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The detrimental influence of media in relation to children and young people

Introduction
Digital technology can have significant impact on the physical, cognitive, and social development of children and young people.  Children and young people spend copious amounts screentime immersed in digital technology (Karani, Sher, and Mophosho, 2022); for instance, television can provide an opportunity for children and young people to experience educational programmes, develop language skills, and increase knowledge and understanding of different cultures and subjects (Kuhhurt, 2020).  Jain et al (2021) all agree social media provides a platform to increase connections, support existing relationships, however, age-inappropriate content can damage child development and modify behaviour, beliefs, and opinions (Weir, 2023); for example, computer games deliver instant entertainment, information, and escapism, but can also be educational and develop vital digital skills.  
National governments have recognised the importance that digital skills and media literacy has on children and young people and have updated education curriculums to make sure children and young people possess the appropriate skills and understanding when they experience and create digital content.  Wales created the Digital Competence Framework (2018) to support digital skills, knowledge, and attitudes of pupils, in order to become educated and capable to experience and create media content in society.  The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the significance of digital technology in children and young people’s education, and the importance of how digital skills and knowledge enable learners to receive the best possible experience in their learning journey.

Excessive Screentime and Child Development
Children and young people spend vast amounts of daily screentime, either during school, at home, or elsewhere.  Social media, computer games, and television provide immediate entertainment and social connections on a global scale.  According to the Online Nation 2023 Report (Ofcom, 2023), children in the UK spend nearly four hours a day on smartphones, tablets, and computers.  The Kaiser Family Foundation (2018) report that children in the United States spent a colossal seven and a half hours daily in front of a screen even before COVID-19, which is significantly higher than the World Health Organizations’ recommended screentime (Ponti, 2023).  Excessive screentime is impacting physical and mental wellbeing and reduces the amount of physical activity children and young people undertake.  Stiglic and Viner (2019) identify increased screentime and sedentary behaviour is linked to unhealthy diet, depressive symptoms, and greater risk of obesity.  Kenney and Gortmaker (2017) agree that too-much use of digital devices and poor dietary habits involved, also increase the risk factors of obesity.  This suggests that too much screentime is harmful to health outcomes in children and young people.  Late night screentime can impact school learning and reduce educational outcomes for children and young people.  Nagata et al (2023) realise that too much bedtime screen use can impact healthy sleep patterns, and a lack of sleep is associated with poor brain cognitive development, weight gain, and social and emotional difficulties.  Evidence indicates that increased screentime is impacting sleep behaviours in children and young people, and this is having adverse developmental and educational outcomes.

Harmful Influences of Social Media in Child Development
Children and young people are surrounded by social media, these platforms offer countless opportunity to communicate with friends and family, and enhance skills, knowledge and understanding of different culture and societies.  Social media offers the chance for children and young people to experience any category of content accessible, with no restriction, and regardless of age or appropriation.  According to the Office for Communications (Ofcom) (2021) 95% of children use social media by the age of fifteen, and twelve year olds are already using Instagram, Snapchat, and Facebook accounts, to strengthen communication and improve relationships.  Revealing that children are viewing age-inappropriate and harmful content before the restricted age set, this also correlates to 14 years old, when on average children start to report mental issues (Garcia-Carrion, Villarejo-Carbillido, and Villardon-Gallego, 2019). 
Social influencers use social media platforms to sell their distinct persona and sponsorship of goods, whether it be opinion, fashion, expertise, or travel preferences.  Children and young people learn through experience and respected role models according to Banduras’ Social Learning Theory (Rumjuan, 2020).  Veirman et al (2019) recognise how children and young people worship and admire social influencers, and are willing to change their activities, opinions, and philosophies to replicate the behaviours they experience.  Evans (2020) distinguishes the importance of how child influencers can encourage other same age children to desire similar family experiences and goods, and realises the harm this may cause, but also identifies the control, popular social influencers possess on the behaviours of their viewers.  Children and young people are addicted by the notion of notoriety and crave fame and recognition, proposing they will duplicate the behaviours of their idols.  
Social media platforms provide opportunity for cyberbullying, susceptible children and young people are exposed to harmful comments and images that are detrimental to their wellbeing.  Cyberbullying can be defined as an aggressive and intentional act conducted by an individual or group using electronic devices, which is repeated over time against a vulnerable victim (Whittaker, 2015).  Guimetti and Kowalski (2022) discover the positive aspect social media has to reduce the gap between friends and family, reinforce existing relationships and facilitate new friendships, but also understand social media can facilitate cyberbullying and negative wellbeing outcomes for victims and perpetrators.  Zhu et al., (2021) and Smith et al., (2008) are all of the opinion that a high number of students using social media will experience cyberbullying, they further explain, that victims of cyberbullying were unlikely to communicate the harmful experience, in order to challenge cyberbullying, schools must develop appropriate policies and practices.  

