ECCH7002										1501955

Is social media really to blame for the issues children and young people face?

The mid 2000’s saw social media rise in popularity (Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH), nd) and figures from the RSPH (nd) highlight how in 2016 89% of people in the United Kingdom (UK) had a social media account. PrakashYadav and Rai (2017) and the RSPH (nd) describe social media as ‘websites and applications that enable users to create and share content or to participate in social networking’. The use of social media has become an integral part of children’s lives (RSPH, nd) and early last year I realised just how true this is. 

Whilst waiting at traffic lights I noticed a bus stop full of school children. I wouldn’t normally take much notice but that day was different because I realised that all but one of the children was looking down at their phone. I wondered is this really the future our children face? A world where we only communicate through technology? Whilst I felt unhappy it made me think about the reasons why. Has social media really caused our children to become what would appear to be unsocial? Furthermore, is it really to blame for the issues children and young people face? 
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(Childnet International, 2018)

The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH) (2019) highlights how children and young people are ‘digital natives’ something echoed by the RSPH (nd) who note that children do not know a world without the internet and social media. They growing up in a world where technology has always been present for them (Childnet International, 2018) and whilst research has shown this can negatively impact on children’s lives there are also positives. The RCPCH (2019) identifies these as;

Negatives

· Increased anxiety and depression
· Sleep
· Body Image
· Cyberbullying

Positives 

· Emotional support and community building
· Self-expression and self-identity
· Making Maintaining and building upon relationships

Reports from both the RSPH (nd) and YouGov (Booth, 2019) found that using social media can lead to children feeling depressed, anxious and lonely. The YouGov Survey (Booth, 2019) specifically highlights how pressure from social media is ‘driving feelings of inadequacy in children’. Furthermore, similarities were found in other studies from the Princes Trust (Booth, 2019) and Ofcom (2018) who note that 57% of children think social media creates “overwhelming pressure” to succeed and 78% of children felt pressure to look popular. 

I am in agreement with Booth (2019) who highlights how the the expectation on children and young people from social media is an ever-growing concern, however I would argue that this is not the fault of social media, it is to do with the content posted. Al Aynsley Green (2019, pg.122) goes on to stress how children face pressures and are constantly judged through social media against other people’s expectations and norms. However, much of what children view on social media is unrealistic something echoed by Philip Powell (Doward, 2107) who stated ‘the problem with making comparisons in online media is that people tend to portray themselves in an idealised state’. Furthermore, Jane Caro (2018) highlights how people present the shiny aspect of their lives when in reality many do not live up to these expectations.

Wood (et al, 2016, cited in McDool, Powell, Roberts and Taylor, 2016) and Doward (2017) acknowledge how social media can positively impact upon children lives and allows them to build friendships and reduces loneliness. This is an important aspect of childhood with Lavis (2016) and the Department of Health (nd) suggesting that  building relationships and maintaining social networks is key to being mentally healthy and positively impacts children’s well-being. Furthermore, Booth (2019) notes that social media can give children a voice with four out of ten children feeling more confident online with Frith (2017) echoing this noting how it enables children to develop their identities. A study carried out by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in 2017 (National Assembly for Wales, 2018, pg. 23) stated that ‘we know that a positive impact of social media is social connectedness and the sense of interaction. But we also know there are risks, such as cyberbullying and impact on mental health’. Whilst I acknowledge these risks I would argue that children need to be aware of these and Frith (2017) suggests that the less time children spend online the less likely they are to develop the skills needed to handle online risk.

I agree with Jane Caro (2018) who highlights how it is quite easy to use social media as a scapegoat and make out that all the current difficulties children face are down to its usage. This is something which is echoed by two Guardian (2019) readers one suggested that ‘it serves the government very well to focus on social media and take the spotlight off its disastrous education policies’. And another goes on to note that ‘social media is a reflection of society’s ills, not the creator of them’. 

I do not envisage a decrease in social media usage and as Dr Max Davie (RCPCH, 2019) notes ‘for the vast majority of young people, they live in a world where technology forms a staple part of everyday life, and while this needs to be accepted, we all should be mindful of the implications – good and bad – that this can pose’. With this in mind I feel that children need better educating with regards to the use of social media, because regardless of the amount of time children spend online what they see will remain the same and this is what is negatively impacting upon their lives. Personally, I feel social media has changed everyone’s lives and not in a positive way but I think it is important to remember that social media is not to blame for this. 
































