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The impact of media on children and young people’s behaviour

Introduction
Children and young people today are surrounded by digital technology, both traditional and new digital devices supply endless media.  Youth today view abundant amounts of media, and a considerable majority have access to television, radio, computers, video-games consoles, and mobile phones.  Raleigh (2018) explains there are various forms of mass media, print media is communication such as newspapers and magazines, broadcast media such as television and radio, digital media such as mobile communications and the internet, and outdoor media including billboards and posters.  Children and young people use social media to interact with friends, offer opinion, and entertain themselves often without understanding the potential risk.  Luttrell (2021) describes social media as a method of communication where users construct online communities to share information, ideas, personal messages, and other content.  Moyer-Guse and Riddle (2009) declare that children and adolescents do not think like adults, and understand and control their emotions differently, this lack of understanding makes them particularly vulnerable to media influences.  According to Office of Communications (Ofcom) (2022) children as young as three years old have access to mobile devices and even have their own social media profile, 38% of parents with 8-11 year olds said their children could use social media, suggesting children are exposed to age inappropriate media much younger than social media company guidelines advise.  The National Library of Medicine (2003) recognise the importance that physicians have in educating parents that child exposure to media must be age-appropriate and how they can promote a healthier use of media in their communities.  Ofcom (2024) defines media literacy as “the ability to use, understand, and create media and communications in a variety of contexts”.  Children and young people need to critically analyse the types of media content they experience and consider how online behaviour can influence others.  
  
Social influence, identity, and behaviour
Media celebrities influence behaviour, preference, and opinion in children and young people.  
Social influencers target individuals to sell their product and present a distinctive persona to gain popularity.  Children and young people are susceptible to influence and are inspired by celebrities and the status they possess; they want to belong and are happy to obey and follow a necessary behaviour.  According to Watson (1913) behaviour is influenced by experience, and these experiences are then replicated.  Goanta (2020) describes social media influencers as individuals with substantial audiences, with the objective of manufacturing online engagement to endorse products or service.  Tajfel (2016) explains ‘social identity’ is based on self esteem, and the requirement to belong to a group is essential for happiness.  Demonstrating children and young people’s desire to belong, and happy to conform and adapt their behaviour.  Behaviourists believe that behaviours are the result of experience and any person can be trained to act in a particular manner, regardless of their background, with the right conditioning (Kimble, 2017).  Sigmund Freud, however, considers behaviourism does not incorporate the thoughts of the unconscious mind that influence human behaviour (Thurschwell, 2009).  Behaviour in children and young people can be attributed to social media.  

Social Media 
The first official social media site created in 1995 by Randy Conrads was Classmates.com, it’s objective was to assist members to find friends and to reconnect with previous acquaintances, and comprised of 50 million members (Sajithra, 2013).  Six Degrees established in 1997 was the first site allowing users to create profiles, invite friends, form groups, and surf the platform to views other profiles (Taprial, 2012).  Parampakath (2022) considers the 25 nation study by European Union Kids Online, revealing 59% of European children have their own social media profile, and many of these children are under the recommended age set by social media corporations.  Rajakumar and Selvaraj (2019) understand the negative effects of social media, however, they both agree it allows children to network on a global stage, discover new cultures, encounter new and innovative ideas, and acquire a broader viewpoint of people and life in general.  Vygotsky’s ‘Social Cultural Theory’ (Lantolf, 2014) identifies how people learn generationally from cultural influences and new experiences.  Social media provides an accessible and convenient platform for sharing health information to larger audiences of nearly all age groups.  Korda and Itani (2011) recognise that social media offers a platform for cost effective healthcare guidance for all members, and health promotion professionals have quickly realised the opportunity to reach an extensive audience that can empower users to take control of their own health.  Tartari (2015) recognises that social media provides new connections, access to healthcare and a sense of belonging, but also recognises the detrimental impacts of social media, such as; cyberbullying, online harassment, and harmful and age inappropriate content, factors that could have significant impacts on physical and psychological development.  Staksrud et al (2013) agree children using social networking sites are more likely to encounter online risk. Children with higher levels of digital competency are at more risk, and the likelihood of becoming upset is also not associated with the level of digital competency possessed.  Ghahramani et al (2022) all agree that social media can improve awareness, increase the target audience, and alleviate the uncertainties of consumers regarding health knowledge and behaviours, and public health bodies are reducing healthcare misinformation by providing professionally accurate health-related information.  
