues and concerns. Compared with 2010, in 2014, 11 to 16 years olds in Europe were found to be 7% more likely to be exposed to hate messages, 4% more likely to be exposed to self-harm and pro-anorexia sites and 7% more likely to be exposed to cyber bullying (Smahel & Wright, 2014). 5 years later, in 2019, it may be possible that today these numbers are even higher. This essay will explore some of these issues and more that children and young people may face due to social media, and how these issues may affect their health and wellbeing. The possible cognitive and physical effects due to social media will be explored. It is recommended that children spend no longer than two hours a day using screens for the sake of their cognitive and physical development (The National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence, 2009), but children are spending significantly more time than this using the internet, with 8-11 year olds spending an average of 13 ½ hours a week online. This increases to an average of 20 ½ hours a week for 12-15 year olds (Ofcom, 2019). Other potential issues children and young people may face due to social media use which will be discussed are mental health problems, self-esteem issues and effects on relationships. 
Childhood is a crucial part of life. You are a child or young person for approximately a quarter of your life, and people continuously reference their childhoods throughout their lives as crucial memories are formed during that stage. Although childhood is a relatively short period of one’s life when the number of years is considered, it is arguably much longer when it comes to personal experience. Ingram (2004) explains the phenomenon behind why childhood usually feels longer than the rest of our lives, with the reason being that when we are children our childhood is the only part of our lives that we have experienced. When we are five years old, 1 year is 1/5th of our entire life so far, but when we are fifty years old, 1 year is only 1/50th of our entire life and therefore feels shorter and less significant. In addition to this, our childhoods and adolescence is when have most new experiences, and these are remembered much more strongly than less impactful experiences (Berk, 2012). Negative memories during childhood can have long-term effects on a person’s happiness and wellbeing when these are remembered so strongly. Negative experiences in childhood can also have adverse long-time physical effects, as this is a time when major developments are taking place in the brain. Childhood trauma can cause changes in brain function during development and can affect cognitive and physical functioning (Dye, 2018). It is of extreme importance that we are able to recognise the effects that social media may have on children and young people so that we can limit these effects to ensure good wellbeing during their childhoods and for the rest of their lives. 



Cognitive Effects
Children and young people’s use of social media and the internet has been found to have effects on the physical development of the brain. During childhood, the brain undergoes crucial development and any changes made to the brain due to the use of social media may then cause long-term adverse effects (Santrock, 2007). 
With social media and the internet being relatively new technology, it is only very recently that researchers have been able to study the long-term effects of their use. Children today are growing up under very different circumstances to how they were ten, twenty or thirty years ago. Taylor (2012) suggests that growing up using modern technology is having a detrimental effect on children’s cognitive development as they are failing to develop crucial skills such as decision making, problem solving, language and memory. A key reason for this is that such skills are not required when using social media, and children are spending less time undertaking other activities such as reading, writing, playing outdoors and socialising which are necessary methods of developing such skills. Research has shown that in 2009 a large number of boys spent the majority of their leisure time (up to six hours a day) doing screen-based activities. A possible reason for this is the idea of “cotton wool kids” (Humberstone, 2009), which suggests that children are often limited in their choices of activities due to parents fearing any potential danger that may affect their children. According to Palmer (2009), this is more prevalent in boys as they are more likely to enjoy potentially “dangerous” activities and when they are prohibited from engaging as such, will resort to staying indoors and using electronic devices. However, with evidence suggesting that using social media may affect cognitive development, parents may be unknowingly putting their children through a different type of danger by limiting their experiences. 
During the 1990s, many theorists and researchers believed that screen-based technology had a negative effect on children’s literacy skills. The reason for this being that children who spent more time using computers or watching television were spending less time reading (Elder, Modell & Parke (1993). During this time, it was a common belief that reading was the most efficient way, and more often the only way, to develop literacy skills. However, with the development in technology today, there are many ways in which children may use designated social media sites with the purpose of developing literacy skills (Berson & Berson, 2010). These websites are designed in order to be intellectually stimulating and to hold children’s attention. Some children may depend solely on such websites do develop their learning at home if they are not receiving support from parents and guardians. As social media use in children and young people increases, further developments can be made to create even more effective websites which can teach a range of skills (Walia, 2015). 
