Essay – Identifying and critically exploring the impact of social media on children and young people’s mental health.

The purpose of this essay is to identify what mental health and well-being are, to delve in to the statistics public services produce when tracking the progression of mental health in the youth of today, exploring the causes and issues that contribute to poor mental health in children and young people and to outline and critically evaluate the role educational settings play in supporting individuals and their needs.

When discussing the word mental health it can be referred to as a state of mental wellbeing which means individuals can cope with the stresses and strains of everyday life, however mental health can be classed as a scale, due to circumstances in individuals lives such as substance abuse, genetics, poverty, violence and deprivation, these adverse circumstances can exacerbate the risk of developing mental health conditions with stats suggesting that more than a billion people live with a mental health condition worldwide (World Health Organization, 2022). Wellbeing is a state of wellness, health and happiness that many individuals strive to reach. Wellbeing would be described as a positive state of mind showing how you feel about yourself and your own life, also having a sense of belonging and purpose in the world around you (Mental Health Foundation, 2015). Take 5 steps to wellbeing is a framework used by many professionals to help support the mental wellbeing of many individuals, the 5 elements of the framework include connect, keep learning, be active, take notice and give, using these elements as a guide to help with wellbeing means individuals will develop skills and have increased awareness of themselves and others around them (Minding your head, 2024) (See Appendix A).

In 2023 NHS England conducted a study which reported findings relating to the mental health of children and young people. 2,370 children and young people participated in the study which took place over the space of 6 years between 2017 and 2023, key findings suggested that about 1 in 5 children and young people between the ages of 8 and 25 had a probable mental disorder, with suggestions that rates were similar for boys and girls between the ages of 8 to 16 however increasing by double for young women between the ages of 17 to 25, compared to that of young men which was less (NHS Digital, 2023). An article published by Public Health Wales (2025) displayed evidence which showed there was a rise in mental health difficulties among children and young people suggesting need for early interventions to support these individuals, with a large portion of these difficulties being conditions such as anxiety and depression. The article highlights a rise in mental health conditions among the young which have doubled over the past 2 decades from 1 in 10 in 2004 to 1 in 5 in 2023, with causes such as poverty, social in equality and influence of digital technology being highlighted issues.

With the use of social media and technology rising amongst children and young people, a need for stronger regulations with regards to screen time is imperative to help support their mental health, with the World Health Organisation stating that there was a rise in problematic social media use for children and young people, with 1 in 10 adolescents experiencing negative consequences, with girls experiencing more issues than boys. The report indicates that there have been patterns of change in the behaviours of young people and children with signs of addiction style behaviours when withdrawing from social media, also showing individuals choosing social media over other activities with negative impact on their daily lives, it has been argued by Kolle, Steene-Johannessen and Anderssen (2025) that screen time in children and young people has negatively impacted on their physical activity, and that poor sleep quality affects energy levels which in turn decreases activity levels, and that social media apps are designed to draw young people in with features like infinite and personalised scrolling for maximum engagement. The World Health Organisation is calling for more input from educators and professionals to support with the education of digital wellbeing, with emphasis being put on digital literacy and wellbeing, promoting open dialogue with students, enhanced training for educators and an improvement of mental health services for young people with the end goal to support children and young people on their digital journey (World Health Organization, 2024).

With social media being a substantial part of lives today, there are many benefits to living in an online world such as gaining knowledge, sharing ideas and opinions and connecting with others, however with this comes a grey area which can become harmful if not understood correctly. Many people share aspects of their lives, mainly the ideal scenarios, when children and young people access this on social media platforms this can build feelings of self-doubt, insecurity and low self-esteem because they believe that the images and videos they see are authentic (Benita, 2024). It is suggested by Hill (2023) that 97% of children are now on social media with an average daily use of 3.65 hours on social media apps with 70% stating that social media makes them feel stressed, anxious and depressed and from these apps are witnessing videos and photos suggesting a distorted reality which is toxic and harmful to the young person, with one user suggesting that social media is negatively affecting them, with them comparing themselves with or copying others they see online, and that algorithms on platforms such as TikTok constantly bring up similar negative posts. It is claimed that 3 out of 4 children as young as 12 have body image issues and are 4 times more likely to turn to social media than to family or friends to try and overcome feelings of low mood and self-worth. A recent study showed that young people aged 12 to 21 stated they had become withdrawn, started exercising excessively, suffer with disordered eating and began self-harming because of regular bullying and trolling online, which is leading to fears that significant harm is being done to the current and future health of young people (see Appendix B and C). 

