"Emergent Technologies Are More Detrimental Than Beneficial to the Skillset, Mindset, and Social Interactions of Children and Young People."




Children, Young People and Emerging Technologies (BMHP6023)
Janet Howells-Johnson 






Bozena Mlynarczyk 2217365


Introduction

Good morning, my name is Bozena Mlynarczyk, and I will be speaking for the motion.
I will argue that, overall, these technologies do more harm than good, particularly for children and young people.

Round 1: Opening Statement

First, an excessive dependence on technology might hinder the development of cognitive skills, including memory, focus, and critical thinking. Young people are less likely to retain information or engage in in-depth, autonomous learning when they are continuously relying on search engines and applications. Research shows that heavy digital use replaces activities that build resilience and problem-solving (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). In addition, a systematic review by Santos et al. (2022) found that increased screen time is associated with reduced attention and poorer cognitive control in children, further supporting concerns about its impact on development. This may be explained by the constant switching between tasks and stimuli in digital environments, which reduces sustained attention and increases cognitive overload.
Second, technology has a detrimental effect on thinking and mental health. Teenagers who use social media and spend a lot of time on screens are more likely to experience anxiety, depression, and psychological distress, according to a growing body of research. For instance, a systematic study by Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) discovered a consistent link between social media use and symptoms of psychological distress, anxiety, and depression. Similarly, Twenge and Campbell (2018) found that higher screen time is associated with lower psychological wellbeing among young people. While some researchers argue that the effects of social media can vary depending on individual and contextual factors, overall evidence suggests that negative outcomes are more likely with higher and more passive use (Valkenburg et al., 2022). However, this variability also makes it difficult to generalise benefits, whereas the risks associated with excessive and unregulated use appear more consistent across studies.
Lastly, the effects on physical health are evident. Reduced physical activity, poor sleep, and sedentary behaviour are all linked to increased screen usage. The World Health Organisation recommends clear limits on screen time in early childhood, highlighting that excessive sedentary behaviour is linked to poorer health outcomes (World Health Organization, 2019). Similarly, the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (2020) emphasises that screen time is associated with negative impacts on sleep, physical activity, and overall wellbeing. More specifically, a systematic review by de Sá et al. (2023) found that smartphone use, particularly before bedtime, is associated with poorer sleep quality and shorter sleep duration in adolescents. Importantly, these negative outcomes are observed at current levels of everyday use, not under controlled or moderate conditions. These impacts are not isolated but interconnected, affecting multiple areas of development simultaneously.
Round 2: Rebuttal 
The opposition argues that technology improves skills and wellbeing. However, this argument focuses on potential benefits rather than real-world outcomes. The claim that technology supports mental health overlooks the scale and consistency of negative effects. Furthermore, these benefits often rely on controlled or moderate use, which is not reflective of how young people typically engage with technology. Studies such as Twenge and Campbell (2018) show strong associations between high screen time and increased anxiety, depression, and reduced wellbeing. Although some reviews suggest that the relationship is complex and not universally negative, the balance of evidence indicates that higher and unregulated use increases the risk of poorer mental health outcomes (Valkenburg et al., 2022). This is reinforced by national data showing that approximately one in five young people aged 8 to 25 in England experience mental health difficulties (NHS Digital, 2023).
Round 3: Cross-Examination – Questions
Question 1:
If technology is overall beneficial, how do you explain the rise in mental health problems, with one in five young people now affected in England (NHS Digital, 2023)?
Question 2:
What strong evidence shows that online communication can replace face-to-face interaction in developing emotional and social skills?
Round 4: Closing 
We have shown that excessive reliance on technology can impair cognitive development, including attention and focus (Santos et al., 2022), that high screen time is associated with anxiety, depression, and reduced wellbeing (Keles et al., 2020; NHS Digital, 2023), and that digital use negatively affects sleep and overall functioning in young people (de Sá et al., 2023), while also limiting the development of social and emotional skills through reduced face-to-face interaction (Stiglic and Viner, 2019).The question is not whether technology has benefits, but whether those benefits outweigh the risks. And based on current evidence, they do not.
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