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Critically consider the extent to which social media impacts upon the health and well-being of children and young people in the United Kingdom.
Within this essay, the research aims to tackle three key effects that social media could have on children and young people. These key effects are: the use of technology and certain social media apps within education and how these can be implemented into statutory curricula lessons, the possible effects of social media on children and young people’s social development and finally the negative effect social media use may have on children and young people’s mental health – predominantly their self-esteem. I am writing this essay as a young woman in Wales who has grown up in a technological era where the use of devices and social media apps are second nature to my generation. As social media is a continuously present feature of children and young people’s lives, allowing them to communicate with friends, peers and family. However, there are many statistics and studies that defines a correlation between screen time, including social media use and mental ill-health (ONS, 2015). With 56% of children spending up to three hours on social media and 8% of children spending more than three hours on social media a day, there is a risk for these children to become addicted, to have low self-esteem and to feel bouts of depression (Pantic, 2014). The researcher will discuss the potential causes and impacts these key effects may have on the well-being of children and young people by identifying trends in research and statistics that could lead to a conclusion. Additionally, the research will draw on personal experiences both as a daily user of social media and as a teacher that has worked with an array of children and young people from different socio-economic backgrounds to draw an informed conclusion into the impacts of social media on the younger generation. To conclude, recommendations will be made for parents/guardians and other individuals that may work alongside children and young people to reduce the use of social media to potentially increase mental well-being in societies younger generation. 
Globally social media has become an influential part of modern life with most of us not being able to live without it (Phoon, 2017). Children and young people are seen as ‘digital natives’ by elders in communities which in time has altered and adapted the world youngsters are growing up in (Astrup, 2018).  Subsequently, the percentage of children spending more than three hours on social media a day has increased by 4.2% between 2011-12 and 2015-26 with 27% of 10-15 year olds showing increasing symptoms of mental ill-health (ONS, 2018). It is significant that children as young as 10 years old are experiencing mental ill health when they should be enjoying their childhood with friends and family. 
In essence, social media can influence how our children perceive themselves, others and the world they are growing up in, altering their views on society (Doward, 2017). There are undoubtably many benefits to social media as it broadens social connection and communication, allowing people to stay connected to their friends, family (Asfaha, 2018) and the ever changing worlding around them (McBride, 2011). Social media is also beneficial for education as it allows people to learn together by sharing resources and ideas within the learning environment and beyond (Mourlam, 2013).   
Conversely social media and the internet has become so prevalent and is now a powerful source in young peoples lives with children now spending more time online than they are with each other (Common Sense, 2003). With 70% of teenagers having and online account, subsequently some young people are developing emotionally and socially whilst being online, making them vulnerable to offline behaviour such as bullying and group formations (McBride, 2011).
Resulting from the neoliberal policy agenda in the 1980s, society has become increasingly divided with a ‘look after yourself first’ attitude (Thatcher, 1987), thus impacting on children and young people. Inequalities in communities and societies such as elitism, greed, exclusion, and prejudice (Dorling, 2015) has resulted in an increase of mental health issues for the younger generations (Mental Health Foundation, 2016) Additionally, social determinants in austerity policies after the 2008 recession such as money, power and resources effect the quality of people’s lives and therefore their health and wellbeing (WHO, 2019). These inequalities and auterity within society and community does not exist in countries like Finland, in fact quite the opposite. Finland is known and prides itself on their societal equality, resulting in being known as the second happiest place to live (The Independent, 2012). In Finland there is no hierarchical society, everybody is equal within society regardless of wealth and status (The Guardian, 2018) which reinforces the difference between their equal society and our inequal society in the UK.
Childhood should be one of the happiest, most carefree times in life filled with joy and pleasure (Karnick, 2018). In contrast, it has been identified that childhood is a time of higher mental destress (Larkin, 2013) with a higher volume of children feeling high levels of sadness and depression (Karnick, 2018). It is known that children are a product of both their upbringing and environment and often are heavily influenced by parents, peers and society which determines their development and well-being (Kafle & Thakali, 2013). 