[bookmark: _Hlk159687822]According to the World Health Organisation (WHO) (2022) suicide is the fourth biggest cause of death in the world  between 15 and 29 year olds and more than 700,00 completed suicides occurred in 2019 alone.  The Office of National Statistics (ONS) report (2023) reveals that 7.2 in 100,000 people complete suicide between the age of 10-24 in England and Wales.  Brown et al (2018) realise that exposure to social media and the internet has the capability to suggest and reinforce negative thoughts and behaviours, and there is an connection among remarks on Instagram with growing severity on self-injury, suggesting social media may act to reinforce harmful behaviours.  The study by Seong et al (2021) recognise the connection that self-harm has to suicide, and further explain that children and young people who are exposed to harmful content on social media platforms are considerably likely to reproduce these detrimental behaviours.  Macrynikola et al (2021) study, determines patterns of social media use in children, adolescents, and young adults relating to suicide still remains inconclusive.  The death of 14 year old Molly Russell in 2017, highlights the danger of harmful social media content to children and young people’s behaviour, investigations established that Molly had been viewing significant amounts of content relating to suicide, depression and anxiety online, and a coroner later ruled cause of death as ‘social media’ (SKY news, 2022).  The landmark coroners verdict in the case of Molly Russell led to the creation of the Online Safety Bill (OSB) (GOV.UK, 2022) a new set of laws that protect children and adults online. The OSB requires social media companies to take responsibility in safeguarding their platform users, by quickly removing harmful and illegal content that may be detrimental to the viewer.  Trengove et al (2022) however, come to the conclusion that the OSB intervention will drastically impact online free speech, create rivalry amongst platforms, and alter the democratic function of these sites.  Respectively, the Parliament of the European Union is presently deliberating the proposed Digital Services Act (Commision, 2020) aimed to address content moderation in the European Union, to protect the human rights of all citizens online, the act focusses more on addressing user concerns, rather than placing responsibility on social media corporations.  The above evidence substantiates Albert Bandura’s ‘Social Learning Theory’ (1977) still highly regarded today, determines that humans learn from observing, modelling, and imitating the behaviours, emotions, and attitudes of their role models.  Social media companies play a vital role in the behaviours of children and young people, they are ethically responsible for their users and are now required by law to protect them.  

Computer Games 
Technology is now a fundamental part of everyday life, and digital devices offer the opportunity to enter a world of fantasy by providing escapism from reality.  Online gaming communities offer a sense of belonging, friendship, and position of importance. 
Video games can be traced back to the 1950’s and the first video game to locate a large audience was ‘Spacewar’, a two person game that was accessible without having to attend a technology exhibition (Kowert, 2016).  In 2021 the United Kingdom’s (UK) video game industry was worth a record £7.16bn (BBC, 2022).  Paulus et al (2017) identify video gaming as a popular pass-time in society, particularly among young people.  The large amount of screentime of videogames in children and young people is apparent in research.  In 2018 the WHO decided to include Gaming Disorder in their 11th revision of The International Classification of Diseases (2020) based on reviews of existing evidence and expert testimony, treatment programmes were developed to tackle health conditions such as, harmful screentime, social exclusion, abandonment of daily activities, and detrimental changes in mental and physical health and social functioning.  Paulus et al (2018) determine that 2% of children suffer from Internet Gaming Disorder (Ko, 2014) and adolescents with the condition will endanger their health, academically fail, and may become isolated and depressed.  Online gaming platforms provide a safe place to socially interact with the option to withhold your identity regardless of popularity, social status, disability, or health condition.  Trepte et al (2012) realise the importance of how ‘social proximity’ (respected online members that are easily accessible) is to younger online gamers in increasing their ‘social capital’ (online acceptance and reverence), and that online gaming platforms can provide necessary and beneficial social interactions and increase social capital to people with disability and mobility issues.  Kokol et al (2020) identify that children with developmental difficulties that use digital interactive games can reduce anxiety, regulate stress levels, rehabilitate, and increase emotional understanding.  The study by Chan and Rabinowitz (2006) considers the connection between video games and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), findings concluded that increased screen time in children intensified ADHD symptoms, and profoundly impacted on their schooling.  Video games provide educational, therapeutic, and entertainment games, including violent games that promote criminal and life ending scenarios.  Willoughby et al (2012) study recognised the association of sustained violent video game play and how they may cause significantly higher increases in aggressive behaviours of adolescents over time.  Psychologist John Dewey believes that children learn through experience and these experiences influence the way they develop socially, emotionally, and educationally (Sikandar, 2015).
