The Impact of Digital Media Technologies on Behavioural Development in Children and Young People

Children and young people are growing up in a society where digital media technologies are pervasive, shaping their experiences in the modern digital age (Harini, 2023). Various forms of digital media, including smartphones, tablets, computers, gaming consoles, TV, and music, have become integral aspects of everyday life for many individuals, profoundly influencing their perspectives, social connections, and behaviours.

                      According to Haleem et al (2022), digital media platforms offer numerous advantages, such as enhanced education, improved communication skills, problem-solving abilities, and teamwork. However, Brooks (2015) presents a counterargument, suggesting that these benefits may potentially give rise to negative consequences, ultimately leading to an adverse impact of digital media on behaviour. This supporting paper aims to delve into the negative perspective, examining the potential impact of digital media technologies on the behavioural development of children and young people.

The Impact of TV Reality Shows and Body Image

Reality TV shows, such as Love Island, have gained popularity among young audiences, but they also raise concerns about their impact on body image and self-esteem (Porter, and Standing, 2020). Love Island, like other reality TV programmes, often presents a narrow and unrealistic depiction of beauty standards, leading to body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem among young viewers (Sanborn, 2022). Additionally, the portrayal of social hierarchies and aggressive behaviour within relationships on Love Island can normalise such conduct and promote it among young viewers, influencing their behaviour (Spangler and Niederdeppe, 2019). Thus, the following case study below highlights the impact of influencers on young people. 






The Case study of Zara McDermott's Documentary

Zara McDermott, a 21-year-old reality star renowned for her stint on Love Island, initially garnered admiration for her kindness and style. However, post-show, she faced harsh criticism regarding her weight, prompting her to document a dramatic weight loss journey online, shedding from a size 10 to 6 within a year. This transformation, fuelled by hurtful comments labelling her as a "FAT WHALE" and "UNIT", raised concerns about potential triggers for individuals battling eating disorders, especially considering Zara's previous role as a body positivity advocate.

                            In response to these realisations, Zara embarked on a poignant project, producing a documentary titled "Zara McDermott: Disordered Eating." Filmed at Schoen Clinic Newbridge in Birmingham, the documentary featured interviews with young individuals struggling with eating disorders, shedding light on the harmful effects of influencer culture on mental health. Through this documentary, Zara aimed to highlight the responsibility influencers bear for their online content and advocate for greater sensitivity regarding body image issues in the digital sphere. During one poignant moment in the documentary, a patient expressed concern about the harmful effects of Zara's posts on young women struggling with eating disorders. This revelation deeply affected Zara by the realisation that her acts, although she was originally seen as a positive influence, unintentionally played a part in causing body dysmorphia in some young individuals. Initially driven by malicious trolling that labelled her as "FAT WHALE” and “UNIT”, Zara believed she was taking the correct course of action by embarking on a weight loss journey. However, this choice resulted in unforeseen repercussions. Zara had a moment of realisation when she acknowledged that she was making body image issues worse for her audience. This made her understand the difficulties of managing public opinion and the power of social media in affecting how people feel about themselves and their bodies.

                       Gupta, Jassi, and Krebs (2023) propose that there is a direct correlation between regular usage of image-based social media platforms and the presence of body dysmorphic symptoms, particularly when individuals are driven by appearance-related motivations. However, Erickson (2016) offers a divergent perspective, questioning the concept of a direct correlation between social media consumption and detrimental effects on body image perception. In addition, Erickson proposes that self-oriented perfectionism may intensify the association between the usage of image-based social media and the occurrence of body dysmorphia symptoms. The presence of different opinions highlights the complex nature of comprehending the impact of social media on concerns related to body image. They emphasise the necessity of conducting additional research to resolve these discrepancies and gain a more thorough comprehension of the impact of social media on body image perception and mental well-being.

The Impact of Social Media on Childhood Development

Social media has become a vital part of childhood, with a considerable majority of young people using various platforms by the age of 15, according to Ofcom studies in 2021 (Corliss, 2023). Any website that permits social interaction is classified as a social media site, including social networking sites like Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, TikTok, YouTube, gaming sites and virtual worlds. Such sites provide a channel for amusement and communication to today's society (O'Keeffe, and Clarke-Pearson, 2011). Excessive social media use can interfere with crucial parts of daily living, such as sleep patterns, resulting in fatigue, poor concentration, and impaired cognitive function, all of which can have an impact on learning and academic achievement (Shanmugasundaram, and Tamilarasu, 2023). Furthermore, extreme excess to social media can have a negative impact on mental health, such as feelings of sadness, anxiety, and low self-esteem, potentially leading to withdrawal from social connections and decreased engagement in physical activities (Lakhan, Sharma, and Sharma, 2023). 

                             Social media has criticised from preventing face-to-face encounters that may contribute to feelings of isolation and loneliness, which can shape behaviour by impacting social dynamics and interpersonal connections (Kochel, Bagwell, and Rosen, 2023). Thus, understanding the nature of social media sites is crucial for parents, as not all platforms are safe for children and young people, with potential issues including cyberbullying, Facebook depression, sexting, and exposure to inappropriate content. Therefore, the extensive usage among young individuals has raised concerns about the possible negative effects on behaviour and well-being, prompting parents and guardians to regulate access and implement parental controls to monitor children and young people’s content and usage (O'Keeffe and Clarke-Pearson, 2011).