Within education, social media and the internet is becoming more prevalent. Throughout the Key Stage 2 curriculum, the importance and necessity of having ICT skills is mentioned (Welsh Government, 2008). With an ever-changing society relying increasingly more on developing technologies, children are being required to understand and be able to use various types of computer-based technology. Considering this, it is understandable that children are using social media sites often as they are being educated about how such technology works. Within the different curriculums, including the Foundation Phase curriculum, the Welsh Government is also encouraging schools to use apps and websites as one of the methods of teaching different subjects, for the purpose of stimulating children for learning and also for children to become accustomed to the technology (Donaldson, 2015). 
Alternatively, one could find some negatives in the way educational websites are designed for children. With the colourful, bright and noisy elements, there is theory to suggest that children may become dependent on such stimulants which can affect their attention skills (Robson, 2016). Children naturally desire to look at ‘the shiny, the bright and the mobile’ (Palmer, 2015 p. 122). When children are using social media and other internet sites, they are provided with these stimulants that they desire, and as such can become ‘over-stimulated’. The more time spend online, the more accustomed they become to getting immediate responses from the click of a mouse or a tap on a phone screen and therefore require such immediate responses in their real lives. When they do not receive what they want when they want during off-screen activities, children can become frustrated, bored and lose attention (Robson, 2016). Some theory suggests that a possible reason for the increase in Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) diagnoses over time is due to developments in technology for this reason (Beyens, Valkenburg & Piotrowski, 2018;Mazurek & Wenstrup, 2013). 
In a similar way, children and young people are growing up with information at the touch of a screen. Simply by using Google, their questions can be answered without having to think or try to work out the answer. Many adolescents have reported “googling” information they already know “just to be sure”, which can be damaging as they are growing up with a distrust of their own minds, putting more faith in technology than their own abilities (Watson, 2010).
Social Effects
[bookmark: _GoBack]Social skills develop in children by experiences, by interacting with other children and adults and by observing how others interact with each other (Berk, 2012). When children and young people are spending large amounts of time on social media, they are often isolated from other people, and socially, this is detrimental to their wellbeing (Meadows, 2010). Interacting with other people is crucial to wellbeing as this is how relationships are formed, which are especially important in children and young people as they can receive support throughout their lives including emotional support, from friends and family (Glenny & Roaf, 2008). Social media is named rather ironically as spending time using social media is time that is not spend socializing in the traditional sense. Children may be communicating with peers using social media, but this method of communication cannot replace face-to-face human interaction for various reasons. Social media communication is very impersonal, facial expressions and body language cannot be expressed and these are vital visual clues as to the context and tone of conversations (Holmes, 2011). Without these visual aspects, sarcasm and humour can often be confused with rudeness and shorter messages may be received as disinterest or bluntness. When the majority of conversations between friends take place using social media, relationships often deteriorate as personal connection is lost (Livingstone, 2012). 
Adolescents have reported using social media to contact people as a method of avoiding personal confrontation. When they had a disagreement, they would be more likely to send a text or instant message to discuss the matter than to have the conversation in person (Watson, 2010). Such methods may not be suitable, however, as when having conversations through a screen, the personal sense can be lost. It is significantly easier to state anger and use harsh language when the recipient can not be seen (Dalla Pozza et al., 2016) and for similar reasons, people are also less inclined to forgive in such a situation. 
There is evidence to suggest that social media use may affect children’s language development, which in turn would have a detrimental effect on their social development. As previously discussed, spending more time on social media equates to spending less time interacting with people in the real world. In very young children, having conversations and hearing conversations are crucial to their language development, and during their early years they will come to hear and understand thousands of words which will become part of their vocabulary (Santrock, 2007). Children who are spending large amounts of time using social media may not be having conversations with adults and other children, and young children who don’t have or take opportunities to listen and talk may develop speech development problems as they get older (Buchan, 2013). 