Dowsett and Jackson (2019) disagree that participation in violent and competitive video games may lead to higher aggressive behaviours.  Anderson et al (2017) agree that violent video games have a harmful impact, in both short-term and long-term, and violent media increases aggressive thoughts, anger, physical stimulation, hostile judgements, aggressive behaviours, promotes desensitisation to violence, reduces prosocial behaviour and empathy.  Activision who own the Call of Duty franchise (zacjohnson.com, 2024) operate a league that offers over $1 million in prize money, players are required to kill every participant to win the game.  This associates with B. F. Skinners theory (MacBlain, 2022) ‘operant conditioning’, demonstrating positive reinforcement creates a response or behaviour that is strengthened by reward, and leads to the replication of desired behaviour, by producing a rewarding stimulus.  Mayer (2014) realises that computer games can promote and encourage learning in children, as long the game is appropriate and understood.      
Schools are now using digital devices to support children and young people’s learning, numeracy and literacy subscriptions offer educational games, and online communities that develop essential skills and knowledge of pupils.  The Digital Competence Framework (DCF) (2024) is an integral part of the curriculum of Wales. The DCF was designed to support children and young people by developing their skills and knowledge and demonstrate how they can positively contribute and critically evaluate their position in the digital world.  In 2021 the European Union established the Digcomp (2021) a digital competency framework to support the citizens of Europe.  Beavis et al (2015) study revealed the positive experiences of students using educational computer games, and also considers the importance of diversity in digital games.  Digital competency frameworks connect to Vygotsky’s ZPD theory (Eun, 2019) the zone of proximal development follows a progressional approach for learners, firstly, what I can do, secondly, what can I do with help, and lastly, what I cannot do.  Children and young people require education to understand and take responsibility of their online participation.  


Television 
Television has been around for over one hundred years, the UK public first saw an advertisement for Gibbs SR toothpaste in 1955, broadcast by ITV to coincide with its launch (Jansson-Boyd, 2017).  Entertainment streaming apps owned by UK television companies such as; Sky Go, ITVX, My5, and Channel 4 stream news, television series, films, sport, and games for digital devices, and these apps broadcast continuous mass media.  Television channels broadcast many educational programmes for children, to assist the development of children and young people.  Fisch (2013) describes numerous research demonstrates that children learn from well produced educational television series, improve skills, knowledge, and the attitudes of various subjects, and promote prosocial behaviour in children.  According to Pecora et al (2009) research confirms the most successful educational programme ever made was ‘Sesame Street’, a curriculum based programme providing positive short and long term impacts for young children, improving vocabulary and school readiness.  An experiment by Meltzoff (2000) involving different aged infants watching a simple task, and given an opportunity to replicate it up to 24 hours later, found all ages were able to mimic the television stimulus.  These findings support Bandura’s ‘social learning theory’ (Ramjuan, 2020) explaining children learn through experience and replicate behaviour.  Ofcom the regulator for broadcast media and television in the UK, operate a watershed by which programmes containing content deemed age-inappropriate for children and young people are only allowed to be broadcast after nine o’clock (2024).  Cain and Gradisar (2010) believe late night television screentime has negative impact on children and young people’s sleep, increasing irritable, angry, and unhappy behaviours.  Huesmann and Eron (2013) declare numerous quantities of violent television content has a profound negative impact on children regardless of culture, and children demonstrate aggressive behaviours relating to what is viewed.  Bleakley et al (2011) believe sexual media content increase young people’s sexual behaviours, enhance the perception of social pressure to have sex, and encourage belief that people the same age are having sex.  Collins et al (2004) all agree that young people between 12-17 years who frequently view television programmes including sexual content, increase the likelihood of initiating sexual intercourse a year later and the risk of pregnancy three years later.  