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[bookmark: _Toc224038754]Introduction
Children use digital technologies as part of many different activities. Smartphones, social networking sites, video games and wearable electronic technologies are common within children’s social circles and learning environments. In the UK, online communities have become embedded within children and adolescents’ daily lives.
Ofcom states that 97% of homes with children aged 3–17 years old had access to internet services (Ofcom, 2023). Children can access social media sites and gaming platforms through smartphones or tablets. Portable digital devices can be used throughout the day to access social networks and gaming platforms.
Platforms like YouTube and messaging applications are popular with young people. Children use YouTube, WhatsApp and TikTok to access entertainment and communicate.
Research has identified both positive and negative associations with social media use. Social media use and gaming has been linked to cyberbullying, screen addiction and body image concerns amongst teenagers. However, social media use has been linked to positive influences like increased information access, learning resources and maintaining friendships and staying connected with friends’ lives (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). Therefore, technology use can have both positive and negative effects on children.

[bookmark: _Toc224038755]Impact of emerging technologies on children
Children’s use of online technologies has increased significantly over the last decade. The Ofcom Children and Parents: Media Use and Attitudes Report highlights that most children watch online videos (96%) and play video games (89%) (Ofcom, 2023).
Children frequently use online communication platforms such as social networking sites. Online media can create pathways for children to connect with social groups. Ofcom’s survey also found that two thirds of children feel that communicating online allows them to feel closer to their friends (Ofcom, 2023).
Communication apps give children opportunities to socialise with their friends at times when they would not be able to socialise in person. Children can speak with friends at home in the evenings and during school holidays. Boyd (2014) describes teenage social media use as “networked publics”, where adolescents socialise within digital networks.
Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory can help us understand how media can influence people. Through his theory, Bandura suggested that humans learn through observing and modelling behaviour. Devices like smartphones allow children to observe thousands of social models and media influencers. Some influencers create content to share their hobbies, lifestyles, and opinions. Therefore, attitudes and behaviours expressed by social media influencers can be imitated by children.
Children also interact with their peers on social media. When interacting with their friends online they may be influenced by what they see. Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory can help understand these behaviours. Festinger stated that humans compare their abilities and characteristics to others to perceive themselves (Festinger, 1954). Comparing appearances or skills on social media may affect how children perceive themselves. Social media may increase social comparison because users often present carefully curated versions of their lives online. Many people compare themselves to the carefully posed images they see others post online.




[bookmark: _Toc224038756]Digital media and education
Children frequently use technology for educational purposes. Learning apps allow children to learn independently and have access to online libraries and learning resources. The increase of technology being used in schools has changed how children interact with learning materials and curriculum.
Video games can have positive impacts on children’s cognitive development. Griffiths (2002) discovered that educational games improved children’s problem-solving abilities. Video games often require players to learn gameplay mechanics, maps and use spatial awareness. Research has shown that video games can improve children’s cognitive skills when used within lessons (Landau and Nguyen, 2019).
Devices can also allow children to reach new stages of development. Through the zone of proximal development children learn most when they are fully supported through a task, they are unable to complete independently. Many online programs teach users by displaying a series of lessons that get harder as you progress through the program. Once learners complete one stage, they progress to increasingly complex tasks. Online learning programmes therefore provide structured support until learners develop sufficient competence to progress independently.
Devices like smartwatches can also encourage children to be more active. Smartwatches can track activity levels and encourage kids to move. Recently a systematic review looked at the impacts of wearable technology on activity levels in young people. Au et al. (2024) reviewed research that had involved 3676 children. Results showed that children who used activity trackers took significantly more steps than those who weren’t given a device. There was no significant increase on moderate-to-vigorous physical activity levels, but there may still be the potential for wearable technology to influence behaviour.
Technological devices can also have negative impacts on learning. Alhumaid (2019) stated that sometimes children can be entertained by technology more than they are educated. Alhumaid’s statement implies that some teachers may use technology without considering the educational value of each activity. Technology can provide children with educational opportunities when used correctly.
[bookmark: _Toc224038757]Media influences on behaviour and addiction
Many technologies are purposely engineered with features that encourage continuous engagement. Video games often give players rewards when they complete a level. Social networking platforms are always updating their users with notifications, likes and comments.
Addiction is defined by the loss of control over behaviour (NHS, 2024). Behavioural addiction is when people continue to engage with an activity despite negative consequences. Children may become addicted to technologies when they spend excessive amounts of time playing games, constantly checking their phone for notifications or choosing technology over schoolwork or spending time with family.
The World Health Organization defines gaming disorder as a pattern of gaming behaviour characterised by impaired control over gaming (WHO, 2020). Symptoms of gaming disorder include children playing for long periods of time and choosing gaming over other hobbies they once enjoyed. Children may experience declines in their school grades or stop playing sports they once enjoyed.
Screen time does not necessarily lead to addiction. Adolescents can spend several hours a day on devices with little trouble. Odgers and Jensen (2020) suggest that technology use can have both negative and positive impacts.
Limits can be set to reduce technology misuse. Some phones have screen time limits that allow parents to prevent their kids from using excess technology. Some platforms have smartphone tools to limit your social media use by providing reminders or limiting your usage for a period.