From an alternative viewpoint however, there may be positive social effects on the wellbeing of children from social media. There are many social opportunities involved with social media that is either impossible or much more difficult outside of the internet. New experiences with the technology of today include being able to communicate with people from all over the world, being able to understand different cultures and gain a sense that people from different countries are not as different from them as they may have otherwise thought (Berson & Berson, 2010). Evidence suggests that young people today are significantly more open minded about other cultures, races, sexualities and lifestyles than previous generations, at least in the United States (Fisher, 2018). Whilst the author of this research believes a lack of religion within young people has affected this, it is also possible that young people’s communication and observation of different types of people online has led to wider understanding, with the opportunity to be able to see outside their own reality. 
The possibility of communicating with all kinds of people also has associated dangers. Children may have conversations on social media with who they believe to be other children, but adults often create fake profiles with the intention of using an online persona of that of a child in order to contact children and gain personal information and their trust (Edwards, 2018). To avoid such scenarios, it is vital that children are made aware of the dangers and understand that under no circumstances should they share personal information with people via social media. 
A common form of social media use today are online video games. Many children and adolescents play video games which involve a form of violence: games about wars, fighting, using guns etc. There is often debate over whether violent video games can lead to violent behaviours in adolescents and into adulthood (Johnson, Cohen, Smailes, Kasen, & Brook, 2002). The same has been true about violence in other forms of media, including television. According to a study by Bush-man & Huesmann (2001), young people who watch more than one hour of TV daily are more likely to be involved in aggressive acts in their late teen years and early twenties.
Despite the results of this one study however, overall the accumulated results of studies carried out for over 50 years have found no established relationship between violence in media and anti-social behaviour (Millwood Hargrave & Livingstone, 2006).
There is more belief than evidence when it comes to the idea of violence in media leading to violent behaviours (Madge, 2006). The theory is difficult to prove as it is unethical and inappropriate to have children and young people act violently in an experiment. Also, in a real-life situation where a young person has committed an act of violence, there can be no concrete evidence that playing a violent video game the night before, for example, is what caused the behaviour.
Self-Esteem & Emotional Effects
Social media is often both the cause and the effect of self-esteem issues in young people, often teenage girls. People often post pictures and statuses about their own lives in order to put up a positive appearance of themselves. People very rarely post the negative aspects of their lives or photos of themselves that they have not “perfected”, and therefore the image of their lives they create on their social media platforms are often very idealised (Vogel et al., 2014). When other social media users view these images, they may often feel self-conscious by comparing what they have seen with their image of themselves and their own lives. Young women who often use social media have been found to feel low self-esteem and feel conscious about their appearance as they compare themselves with images other women have posted (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2019). In what could be described as a cycle of cause and effect, these young women will often post their own images on social media in order to appear to have a positive life, to receive compliments and “likes” and to in turn improve their own self-esteem. 
“Likes” on social media has become viewed as social acceptance amongst peers, people often associating the number of “likes” they receive on a post as an indicator of how their peers view them on a personal level. A high number of “likes” gives social media users a form of positive feedback, suggesting and conditioning them into posting similar pictures in the future (Burrow & Rainone, 2017). A study on 23,532 Norwegians in 2017 found that the people more likely to use social media compulsively were young women and teenage girls who were not in a relationship and who had low self-esteem and high levels of narcissism (Andreassen, Pallesen & Griffiths, 2017). This supports the idea that young women often use social media in order to gain positive feedback, compliments and to appear in a positive way to others which improves their self-esteem. This boost of self-esteem, however, is usually very temporary and, like many addictions, after a length of time people require further attention from social media and will continue to post images and statuses (Best, Manktelow & Taylor, 2014).
Some theorists suggest that advertisers whose products are aimed at women deliberately attempt to cause self-esteem concerns in their advertising in an effort to condition them to buy their products to “fix the issues” (Sherlock & Wagstaff, 2019). With many children and young people using social media sites which contain such advertisements, self-esteem issues can be prevalent. When seeing perfected images of models and actors etc., older children may become conscious of their own lives and their appearances in addition to comparing themselves to their peers. 