Online Policy and Guidelines
To challenge the harmful impact social media has on children and young people, after the tragic passing of 14 year old Molly Russell in 2017 (Perakslis, 2023), coroner Andrew Walker declared ‘social media’ as the cause of her death.  Later investigations discover Molly had viewed abundant amounts of suicidal and harmful content; the United Kingdom (UK) government established new online legislation.  The Online Harms White Paper (Theil, 2019), which evolved into the Online Safety Bill (MacCarthy, 2022) after several modifications.  The online safety bill was given royal assent on the 26th of October 2023 and is  now the Online Safety Act (Coe, 2024).  The bill was created to protect children and adults online, its aim to make social media companies more responsible for their platform users and require them to remove harmful content immediately, such as revenge porn (Burton, 2022).  Welsh (2023) supports the new legislation that criminally prohibits revenge porn being shared without consent, but does not like the fact the law makes individuals responsible to protect themselves from harmful content and how this may be detrimental to women.  
Ofcom is the regulator in charge of policing the online safety act and possess the authority to fine social media companies and executives, they also have a legal obligation to promote media literacy to children and young people.  According to Hoechsmann and Poyntz (2012) media literacy is a collection of skills that enable us to understand media content and locations, create appropriate media, and critically evaluate the social and political influence of everyday media in society.  Coe (2022) understand the importance of  the online safety bill is to eradicate the harmful impact of hate speech exhibited on media platforms, but is concerned that the basic human right of free speech will now be censored.  This evidence would suggest that the Online Safety Act could damage basic human rights, and places accountability, more on the individuals that use social media platforms, rather than make social media companies accountable for harmful content their platform member’s encounter.  To support the children and young people of Wales, the Digital Competency Framework (Falloon, 2020) was formed to provide guidance to education settings and how they should demonstrate the importance of media literacy is to online behaviours of their pupils.  Welsh Government have also created the Minimum Digital Standard of Living (MDSL) (2022) to support every individual in Wales and provide accessible internet, adequate equipment, skills, knowledge, and guidance.  The MDSL framework aims to support online communication and provide safe opportunities for individuals to experience with confidence.  The MDSL framework could provide essential digital knowledge and skills but could also challenge poverty and positively influence the socio-economic factors experienced by every inhabitant of Wales.

Computer games and behaviours
According to Uswitch (Baker, 2023) more than two thirds of children aged 7-18 own a games console, underpinning the significant influence computer games have on children and young people’s habits.  School organisations encourage regular use of digital devices in the school curriculum to develop the digital skills of pupils, and computer games play a fundamental role on how children and young people are learning.  Mayer (2018) identifies the educational benefit of computer games indicating the positives outcomes in science, mathematics and when learning foreign languages.  McClarty et al (2012) are of the opinion overall research establishes how computer games benefits educational outcomes, however, they say it is unclear how accurate the evidence is, as research has investigated inadequate amounts of computer games.  A study by Hanus and Fox (2015) revealed the negative influence that competitive computer gamification systems can have on children and young people’s education, and that game prizes, symbols, and scoreboards can impact adversely on pupil wellbeing. 
Violent shooter games such as ‘Call of Duty’ and ‘Fortnite’ are popular pastimes for computer gamers, the aim of these games is to kill all other game players to win the prize.  This would associate with Pavlov’s theory of Classical Conditioning (Rehman, 2023), in which people learn through accustomed responses, when paired with a specific stimuli or reward.  Kol and Topgul (2022) distinguish that since COVID-19, children are addicted to computer games with cyber violence, and they are a principal factor on why children and young people are experiencing internet addiction.  Numerous published empirical research demonstrates gaming addiction is not unfamiliar; Kuss and Griffiths (2012) understand excessive online gaming may lead to amplified ego, temperament adjustment, lower tolerance levels, and prolific desires to play computer games.  
In 2018 the World Health Organization included ‘gaming disorder’ to the eleventh revision of International Classification of Diseases, recognising the substantial impact the addiction has on people’s health and wellbeing (2020).  Gaming disorder can only be diagnosed if the person has suffered the symptoms for at least twelve months, unless symptoms are especially severe, and can be defined as a form of continuous or repeated gaming behaviour, leading to diminished control and precedence over personal hobbies and daily events that are detrimental to personal, family, social, educational, and employment (Darvesh, 2020).  According to (Kim et al., 2022) 6.7% of children and young people, the highest percentage among all age groups, suffer from gaming disorder, exposing the severity of the disease.  This evidence indicates the beneficial influence of computers games have children and young people’s development but reveals the large number of detrimental factors.

Conclusion
In general, it is evident that digital devices control the global population.  Children and young people are surrounding by digital technology, both in education and in their free time.  The access to the internet is at the touch of a button, computers, tablets, mobile phones, and even television provide access to any piece of information imaginable.  Digital media provides instant gratification to users; games, films, videos, music, and sport can be perused at any time.  Social media provides new connections and can strengthen existing friendships.  Evidence however indicates that digital devices and media content are influencing and impacting the development of children and young people negatively, the harmful and age-inappropriate materials experienced are damaging positive health and wellbeing outcomes.  
Excessive screentime impacts sleep patterns, modifies cognitive function for learning, increases annoyance, aggression, tolerance, and sadness.  Cyberbullying enables perpetrators twenty-four-hour access to torment victims without any consequence, as the victim is reluctant to acknowledge the act, and will not seek resolution.  Social influencers can impact how children and young people decide what is right and wrong, and influence their fashion choices, buying habits, and dietary requirements.  Evidence demonstrates how computer games consume children and young people’s habits, and the stimulus they establish in the psyche of susceptible players.  Violent computer games are promoting aggression and destructive thinking in vulnerable children and young people, and these negative behaviours can have a detrimental effect on educational outcomes.  Children and young people must be educated how to use digital media correctly and shown how inappropriate use affects themselves and other’s digital identity.           
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