The Impact of Cyberbullying
In the digital age, bullying has taken on new dimensions beyond the traditional forms of physical aggression. As noted by Rose, Imler, and Cowley (2023), while traditional bullying was characterised by physical acts, the emergence of cyberbullying has expanded the scope of harm to online environments. Cyberbullying refers to the use of electronic communication to harass, intimidate, or harm others. It can take various forms, including sending threatening messages, spreading rumours, sharing embarrassing photos or videos, or excluding someone from online groups or activities (Scheithauer, et al 2021). Furthermore, cyberbullying can occur through social media, text messages, emails, online gaming platforms, or any other digital communication channels. Researchers Scheithauer, et al (2021) suggests that Cyberbullying can have a substantial impact on behaviour development by causing anxiety, depression, and stress in victims. 
                          In light of this chronic exposure to unfavourable online interactions may cause withdrawal from social activities, low self-esteem, and withdrawal from technology (Damean, 2023). Furthermore, victims of cyberbullying may change their behaviour, such as becoming more aggressive or resentful, as a coping strategy (Wang, Li, and Xia, 2023).
 This can also have interfered with academic achievement, disturb sleep patterns, and decrease cognitive functioning, worsening behavioural abnormalities (Damean, 2023). Serious incidents of cyberbullying can lead to self-harm as well as suicide, emphasising the severe implications of unrestrained internet harassment. Prolonged harassment and mental distress produced by cyberbullying can change the course of an individual's behavioural development, with long-term effects. 
                         For example, cyberbullying happened to Adriana Kuch, who was 14years old, she was tragically assaulted by another student at her comprehensive school in New Jersey. Adriana was hit with a water bottle from behind, causing her to fall to the ground. Adriana suffered a great deal of shame because of the incident being recorded and broadcast on TikTok. Adriana, distressed by the experience, indicated to her father not to be identified as “the girl that got beat on video”. Tragically, Adriana committed suicide in her bedroom two days after the assault. Adriana could not cope with comments and video going around school. Criminal proceedings against four girls were actioned for the assault.  

                     A study conducted in 2022 revealed concerning figures about the impact of cyberbullying on children and young people. Those who were cyberbullied were shown to be nearly four times more likely to report suicidal thoughts and attempts than those who did not endure such harassment (Maurya, Muhammad, Dhillon, and Maurya, 2022).

The impact of Online Gaming

Technological advancements such as greater speed, speech, highly realistic, and colour-rich graphics have radically altered the video gaming world since arcade classics like Donkey Kong, Mario, and Pac Man became famous. Today's gamer is more likely to be immersed in a virtual multiplayer world with complex visual and aural qualities delivered via a steady stream of activity and engagement (Lérida-Ayala, 2022). An environment in which the player can evolve their character while also socialising and gathering with gamers from all around the world (Lérida-Ayala, 2022).

                                  Online gaming has changed the way people entertain themselves, socialise, and grow psychologically and additional risks include addiction, behavioural changes, and exposure to improper content. Online gaming addiction disrupted sleep patterns, and lack of physical activities can all harm children's health and development (Paul, Akbari, Mondal, and Das, 2024)
Furthermore, the availability of unsuitable content, such as adult-rated games, creates further problems such as exposure to mature topics and language in video games that may reinforce inappropriate behaviour in educational settings (Sublette, and Mullan, 2012). Recognising the serious nature of gaming disorder, the World Health Organisation (WHO) emphasises its characteristics, such as a lack of control over gaming and a preference for gaming over other activities. In relation to this, Bandura's (1997) social cognitive theory emphasises the potential impact of violent video games on children and young people, claiming that exposure may result in observational learning and endorsement of aggressive behaviour (Bandura, 1977).

                               In response to these concerns, the implementation of the Online Safety Act came into law in 2023 which represents a significant step towards protecting young people's digital well-being. This act seeks to provide a strong framework to manage issues such as cyberbullying, harassment, and harmful content online, with the primary goal of creating a safe digital environment for future generations (Dittel, 2022). Its provisions include measures to protect young people from cyberbullying, harassment, and hate speech, regulate content across online platforms, strengthen user privacy protections, combat the spread of disinformation and fake news, strengthen cybersecurity measures, and enact regulations to limit monopolistic practices by large tech corporations (Williams, Caplan, and Xiong, 2007).

Recommendations 

To address the challenges posed by digital media and promote the well-being of children and young people, a multifaceted approach is necessary within these recommendations for reducing the detrimental effects of digital media on children and young people:

Education and Time Management: Implement education initiatives aimed at teaching children and young people effective strategies for managing screen time. Establish a whole school approach with designated cut-off times for screen use.

Parental Guidance and Supervision: Encourage parents and guardians to set clear boundaries regarding screen time and online activities. Promote active monitoring of children's online interactions and chats to ensure their safety.

Support for Mental Health: Increase accessibility to mental health resources and support services for young individuals who may be struggling with issues such as cyberbullying, social media addiction, or body image concerns.

Regulation and Oversight: Advocate for stronger regulations and oversight of digital media platforms to safeguard young users from exposure to harmful content, cyberbullying, and privacy violations. Support initiatives like the Online Safety Bill, which aim to hold technology companies accountable for creating and maintaining safe online environments for children and young people.


Conclusion
To summarise, the widespread influence of digital technologies on the behavioural development of children and adolescents cannot be disregarded. This population faces substantial hazards from digital technology, including the presentation of unattainable body image standards in reality TV shows, the damaging impacts of cyberbullying, and the addictive nature of online gaming (Bhat, 2024). The tragic example of Adriana Kuch and the devastation caused by cyberbullying illustrate the critical need for preventive steps to protect young people from online abuse. Furthermore, the legislation like the Online Safety Act is an important step towards resolving these issues and building a safer digital world for future generations. To reduce the harmful effects of digital technology, complete methods must be undertaken, including education programmes, parental monitoring, mental health support, and strict control of digital platforms (Kashif, et al, 2024). Only by working together can it effectively address the negative impacts of digital technologies on the behavioural development of children and young people, creating a better connection with technology in today's digital age (Gudmundsdottir, et al 2024).
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