Overprotective parenting – is it doing more harm than good?

As a parent of two children nothing is more important to me than making sure they are safe and as Miller (2010, pg.11) highlights an expectation of parenting is to ensure your children are protected. However, this ‘expectation’ has caused in recent years an increase in overprotective parenting and as Gladwin and Collins (2008, pg.173) suggest at times children are too safe for their own good. Now, I will hold my hands up and admit that I am one of those parents, I am at times far too overprotective of my children and I believe this has had a negative impact upon their childhood. 

Little (2015) notes how children are growing up in a world which is different to their parents and keeping them safe is a big worry (Family Lives, nd). Gladwin and Collins (2008, pg.143) go on to highlight how childhood has always been a time of vulnerability and there are many real risks which children face, including; poverty, ill health, climate change and accidental injury. Now these to me are real risks which children face but earlier this year I realised how true it is that many parents can be too overprotective. On the 31st January the MET office issued weather warnings across Wales (ITV, 2019) noting how ‘snow and ice may bring disruption to parts of the country’. Now I love nothing more than a snow day and was looking forward to the possibility of waking up to a flurry of snow on the 1st February, however, the reality was very different. There was very little snow and my children’s school remained open, but to my surprise many parents were not sending their children to school as it was ‘too cold’, ‘unsafe’ and ‘too icy’. Now I do not believe it was unsafe, and in my opinion it was a perfect example of overprotective parenting with Palmer (2015, pg.57) suggesting how this type of parental anxiety can negatively affect children’s development. 

I agree with Miller (2010, pg.10) who suggests that parenting behaviours can significantly impact on children’s lives, I believe my own anxieties about allowing my children some independence has caused them to become anxious about leaving me. This is echoed by Palmer (2006, cited in Gladwin and Collins, 2008, pg.164) who highlights how anxiety can intensify irrational fears. However, as Miller (2010, pg. 114) notes it is a difficult aspect of parenting to let children go whilst at the same time feeling responsible for their safety. Hiscock and Mitchell (2011, cited in Wood, 2017) suggest that the decline in children’s independence has come about for a number of reasons including; an increase in traffic and fear of stranger danger. However, the  parental obsession with safety can lead children to believe that the world is a dangerous place where they are constantly at risk (Lindon, 2003, cited in Gladwin and Collins, 2008, pg.155). More importantly, Lindon (2003, cited in Gladwin and Collins, 2008, pg.155) goes on to suggest how it can prevent children from developing the skills needed to assess what is safe and in the long run an over-protectiveness towards children can cause more harm than good. 
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The increased need in wanting to keep our children safe has brought with it concern from parents about outdoor play, Malone (2007, cited in Little, 2015) suggests it comes from a ‘culture of fear’ that something might happen to children and they are now referred to as the ‘bubblewrap’ generation (Malone, 2007, cited in Little, 2015). However, the negative impact of not allowing children to play outside means they are missing out on risk taking opportunities which not only support healthy development but allows them to identify risk and practise safety strategies (Gladwin and Collins, 2008, pg.166). 

Another aspect of children’s safety worth considering is the increased number of children going online and the increasing use of technology with the WG (2017) reporting that ninety five percent of children aged seven to fifteen use the internet at home. Furthermore, Ofcom (Young, 2019) found that a growing number of children under the age of eleven are registering for social media accounts despite the age limits. WG (2017) go on to report that eight percent of children aged seven to ten used the internet for social networking. It is worth highlighting here that the minimum age for many of the services is thirteen. So whilst many parents will not allow their children to play outdoors they feel it is less risky to allow them to access online networks which may not be suitable for their age.  

I am very much in agreement with Sir Al Aynsley-Green (2019, pg.227) who highlights how ‘there cannot be a parent in the country today who is not fearful of the world their children are growing up in’. However, are we actually doing more harm by being over protective? Furthermore, when you consider the dangers of children going online it is worth questioning if we are prioritising the wrong kind of safety? Finally, as Davis (2018) notes although many parents feel they are acting with the best intentions it may not be best for children. 
