Unfortunately, some children and young people lack love, attention and guidance throughout their upbringing which makes it increasingly difficult for them to navigate the world (Karnick, 2018).  This can increase their risks of developing complex emotional disorders (Parentline Plus, 2010). Additionally to emotional and social support, it is argued that the next generation are materially disadvantaged in comparison to previous generations as a result of the Great Recession (Thompson & Katikireddi, 2018). Drawing on personal experiences, although the above research was released a year ago in 2018, I would argue that children and young people have more material things, especially digital technology such as mobile phones, iPads and gaming consoles. This became apparent during the time spent teaching at different schools as pupils would know how to use iPads and computers flawlessly. Additionally, when discussing their hobbies and interests a lot of their interests were based on video game characters and hobbies included playing video games on consoles and on tablets in their spare time.  
It is argued that childhood is a time to provide children with rich experiences for them to be able to be purposeful throughout their adult life (Bronk, 2012). During his experiments, Bronk (2010) discovered that adults often chose a career path that links to a memorable experience they had during childhood, underpinning the importance of positive childhood experiences for their future development. The purpose of childhood could potentially be based solely on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1954) as the movement up the phylogenetic scale begins with childhood and ends in adulthood (Leister, 2013). 
During childhood and adolescence, individuals basic and psychological needs should be met if children and young people are to be able to continue up the scale (Maslow, 1954). Bronfenbrenners ecological system theory (1979) has a similar effect on a child’s development as Maslow’s theory as each layer will have a different effect on a child’s life. First-hand experiences in schools has shown the impact the microsystem has on a child’s development and views on their macrosystem. If children possessed a positive immediate environment at home where their basic physiological needs were met, that positivity weaved through each layer, leading to the children having a more positive outlook on their environment around them. Differently, those who perhaps come from a background of deprivation, lead to a lower school attainment and less motivation to achieve their full potential (Shuttleworth, 1995).       
Socio-economic status can have a huge impact on both physical and mental health. Poverty, unemployment, debt and low income are a handful of social detriments to mental health. Although these may not have a direct effect on mental health, these factors mixed with socioeconomic status will inadvertently affect mental health (WHO, 2014). Research argues that economic hardship leads to parental distress, disturbing family relations and home environment, resulting in emotional and behavioural problems for many children living in that environment (Conger R.D., Conger K.J, 2008). 
Researchers have found it difficult over the years to give one definitive definition to health and well-being as it is often asked if it should be seen as an individual thing (Herzlich, 1973). Many suggest that this is due to the differentiation in views toward this topic. Some may look at it in a negative way where they see health as an absence of illness, not analysing their health until something effects it. Differently, many view their health and well-being more positively where they recognise their own feelings and bodily functions (Dodge et al., 2012). Given the different elements to health and well-being in the form of physical, mental, emotional and subjective well-being, it would be premature to view health and well-being as one dimensional.
Although health and well-being are connected, each can be separated into individual components with many arguing that well-being is affected by different emotions resulting in a psychological outcome which is either positive or negative (Adler & Hershfield 2012). Shah & Marks (2004) reinforces this concept, outlining that well-being implies the ability to be more than happy, it’s also important to be satisfied and fulfilled in your development as a person. 
Health and well-being in children and young people is vitally important to their social, physical, psychological and intellectual development (Howard, Burton & Barrell, 2017). HM Government (2011) outlines the fundamental importance of good mental health and resilience when it comes to our relationships, education, training, work and achieving our full potential as individuals. New Economics Foundation (2011) developed 5 ways to well-being which was created based on evidential information collected with the aim to improve mental health and well-being as well as to provide the appropriate and necessary services to those who need support. It is said that all people should adopt these five factors to enable them to promote their own health and well-being. A key factor of the five ways to well-being is the importance of communicating and interacting with others, whether that be with family, friends or peers.  According to Lamu and Olsens (2015) findings, social relationships had the strongest effect on subjective well-being therefore it is known that staying connected and forming these relationships is an efficacious way to improve health and well-being. Social media gives individuals the ability to stay connected and communicate with friends from school, family who may live far away as well as responding to celebrities and contribute to discussions with people from all over the world (Willis, 2017). 