Social media addiction is a problem which is evolving as technology advances, particularly within adolescents. When it comes to research into the problem of social media addiction, work in the field of study is very recent and there is significantly less evidence behind it compared to that of gaming addiction or television addiction (van Den Eijnden et al., 2016). There have been studies on the effects and reasoning behind adolescent addiction to particular social media websites, often Facebook and Instagram. In one particular study, addiction to Facebook was given a direct name: Facebook Addiction Disorder (FAD) and it was found that those adolescents who were classified as experiencing FAD expressed experiencing high levels of enjoyment and pleasure when using Facebook as it allowed them to forget about any concerns and obligations involved in their everyday life (Brailovskaia et al., 2018). 
Despite the results of this study suggesting a link between Facebook addiction and positive emotions, research also shows a connection with Facebook addiction and negative emotions such as social anxiety, loneliness and unhappiness (Baltacı, 2019). Whilst adolescents may be feeling positive when using Facebook, research shows that their overall wellbeing and happiness when they are not using social media decreases significantly when that use becomes addiction. Emotion regulation may be a factor in this due to the use of Facebook as a primary source of positive feeling causing difficulty in regulating positive emotions in everyday life (Hormes, Kearns & Timko, 2014). Social media addiction can also cause problems with sleep deprivation, with many adolescents having difficulty going to sleep as they feel the need to continue checking for notifications and updates on Facebook. Sleep deprivation can cause many additional problems such as lack of concentration, decreased academic performance and overall quality of life (Vernon, Modecki & Barber, 2017). 
Addiction may often be caused by a form of peer-pressure and social conformity. Adolescents often have a strong desire to be liked by others, have many friends and to be similar to others their age who they observe to be popular. This can often lead to persuasion to engage in activities such as alcohol consumption or anti-social behaviour (Gommans et al., 2017) but can also be less noticeable and more subconscious with the use of social media. Social media is often used to share information, pictures, updates and comment on popular trends. Topics shared on social media are often discussed in school and within friendship groups and adolescents who may not have seen the topics discussed will not understand or be able to join in with the conversation, often feeling left-out or possibly ridiculed for this (Grau, Kleiser & Bright, 2019). They may then spend large quantities of time using and checking social media for updates to ensure they do not miss out on any trend that may be discussed with their peers and become popular culture.  
Cyber-bullying is a common issue involved with social media for children and young people and may become increasingly more common as technology advances. Cyber-bullying is defined as ‘the use of the internet as a means to bully and harass’ (Smith & Steffgen, 2013 pp. 21). Cyber-bullying can present itself in many forms: typing and commenting abusive words, unwanted repeating sexual comments, harassment and stalking, posting photos and videos of others in an unflattering manner (or threatening to do so), impersonation or account hacking, spamming (i.e. sending an overload of similar messages or photos so that the victim’s phone is flooded) or deliberately ignoring and excluding others. With the development of social media, there are many more creative ways that children can be bullied in methods that were more limited before and being bullied is no longer something that is only experienced in person. Cyber-bullying can often be worse for children to experience than regular bullying because it is continuous (it does not stop when school ends for example) and the abuse can be seen by others all at once which can cause victims to feel even more isolated (Dalla Pozza et al., 2016). 
Cyber-bullying can have extreme detrimental effects on children and young people’s health and wellbeing. 19% of adolescents stated they had experienced cyber-bullying with a further 38% having observed others being cyber-bullied (McBride, 2011). 10 years later, with advances in technology, it is possible that these numbers have increased. Children and adolescents who experience cyber-bullying may develop anxiety, depression and other mental health conditions and such experiences can impact the quality of life of young people (McBride, 2011). 
The European Union (EU) have developed recommendations for dealing with cyber-bullying, including setting up helplines, raising awareness about cyber-bullying and for schools to include rules and policies specifically relating to cyber-bullying. Different EU countries have taken different approaches to the problems, with countries such as Germany, The Netherlands and the United Kingdom taking more therapeutic and sympathetic approaches to the victims (such as setting up helplines and encourages children to talk about being cyber-bullied with adults) whilst countries such as Estonia, Poland and Sweden have taken more preventative measures by educating children on what cyber-bullying is and providing training for teachers to become aware of how to address situations and encourage their children to consider the effects cyber-bullying may have on their peers (Dalla Pozza et al., 2016). 