Childhood Obesity

The increase in the number of obese children in the United Kingdom (UK) is a concern (Government Office for Science, 2007) and in 2017 the UK Government reported that nearly a third of children aged between 2 and 15 were overweight or obese. Furthermore, it went on to highlight how 12.4% of four and five-year-old children in Wales are classed as obese (Smith, 2018). The Government Office for Science (2007) goes on to suggest that if the current obesity crisis is not tackled then 12% of all children under 16 could be obese by 2050. 

Schwimmer et al. (2003, cited in Schell-Busey, Connell and Kahle, 2017) states that being overweight is ‘one of the most stigmatising and least socially acceptable conditions in childhood’. However, it is not only the physical aspects of obesity that are a concern. Being obese can directly affect children’s well-being and can lead to low self-esteem, anxiety, depression, poor body image and eating disorders (Royal Society for Public Health, 2018; Smith, 2018; Gov.uk, 2017). But, what causes children to become obese? And are we doing enough to tackle the issue?

Wanless (2004, pg.95) identifies how obesity is down to two main factors: diet and physical activity. This is echoed by the UK Government (2017) who note that ‘at its root obesity is caused by an energy inbalance’ meaning children are taking in more energy through food than they are using through activity. However, further to this the UK Government (Gov.uk, 2017) highlights the causes of obesity are our behaviour, environment, genetics and culture. 

Hill and Peters (1998, cited in Yeung and Hills, 2007, pg.3) suggest that ‘the present environment promotes high energy intake and low energy expenditure’. This is echoed by Wanless (2004, pg.96) and the UK Government (2017) who note how children are snacking more regularly on food which contain high amounts of fat and sugar. Thus, resulting in them consuming too many calories (Gov.uk, 2017). Furthermore, Wanless (2004, pg.96) identifies how there is a significant increase in the number of meals families eat away from the home which contain even higher amounts of fat and sugar. Not only has there been an increase in the number of calories children are consuming in recent years there has been a decrease in the amount of physical activity children participate in. This then results in children being unable to burn any extra calories they are consuming. Some of the reasons for this have been identified as; the increased use of cars for shorter journeys, a decrease in sports participation, a reluctance in parents allowing their children to play outdoors and increased access to television and computers (Wanless, 2004, pg.101). Furthermore, the Royal Society for Public Health reported in 2018 that the amount of physical activity children participate in has declined alongside screen time increasing, for example, in 1995 the average time children spent watching television was three hours compared to six today. 

Another factor which some feel is a cause of childhood obesity is genetics. Cole (2007) notes how it is believed that fatness is ‘passed down’. I strongly disagree with this and believe as the UK Government (2017) previously noted that it is an energy inbalance. However, I do feel that the family environment can have an impact and as both the National Assembly for Wales (2014) and Larkin (2013, pg.49) suggest children of obese people are more likely to be obese themselves but more so because they share the same eating and exercise habits. Hartley-Brewer (2015) has strong views on parental influences and suggests ‘if you are the parent of a fat child, you are a bad parent’. Now whilst this is a very harsh statement to make I do feel parents have to take on some of the responsibility if their child is obese. As Larkin (2013, pg.49) and the NHS (2014) highlight they have a direct influence over their children’s dietary intake and their levels of physical activity. 

However, regardless of the cause the issue needs to be tackled sooner rather than later and everyone involved in children’s lives needs to take on some of the responsibility. As a parent myself I feel we are constantly judged on what we do wrong when it comes to feeding our children and keeping them active and it is worth considering many families circumstances. Children in Wales (2019) reported that one hundred and sixty thousand children in Wales live in a household where a healthy diet is unaffordable. Furthermore, since 2008 there has been a reduction in spending on fruits and vegetables (NHS Wales, 2019), this speaks volumes in terms of what families can and cannot afford to feed their children. 

To conclude, I do not feel there is one way to solve the issue of childhood obesity, but everyone involved in children’s lives can and should be doing something to help. We need to stop placing blame and actually tackle the issue. The Royal Society for Public Health (Hartley-Brewer, 2015) for example has called for schools to stop sending out ‘fat letters’ as they have no impact on tackling obesity. I think the main issue here is the lack of follow up education and support which leaves parents feeling guilty. The Government Office for Science (2007) suggests that tackling the obesity crisis involves long term commitment and both Wanless (2004, pg.96) and O’Grady (2016) highlight how the Government could and should do more to educate families about their diet noting that ‘an increased understanding of the impact of obesity would be valuable in informing action on excess energy intake’.
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