[bookmark: _Toc224038758]Social media and online identity
Platforms like social media allow teenagers to express aspects of their identity online. Adolescents spend time building their online profiles and sharing posts that reflect who they are. Maintaining a positive online presence can become part of adolescents’ social lives.
Body image concerns can be impacted by looking at content on social media. Researchers found that looking at content on Facebook affected young girls’ body image perception (Fardouly et al., 2015). After looking at appearance-focused content females reported higher levels of body dissatisfaction.
Social media influencers are people who promote certain aesthetics or products on social media. Some influencers will portray travel, exercise, and attractiveness ideals that many young people aspire to. Exposure to unrealistic portrayals on social media can influence adolescents’ perceptions of what they should value and aspire to (Demetriou et al., 2025)
Online communities can have positive effects on children as well. They can find other children with the same hobbies, interests, and identities as them. Some youths can socialise online when they’re unable to socialise with people who share the same interests in real life.

[bookmark: _Toc224038759]Cyberbullying
Technology allows children to communicate with people all over the world. Cyberbullying is defined as bullying through digital platforms.
Wolke and Lereya (2015) define bullying as “aggression that is repeated over time and involves an imbalance of power” (p. 2). Cyberbullying can occur through social media, online forums, and multiplayer video game networks.
Cyberbullying happens to children in the UK from all types of backgrounds. The Office for National Statistics found that cyberbullying occurred in approximately 1 in 5 children.
Cyberbullying has different effects on children compared to face-to-face bullying. Cyberbullying can reach more people than traditional bullying. Once something is posted on the internet it could go viral. Cyberbullying may cause significant distress because harmful content can spread rapidly and remain accessible online.
Cyberbullying can negatively impact mental health. Children who experience cyberbullying may experience anxiety or depression. The death of Molly Russell in the UK prompted national debate regarding the influence of harmful online content on young people.
The UK government passed legislation to prevent cyberbullying and other risks on technology. The Online Safety Act 2023 tells technology companies to monitor illegal activity on their platforms and increase children’s safety online.

[bookmark: _Toc224038760]Impact of social media on mental health
Social media has been accused of causing children to experience mental health issues. Studies have found that high use of social media is linked to psychological distress. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) reviewed multiple studies that researched the association between social media use and mental health in adolescents.
Research has demonstrated that there may be no direct correlation between screen time and mental health. Ferguson et al. (2024) conducted a systematic review that investigated how social media use affects mental health in young people. The review found that they could not say that spending time on social media caused problems with mental health.
Self-reported data can become unreliable because people often under or over report how much they use technology. Not all screen time has the same effect on kids. Passive browsing of social media may affect wellbeing differently from interactive activities such as gaming with friends.
Orben (2020) stated that there often becomes public concern over new media. Orben gives examples of how newspapers once expressed their concerns over children watching TV, reading magazines, and playing video games. The same concerns are being applied to smartphones and social media today.



[bookmark: _Toc224038761]Children and digital exclusion
Not all children have the same access to technologies. Digital exclusion occurs when individuals lack the opportunities to access or use online technologies.
A study conducted in Cambridge found that low-income families limited children’s ability to access devices and internet services (Richardson, Holmes and Burgess, 2023). Families who are struggling financially may not be able to afford laptop devices or broadband internet services.
Children with no access to internet at home could be at a learning disadvantage. Children who lived in households with no internet were unable to complete online learning during school COVID-19 breaks.
Governments can take steps to help reduce the effects of digital exclusion. They can provide low-income families with loan devices and subsidise internet costs. Classes can also be held to teach children who have never used technologies what devices are.











[bookmark: _Toc224038762]Conclusion
Emergent technologies, social media and digital communities can have positive and negative impacts on childhood. Children can benefit from using technology by learning new skills, staying connected to friends and accessing learning materials. Cyberbullying, screen addiction and social media comparison are a few risks that technology use poses to young users.
Parents, caregivers, and teachers can help prevent negative influences on technology. By educating and monitoring the content children view online, adults can allow children to use technology safely. Parents should not ban their children from using technology because they may limit their child’s ability to socialise and learn.
Technology is constantly changing and understanding how children engage with these technologies remains important for educators, parents, and policymakers. Children should be taught how to use technology properly so they can gain the benefits from technology.
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