Social media is growing in popularity around the world and with that comes key risk factors for children and young people, it has been suggested that peer pressure is one of the key factors for internet addiction in young people. There have been many studies which suggest that social media has a direct effect on a young person’s academic, emotional and mental health, with issues such as loneliness and unmet interpersonal needs being found in young people with these addictions leading to more serious issues like depression (Xu, Han and Liu, 2023). The PEW Research Center in America conducted a survey which resulted in teenagers voicing that social media gave them an unrealistic view of life which led to a heightened sense of peer pressure amongst young people, with many displaying symptoms such as social anxiety, depression and loneliness all stemming from a deep sense of inadequacy because of what they had been viewing, also leading to some young people attaching themselves to social networks where poor life choices were being made such as drug and alcohol intake, inappropriate sexual behaviour and violence (Yelishala, 2022).

There are many reasons why bullying can occur in a child’s life, often with an obvious power balance between a child and a bully, historically bullying has been an issue which was primarily face to face, in more modern times this issue has now become an online problem as well (mentallyhealthyschools, n.d.). According to Anti-Bullying Alliance (2022) in 2017 Public Health England released statistics from research which claimed 17.9% of 11–15-year-olds reported being bullied online, with high numbers being children with additional learning needs and those who were eligible for free school meals (See Appendix D). Cyber bullying is on the increase with the rising popularity of social media among the young, and cyberbullying taking shape in many different forms such as trolling, harassment, sharing embarrassing photos or videos, receiving threatening comments and grooming and with these attacks being behind a screen instead of face to face it is often the case that the impact is more forceful and vicious, and with that the consequences of such bullying can result in a child having low self-esteem and confidence issues, struggling to make friends, behaviour changes, poor academic achievement, and in the worst case scenario self-harming or suicide (Martinelli, 2017). 

These negative scenarios are faced by our teens and young people on a daily basis, however according to eSafety Commissioner (2022) 9 in 10 teenagers wanted to build better positive relationships online by posting positive comments about others, wanted to support a friend who has experienced online negativity and made sure people were not excluded online meaning that young people are taking positive steps to eradicate online negativity, although with this positive spin we face the negative element of our young people facing unwanted online contact from others with 3 in 10 having experienced unwanted contact from a stranger and 2 in 10 stating they had been sent inappropriate content such as pornography or videos containing violence. Within the modern world of social media, as a society we have a tendency to over share aspects of everyday life, with these sites demanding basic information to even access them, and then actively encouraging you to disclose more information about yourself e.g. pictures of activities, location updates, relationship statuses and even expressing how you are feeling (Brammer, Punyanunt-Carter and Duffee, 2022). This kind of activity brings the worry of children and young people following the lead of adults around them, with the internet offering many positive opportunities but also leading the way to many negative situations, with lack of communication and involvement by some parents that can see many young people left in a worrying and unsafe situation. An article by Whittle et al (2013) stated there were patterns of vulnerability that linked with individuals who were at higher risk of online grooming, issues such as family dynamic, ethnicity, living environment and socioeconomic status, this may suggest that young people whose needs are not met have a lower resilience to online grooming. Vulnerable young people are more at risk of being exploited by others online if their basic needs are not met, linking in with Maslows Heirarchy of Needs (1943), Delmarva Digital (2019) highlights how each level on the pyramid can be manipulated to control a young person e.g. a child’s basic needs not being met can mean they could be lured by people offering basic survival needs and individuals experiencing a lack of belonging, can be offered emotional needs and support that the young person is missing and craving. There has been an increase of online sexual abuse among the youth of today which has led to a study to highlight the impact it has on young people. Schmidt, Varese and Bucci (2023) highlighted that individuals who have faced online sexual abuse faced a longer-term impact to their mental health, with many having issues with low self-esteem, feelings of shame and self-blame, being unable to maintain healthy relationships and having experiences of self-harm, anxiety and low mood.