There are many ideologies and goals set to better Wales as a nation with policies in place to start the chain reaction for this improvement. Policies such as The Wellbeing of future Generations Act 2015 aims for the future generations to be prosperous, healthy, resilient, to be a part of cohesive communities and to be equal (Welsh Government, 2016). However, these are just a few goals set to improve overall well-being in Wales, it is questioned how realistic these goals to accomplish are with the constant changes in our society. Although these policies are well established and include a vast majority of public bodies, it is argued whether the future generations voice is lost. Are these policies being written by people who have grown up in a completely different society where factors such as social media wasn’t as impactful on the health and well-being of young people in Wales and therefore don’t understand what it is like to grow up in a society like today? Comparable to any Act that is introduced to the public, it will be hard to define whether the suggestions have been successful in the short term, however a review is due to be written by the commissioner in 2020 which will outline successes alongside any recommendations she may make (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2019).   
As the rates of mental ill health is increasing with 1 in 10 children between the ages 5-16 having a diagnosable mental health disorder (WiredGov, 2017) it is questioned whether enough is being done by the named public bodies within ‘The Wellbeing of future Generations Act 2015’ to ensure measures are taken to decrease these numbers. Additionally, up to 70% of teenagers have an online account (McBride, 2011) which could result in a decrease of health and well-being. As children spend a third of a year in school (Burgess, 2013), schools have a responsibility to ensure their pupils are properly educated on e-safety. Social media has become a way of life for children beginning at a very age, knowing how to use different types of technical devices and apps including social media sites flawlessly is second nature. Amidst the new digital age and the change in our national curriculum, Donaldson (2015) recommends that every learner in Wales is digitally competent (Donaldson, 2015). To enable learners to become digitally competent, schools need to be able to create experiences where they can learn through technology and social media as well as being able to navigate their way through it safely. 
Given that ideologies can unmask power within theoretical and social discourse, it is evident that those who write our curriculum may not be best equipped to do so as the desire audience is not being targeted (Government Digital Service, 2016). In addition, the content of the curriculum may not match the pedagogical approaches to learning, leading to an ineffective education for learners (Husbands and Pearce, 2012). The ability for a teacher to use their knowledge, prior knowledge of the students and to integrate that within a lesson, using one or a mixture of pedagogical methods according to the needs of their learners is that of an expert teacher (Hattie, 2003). Unfortunately, the constraints, inflexibility and narrowing of the curriculum doesn’t allow teachers to deliver lessons to an exceptional standard (Welsh Government, No date). Within the new national curriculum, there is an increased emphasis on the importance of Welsh learners being digitally competent given the demands of advances in technology (Donaldson, 2015). The importance of developing digital competence skills is recognised within education and society as it is important for lifelong learning education and in future careers (Ala-Mutka, Punie and Redecker, 2008). In addition to teachers using an array of pedagogical techniques enabling learners to develop digital competence skills, the education system has a responsibility to ensure that leaners are taught how to stay safe online and when to be vigilant of any warning signs (National Education Union, 2019). It is a government guidance that e-safety and online safeguarding be taught during Personal, Social, and Health Education (PSHE) lessons within schools (NSPCC, 2019). Although children and young people can be vulnerable online (UK Council for Child Internet Safety, 2012), e-safety lessons is important for both learners and teachers as it gives all involved the opportunity to recognise warning signs of social media misuse (National Education Union,  2019). One of Donaldson’s four purposes is to ensure healthy and confident individuals who know how to find information to keep themselves safe and well (Donaldson, 2015). Keeping themselves safe not only implies to being safe in their daily lives but also being safe online, using digital technologies safely.  
E-safety should be taught to all learners form age 5-18 (Barnard-Wills, 2012) in order for them to be aware of the risks that they may face online, prevention steps and what to do if ever they find themselves in a dangerous or worrying situation online. E-safety should be implemented throughout the curriculum (Ofsted, 2019), knowing when to teach children on topics such as importance of passwords and keeping personal information safe, miss use of mobile phones and the vitality of knowing who you’re talking to before using web-cams or meeting someone face-to-face (School Spider, 2019). 