This relates to Piaget’s Cognitive Development theory (Khalid, 2015) establishing that children develop at different stages of their lives from words and images experienced within their surroundings and understanding increases at each stage.  Television media in the UK has evolved over time, new policy, regulations, and public opinion influence the content of media broadcast to viewers.  The Equality Act (2013) created to reduce inequality and protect against discrimination, including gender, religion and beliefs among others, indicates the change in mass media broadcast on television.  The 2000’s produced an advert for the chocolate bar Yorkie (Day, 2002) with the tag line ‘not for girls’, a misogynistic view that women should not have manual labour jobs.  An advertisement for Dove (Youtube, 2015) beauty products contained women that were deemed only beautiful while wearing make-up, suggesting beauty is only achieved wearing body altering products.  Such discriminatory advertisements may have influenced the need for regulation on media, as the behaviours and beliefs of female viewers were being influenced.  Television companies broadcast reality shows to enhance audience numbers, they recognise the popularity reality programmes have on their viewers.  One of the biggest shows on UK television at the moment is Traitors (BBC, 2024) with the tag line ‘get them before they get you’ encourages people to lie and deceive others to advance to the next episode and win a monetary prize at the end.  Stepanone et al (2010) understand that reality television operates as a model for social media behaviour, and programme content contains rewarding stimulus that influences behaviour, opinions and beliefs being shared on social media.  Thorndike (Aliakbari, 2015) discovered behaviours are followed when rewarding or pleasant experiences occur, and less likely if experiences are unpleasant or have punishing consequences.  This evidence demonstrates in-appropriate and harmful television media content negatively impacts behaviour.  

Conclusion
Overall, it is evident the influence that media has in children and young people, the impact will vary by age, content, and education experienced.  Digital devices allow children and young people, regardless of physical and mental ability to develop their social identity and offers the opportunity to connect with new and additional communities. 
Social media platforms provide connections to new and existing friends and family, education, new culture, and entertainment music and videos.  Health providers use social media platforms to deliver help and guidance for children and young people.
Research demonstrates children and young people spend large amounts of time on social media, and the harmful and age-inappropriate content impacts behaviour.  Children and young people are unknowingly vulnerable, and at risk of online harassment, cyberbullying, violent and harmful content, and age-inappropriate content.  The UK government recognise the influence social media has on children and young people, and to combat the harmful impact caused, created the OSB to hold social media companies accountable for the content on their platforms.      
Online computer games allow children and young people to interact online, expand friendships, improve digital skills, and increase status within a group.  Computer games can promote social development in children and young people and provides a sense of belonging.  Research is divided regarding violent videos games, evidence reveals prolonged amounts of time playing violent video games increases aggression, however, there is no conclusive data that support this viewpoint. Excessive screentime can impact behaviour in children and young people, education is suffering, daily activities are being ignored, and isolation and depression is increasing.  In 2018 the WHO included ‘Gaming Disorder’ as a new disease, considering it harmful to health and wellbeing.   
Television can provide educational assistance, healthcare advice, and entertainment including, film, sport, and games.  Evidence suggests that well produced television can support child development, as children learn through experience and repetition.  Research demonstrates that violent and sexual television programmes increase the chances of risky and harmful behaviour in children and young people, children and young people are copying behaviours experienced believing people their own age act the same.  Late night screentime is also influencing behaviour, increasing irritation, anger, and sadness in children and young people.  Education and healthcare professionals, parents, and guardians have a responsibility to demonstrate the importance of media content to children and young people’s behaviour.
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