In Wales, there has been input to support young people with skills needed to protect and promote emotional and mental wellbeing, with Public Health Wales (2024) producing a report showing that the Welsh Government had taken steps to help improve the emotional and mental wellbeing of children by implementing a statutory framework that promotes positive mental wellbeing and improves support for individuals where needed, they gathered information from schools staff on their own experiences on how they implemented support for the children in their care, also stating that schools having a school culture that supports wellbeing is important when ensuring schools plan and implement wellbeing actions, actions such as building strong relationships through the school, sharing values and beliefs, having mutual respect and having a connected school community which promotes a sense of belonging. It has been suggested that human beings have an inbuilt structure to have a sense of belonging or connection in life, with evidence suggesting that loneliness has been shown to lower the immune system, increase stress and increase the chance of mental illness (Teeny, 2015) with theorists Baumeister and Leary expressing that a sense of belonging has strong effects on emotional wellbeing and cognitive processes and that a lack of attachment is linked with poor mental and physical health (Baumeister and Leary, 1995), Bowlby (1997) also explained in his attachment theory that there was a vast importance to connections in early relationships and that a lack of or issues later in life with attachment could lead to anxiety or emotional insecurity (McGarvie, 2024). 

As established earlier in the essay social media is becoming more prevalent in the modern world with children and young people having more access to social media apps and the dangers that surround it, the University of Oxford (2025) released an article discussing the importance of digital literacy in schools and suggested it was an opportunity for schools to be more proactive, with Professor Rebecca Eynon stating that proposed changes to school curriculums were a positive step towards giving learners the tools needed to face social and technological changes with young people becoming critically informed about what they see online and having more awareness of the bigger picture. The Welsh Government produced a digital competency framework to help support learners with their knowledge, skills and attitudes towards technology, they aimed to teach skills to help the learners, giving digital competency equal priority to other subjects. The framework covers a range of different subjects including identity, image and reputation, communication and collaboration, creating and evaluation and problem solving and modelling (Gov.wales, 2022). Digital education is playing a part in promoting resilience and strength in young people, with policies linked with digital competency entering the pedagogy in schools around the country. Digital competency and education in schools will support learners to engage in safe digital experiences and educate them about harmful content they may experience and inform them on how to protect themselves and their mental wellbeing. Learning content created by educators can engage learners and promote informative learning opportunities (European Commission, 2024). Websites such as common sense media are a non-profit organisation that aims to support children with online safety and their wellbeing, providing teachers with resources to promote their wellbeing in a digital era, with subjects like privacy and safety, relationships and communication, cyber bullying and online harms, digital footprint and identity, healthy habits and information and media literacy, making the learning experience about digital literacy fun and engaging for various age groups (Common Sense Education, 2025). The school day is often a busy time for students and teachers, with the growing strain of teaching a variety of subjects to an extremely high standard, that being said is there enough input in to digital literacy and ensuring children and young people are equipped with the right skills to take in to their adult life, according to an article by Cambridge OCR (2025) Jill Duffy the Chief Executive of OCR noted that digital literacy should equip young people with the skills needed to stay safe online, but also stated that the curriculum is overloaded and that not enough time is being given to teaching learners broader life skills needed for the future, and that teachers need more time, space and resources to deliver these important lessons.

The Curriculum for Wales helps to guide settings and schools to develop strategies that support learners to embody the 4 core purposes, with an area of learning linked to Health and Wellbeing, this area helps build an understanding which supports learners to navigate the ups and downs of life by encouraging them to recognise what good health and wellbeing is and why it is important to them, developing and maintaining healthy relationships and also learning to express ideas and emotions about the world around them (Welsh Government, 2020). The steps and data collection that have been done by the local authority show an understanding of the importance of wellbeing support for young people and children, with the statistics stated previously showing there is a need for real change in this modern world. The Curriculum for Wales has put provision in place to ensure learners are accessing information and resources aimed to help with wellbeing and positive mental health throughout their school day, with teachers ensuring their lessons are relevant for the children in their care while also promoting the ethos and values of the school, this approach will be suitable for a majority of learners, however within the school setting you have many learners failing to attend school, also learners with additional needs who are unable to access the curriculum in the same way others do, there needs to be provision in place to support these learners with resources such as targeted interventions, and safer and smaller environments such as nurture groups or Learning resource centres where lessons and activities can be more personalised to meet individual needs, however schools are failing to implement the support these children need due to rising costs and funding cuts, with huge pressure being placed on schools to provide without the much needed funding (Tremlett, 2024). 