Although Donaldson and Ofsted emphasise the importance of having e-safety lessons embedded throughout the curriculum, 96% of children 8-11 years old said they are less likely to receive information about the danger and risk they may come into contact with online now than they were in 2015 (Ofcom, 2016). However, 11% of those 8-11 year olds and 13% of 12-15 year olds (Ofcom, 2016) disclosed that they had personally been victims of online bullying, exposing them to potential emotional and psychological harm (Hinduja and Patchin, 2014). Based on the statistics above, it could be argued that there is not enough emphasis on e-safety within lessons in the Primary sector compared to the Secondary sector which seems to have been recognised by Ofsted (2015) including ‘safeguarding in the early years sector’ as part of their inspection regime (UK Council for Child Internet Safety, 2015, p. 2). 
Cyberbullying is just one of the misuses online with growing concerns of the impact cyberbullying may have on children and young people (The Children’s Society, 2018). According to parents and young people, not much is being done by social media companies when a cyberbullying report is made to them (Goodman, 2015). Although social media websites have raised their age restriction to 13 worldwide based on the Children’s Online Privacy Protection 1998 Act, there are close to 50% of children having an online profile by the age of 11 (Ofcom, 2017), exposing them to online harm as social media websites have difficulty obtaining parental consent (The Children’s Society, 2017). 
It has been researched that bullying has a negative impact on an individual’s subjective well-being and it is argued that bullying online can be just as bad, if not worse than offline (The Children’s Society, 2015). Furthermore, there is a correlation between bullying and cyberbullying and mental ill-health such as depression and an increase in mental health problems (Arseneault, Bowes and Shakoor, 2010). Although there is a relationship between cyberbullying and mental ill-health, there are specific groups of young people that may be more vulnerable to cyberbullying than others such as young people with existing mental health issues, children with special educational needs, the LGBTQ+ community, ethnic minority groups and girls (Education Policy Institute, 2018). With this in mind, it is important for teachers to be aware of the warning signs of cyberbullying, for example, rapid decrease or increase in mobile phone use (Stopbullying, 2017), a change in emotion or an emotional response such as being increasingly upset or anxious and appearing anxious about going to school (Hinduja & Patchin, 2018). Additionally, the importance of providing e-safety lessons throughout the curriculum is imperative but more importantly for teachers to go back and make sure their learners are continuing to be safe online (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). 
The researcher believes children already have unnecessary stresses in the forms of pressure, attainment and standardising of tests in school. There is a neoliberal focus for getting children ready for the world of work as oppose to ensuring their happiness and health is a priority whilst going through the education system (Sims, 2017). With these kinds of pressures already depleting what childhood should really be about, social media only adds to these pressures and anxieties that children may already have.
Technology and social media have become part of day to day life for children and young people within our society. Thus, raising questions into what benefits and detriments this may have on children and young people’s mental and social health. It is a given that the use of social media sites has changed the way in which people now communicate and form relationships with others as there is now an ability for everyone to communicate with friends, family and peers (Asfaha, 2018) without even leaving their house. Given these profound societal changes, it is argued whether these changes are withdrawing individuals from society, hindering the younger generations social development (UNICEF, 2017). 
With social pressures and the change in the national curriculum focusing more on technology and being ‘digitally competent’ (Donaldson, 2015), from personal experience I would argue if we as a society are focusing enough attention on ensuring that the younger generation aren’t glued to their phones, tablets or TV and are still enjoying outdoor activities and socialising face-to-face? Even though social media does allow everyone to communicate with each other, many believe that the use of social media is disengaging children and young people from spending quality time with family and friends (Shaw & Grant, 2002). With an extremely high percentage of children aged 8 – 15 spending up to twenty-one hours a week online, interpersonal and communication skills with family and the wider community has rapidly decreased (Pantic, 2014). 