Social media sites often include the rights of children in their terms and conditions. A major problem that has been noticed with these terms and conditions is that very few people read them (Graham et al., 2014). The terms and conditions of Instagram, for example, are very lengthy (17 pages, 5,000 words) and full of complex, academic style language which makes it very difficult for children to want or be able to read and understand (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2017). Worryingly, children and young people may be missing out on key information relating to their wellbeing and safety whilst using these sites. Many of these sites have rules about cyber-bullying included in their terms and conditions, but children are often unaware that they are able to report accounts that are bullying or harassing other users. Instagram have developed new technology in an attempt to reduce abusive behaviours on their sites. One of these technologies detects abusive or offensive language and restricts those comments from being posted before a notification is shown telling the commenter that their words may be offensive. Instagram have explained their reasoning being that young people are given the opportunity to reflect on what they are commenting and gives them the option of undoing that comment after being made aware of their actions (Mosseri, 2019). Another method of prevention is for users to be able to “restrict” other users rather than using the “block” feature. The “block” feature made users unable to see or comment on their profile, and it was reported that this often caused more confrontation and bullying in person when they were aware they had been “blocked”. With the new “restrict” feature, users comments will only show on the commenter’s device, with the victim being unable to see any comments made by the user they have “restricted”. With Instagram and other social media sites considering methods they may be able to reduce cyber-bullying, the issue may become less problematic in the future. 
Physical Effects
A 2004 study researched the correlation between time spent using screens and health of children and young people. It was found that boys who were considered unhealthy spent up to 48 minutes more using screens than those considered healthy, and girls who were considered unhealthy spent up to 24 minutes more using screens than those considered healthy (Hardy, 2004). 
There is an ongoing rise in the obesity rates of children. This trend has been found in the USA, United Kingdom and China. Obesity in children has been linked to low levels of physical activity (Montgomery et al., 2003). The Committee on Obesity Prevention Policies for Young Children (2011) state that children who spend large amounts of time using social media have a higher risk of developing obesity as the more time spent using screens, the less time is spent being physically active. If social media can be addicted, as discussed previously, then that addiction can directly cause health problems in relation to obesity. The Committee on Obesity Prevention Policies for Young Children (2011) recommend that parents and educators encourage children and give them plenty of opportunity to be physically active and to limit the time spend on social media. 
[bookmark: _Hlk27143190]Social media can, in some circumstances, have a positive influence on children and young people in relation to physical health. In a 2018 study, some adolescents reported that social media and the internet had personally benefitted them by allowing them to access discreet health information and guided them through puberty (Hadjipanayis et al., 2019) Adolescents often feel uncomfortable discussing their health, particularly during puberty, and through the use of social media and the internet they may be able to find other people with similar symptoms and experiences and can understand what they are and why they are happening (Hadjipanayis et al., 2019).
There is also a point of view that some elements of social media can encourage children and young people to be active with posts addressing the importance of exercise, advertisements and posters for sports events and activities may be posted on social media sites and children can encourage others to take part in sports and exercise by posting about their own experiences. Meadows (2010) reports on a study which found a positive connection between the number of children who watch sports online with those children who play sports. According to this study, when children see images and videos of their favourite sport being played, there is an encouragement to take part in that sport themselves. 
In Conclusion
Overall, various researchers and authors have developed many different ideas about the ways in which social media can affect the health and wellbeing of children and young people. There are many negative effects to be found, but also elements of positive effects. As social media use increases continuously with children and young people, the effects may become increasingly prevalent in their lives in the future, and it is important to recognise and address these effects. 
With social media and other forms of screen use being found to negatively effect brain development, speech and language development, academic thinking, attention skills, social skills, loneliness, self-esteem, physical health and cyber-bullying leading to emotional and mental health problems, solutions to combat these issues must be found and encouraged by policy makers. 
Positive factors have been found, with social media providing opportunities for education, communication, social and cultural understanding, keeping in touch with friends and family, and seeing positive influences in different areas. Finding such a list of positive potential in social media, leads to the conclusion that despite the possible negative effects, social media use in children and young people does not have to be viewed entirely negatively. If the negative effects are able to be addressed and prevented, and screen-time monitored and limited, social media use can be very beneficial. Social media is not a negative thing in and of itself, but it can be used in a negative way which is why education addressing all the potential issues for children, parents and educators is of great importance. 
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