In 1998, Dr Martin Seligman developed a Perma+ Model also described as a Theory of Wellbeing, his model outlined 5 key elements to wellbeing, these were positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning and accomplishments, by using these PERMA principles in everyday life, it can enhance life satisfaction and this can lead to strengths such as personal growth and improved mental health (Madeson, 2017). Much like the theory discussed, Schools in Wales also use a wellbeing monitoring system called PERMA, that is used to evaluate, identify and ultimately support the wellbeing needs of specific learners, the system consists of a questionnaire which asks the individuals 18 questions about how they feel, their responses generate a personal profile which can be used to target specific areas where they may need additional support, in turn the system flags up learners of concern and also provides resources and strategies that can be used to help them. This support tool can be deemed beneficial to supporting the wellbeing needs of learners, however there can be flaws to a system of this kind, the test is done infrequently, and as wellbeing does not present in a linear fashion the results can fluctuate, often learners moods and personal situations at that time can predetermine a lower or higher score, but sometimes these situations are temporary, meaning the score cannot always be credible, which is why the tool is often not used as a fixed assessment (Gelli Primary School, 2021).

Due to a high number of young people and children suffering with mental health problems in the UK, schools have had to reevaluate their role with support for these learners, with pastoral support becoming increasingly important in helping to solve this ever-growing issue. Pastoral support is about caring and guiding through negative experiences and ensuring a child’s mental health is being protected with the individual feeling safe, connected and listened to. There are many ways educational settings support their learners through these difficult times including having a trusted adult or team, support for families and learners for attendance issues, whole class lessons for emotional wellbeing, targeted interventions lead by trained staff members and counselling or access to mental health services (Academy21, 2025). CAHMS is a service available to young people who are looking for support for their mental health, they help individuals with many different difficulties including depression, anxiety, grief and loss and managing violence or anger. This service offers many different health professionals who can support and the CAHMS team make an assessment about which treatment or support is best for the child, keeping the child’s best interests in mind, the treatments range from talking through self-management strategies, therapy sessions that use art and music to talking therapies that support young people to talk through their feelings and behaviours in a safe space (Young minds, 2021). Resources such as CAHMS can be such a valuable resource to young people and their families however with such long waiting times often young people and their families are feeling the strain of dealing with their situation on their own, according to Children in Wales (2024) a study suggested 1 in 4 young people said they had attempted to take their own life as a result of having to wait for mental health support with 58% saying their mental health declined while waiting for support, with 1 in 10 of them being refused support or treatment altogether. CAHMS figures did show that 66,389 young people under the age of 19 had been referred to them in April 2024, the stats showed a rise of 109% compared to pre covid times. A large amount of the public have expressed that mental health services need improvement, as our mental health services are struggling with the growing need for support for young people and children with long waiting times for appointments and referrals to services in Wales, however advances in schools are being made to help support the burden that mental health services are under by providing school-based counselling to pupils in secondary schools and interventions such as ELSA, trauma informed school programs and drawing and talking therapies being provided for younger primary school learners by trained staff members (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, n.d.) that being said P A News Agency (2025) has stated that findings from a survey by National Foundation for Education Research show 7 in 10 teachers expressed that mental health services were less than good, with researchers warning that school budgets are under pressure from the added workload, with schools taking significant steps to support but declare they cannot shoulder the burden alone.

The findings presented demonstrate that there is a rise in social media use among young people and children, with many learners suffering from mental health problems as a result of what they see and experience online. With many dangers and issues presenting themselves to children on social media apps, it is vital that digital literacy skills and education about how to stay safe are taught in schools from an early age. It is shown that schools are taking strides to support learners with wellbeing and digital literacy, however more input is needed and more importantly further funding is fundamental for schools and outside agencies if children are going to receive the appropriate level of education and support needed to help them succeed and prepare them for bright and successful futures.
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