Relationships between peers, friends, family and within the community is important for the well-being of adolescents and it can have a detrimental effect on an adolescents emotional and social development which can lead to mental ill health and decreased well-being (APA, 2002). Although social media allows people to stay connected there is a social construct called cyber-ostracism that has been researched extensively (Bryant, 2018). Cyber-ostracism is where people can feel left out and ignored online which can leave adolescence feeling as though they don’t belong, effecting their self-esteem. This can effect children and young people’s social acceptance by peers and friends which can result in them withdrawing from society even more to avoid those that are making them excluded online (Bryant, 2018).
On the other hand, studies show that moderate use of social media has a positive impact on children and young people’s mental well-being (UNICEF, 2017). Children and young people exactly like their elders establish most of their relationships through face-to-face interaction. Social media gives young people the flexibility to stay connected with their friends and peers when they may not be together (Lenheart, 2015). Granted social media has given us flexibility to communicate without having to leave our houses but it is argued that social media is turning our children and young people into the most antisocial generation of our time (Amedie, 2015). Additionally, it is claimed that social media is diminishing our ability to communicate face to face with each other (Drago, 2015).
Although social media can be an extremely powerful tool for positivity when used correctly (Herrera, 2016), it can also have a negative personal impact on children and young people, where they can become overly critical of themselves (Amedie, 2015). In addition, it is argued that some children and young people have not yet developed a robust defence mechanism, making them increasingly susceptible to negativity on social media (O'Keeffe & Kathleen Clarke-Pearson, 2011). Social media is under constant scrutiny in the media itself, in newspapers with article headlines outlining the correlation between social media and mental ill health in young people. Many researchers have discovered that the constant use of social media can affect a person’s self-esteem with young people constantly retaking pictures in order to get the ‘perfect’ shot to upload to receive the most likes (Bono, 2018). Observations of students has emphasised the importance of likes on a picture on Instagram. It is seen as ‘embarrassing’ if a picture gets less than sixty likes with people aiming to get at least one hundred likes on a post (Bono, 2018, p. NA).

Furthermore, there is evidence that social media can have a positive and negative effect on self-esteem and mental health (Gonzales & Handcock, 2011). Many social media users use the array of apps to stay connected with friends and peers as well as being able to research and discover. Research suggests that social media apps such as Facebook affect ones self-esteem positively as others are able to comment on pictures or written ‘statuses’ positively, increasing levels of self-esteem. Nonetheless, although friends and family may react to a person’s social media positively, posting on different social media apps grants access for others to be critical of any content shared, whether it be critical of someone’s appearance, personality or both. This in turn will have an adverse effect and may result in a decrease in self-esteem (Koutamanis, Patti & Valkenburg, 2015).

The way people perceive us has become instrumental in the way we now view ourselves and arguably has become more important to us than how we ourselves would perceive ourselves as people become preoccupied with pupil evaluation upon themselves (Valkenburg, Peter & Schouten, 2006). Peer acceptance and feedback plays a crucial part in social networking sites that can be extremely impactful for our self-esteem. There is evidence that public perception can affect a person’s self-esteem that in turn can either have a positive effect or an adverse effect on well-being. Considering these public perceptions can hinder the development of an individual’s self-esteem there’s no wonder that children and young people are suffering from mental ill health such as anxiety, depression and low self-esteem (Pantic, 2014). With close to half of children aged 11 having a social media profile, increasing to 86% of adolescence aged 15 having a profile, there is a high proportion of children and young people within our society that are susceptible to an increase in mental ill health due to social media exposure (Ofcome, 2017). 
As social media has become far more popular amongst children and young people, many have begun to realise the negative affects it might have on well-being and life satisfaction in general (Ducharme, 2019). With this increased popularity it has evoked pressures on the younger generation, one of them being the exertion of personal appearance importance (Vries et al., 2014). Moreover, there is evidence that these appearance pressures are far more common in girls than in boys with some girls experiencing remarks about their appearance and attractiveness (Ringrose, 2011). Consequently, girls are more likely to have frequent conversations about their appearance (Lawler & Nixon, 2011), edit their pictures before posting on social media sites (Ringrose, 2011) as well as going to the extremes of undergoing surgery to alter their physical appearance (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997). Fredrickson and Roberts (1997) continue by suggesting that young girls feel they need to augment parts of their bodies is due to the ideologies of women that social media has portrayed to society. In spite social media portraying ideologies, many have argued that social media independently is not the soul reason for girls having lower levels of well-being compared to boys (Ducharme, 2019).  
Contrastingly, many believe that social media alone isn’t what causes mental ill health and ill-being but a culmination of things (Stevens, 2019). Factors such as cyberbullying, lack of sleep and exercise alongside social media can lead to low levels of well-being which Ducharme (2019) reinforces. 
In conclusion, as there are increasing numbers of children and young people using social media and technological devices on a daily basis whether it be to socialise, communicate with friends and family or to research and discover, there needs to be boundaries as to when we allow our next generation to use these devices. Although The Wellbeing of future Generations Act 2015 have set aims and objectives to better Wales overall for our future generations, including being healthier, more resilient and prosperous (Welsh Government, 2016), there are other methods schools, local authorities and parents can undertake to ensure youngsters are not being wholly consumed in the world of social media. 
With the correlation between social media use and mental ill health, arguably it is imperative that parents are aware of the dangers that their children may face on social media and how to approach a situation where their child’s health and well-being may have deteriorated due to social media use. With social media only becoming popular after the year 2000 (Allen, 2017) it may be difficult for parents to fully understand what can be accessed on social media by their children and the effects this may have as they did not grow up in an era where social media was prominent (McCormack, 2017). However, parents need to be aware of the detriments their children may come into contact to whilst engaging with social media regularly. With children spending an increasing amount of time online, it is argued that parents should implement a strategy at home to reduce the time their children spend online as well as keeping a close eye on what apps they are using regularly (Homayoun, 2018). 
Additionally, the same author as above suggests that schools should devise a whole school approach where the amount of time spent using technology during school time is minimised (Homayoun, 2018). If learners use less technology during school times, this may decrease the times they spend online in general which could diminish the rates of cyber-bullying amongst youngsters as well as increasing their social communication within society. On the other hand, new national curriculum pressures make it difficult for teachers to carry out such recommendations such as decreasing time spent using technology. There is an expectation of teachers to use technology where possible to enhance learner’s technological development to prepare them for future jobs as outlined above. 
To summarise there is definitive advantages and disadvantages to the ever-growing world of social media and their effects on children and young people’s health and well-being. There are many factors that contribute to why the younger generation craves the use of social media. These include, social pressures from peers and friends, the increasing use of devices during school time as well as the feeling of validation people can get from having social media profiles. 
Throughout this essay, topics such as the influence education and the national curriculum has on how children and young people may use social media for example for research purposes or in some cases to cyberbully peers. The effect social media has had on society, with our generation being labelled the most antisocial (Amedie, 2015). Finally, the effect social media can have on children and young people’s self-esteem as peers, friends and family are able to view and comment on a proportion of their lives that they have chosen to share, both positively and negatively. Findings throughout the essay have shown that social media does have its benefits especially where communication aspects are concerned. It allows youngsters to communicate with their friends and family when they are apart. Additionally, it is beneficial within educational sectors as it conforms with the new national curriculum which is set to take full force in 2020 (Donaldson, 2015) as well as allows children to research and document using online and through the use of apps. Contrastingly, there are obvious disadvantages of social media on the health and well-being of children and young people. For example, it is argued that there is too much emphasis on digital competence in schools and not enough in other subject areas. It has also decreased how much time children spend outdoors, decreasing their time spent within society which can have a negative effect on their development (UNICEF, 2017). 
As society is forever changing and social media plays a big part within that, people need to realise that social media has now just part of day to day life and doesn’t seem to be going anywhere. With this in mind, as well as knowing the increasing rates of mental ill health in children and young people, strategies need to be put in place, especially where young children are concerned that monitors the time spent on social media. Parents, schools, governors and Government policy makers all need to work together to ensure children and young people aren’t coming into harms way due to social media use and preventative steps that need to be put into place to support all youngsters.
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