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The Impact of Emergent Technologies, Social Media, and Digital Communities on Children and Young People

The rapid emergence of innovative technologies in the modern era, has dramatically altered the way in which children and young people experience and live their lives, influencing their social connections, academic experiences, and overall development.  Advances in technology and their rapid adoption by young people have fundamentally impacted how children and young people connect with one another, their communities and how they navigate their daily lives.  The development of virtual environments, social networking websites and mobile devices enables children and young people to communicate and connect with others across the globe.  The rapid expansion of technology into the lives of children and young people raises questions regarding the benefits and detriments of its continued integration into their social and educational development.  The purpose of this essay is to explore and discuss the benefits and detriments of emerging technologies and assess their impact on the social dynamics, attitudes and skill sets of children and young people.
Children and young people are able to benefit from the introduction of new technologies, such as increased connectivity, the potential for enhanced communication and the ability to creatively express themselves. Additionally, children and young people have the potential to learn and gain new knowledge using a vast array of technology-based resources (Bell, Bishop & Przybylski, 2015).  However, there are possible negative aspects to the technology that children and young people are exposed to, such as the possibility of developing mental health issues related to excessive use of screens, experiencing cyber bullying and experiencing a decline in face-to-face interaction with peers (McCrory, Best & Maddock, 2022).
To determine if parents, educators, policymakers and other stakeholders understand the full extent of how emerging technologies impact children and young people so that they can establish a fair balance between the positive and negative influences of emerging technologies, it is necessary for them to have a clear understanding of the ways in which emerging technologies influence children and young people's social dynamics, attitudes and skill sets (Ventouris, Panourgia, & Hodge, 2021a).
Emerging technologies continue to present both opportunities and obstacles for the social, cognitive and emotional development of children and young people.  Gillis, Luthin, Parette & Blum (2012) suggest that the internet, online classes and educational resources have opened doors for children and young people to access an unlimited amount of educational content from almost any location outside of the classroom.  The technology also allows for young people to participate in active learning by playing and discovering, accommodating the learning needs of a wide variety of learning styles (Gillis et al., 2012).  For example, the modification of available learning technologies can enable the customisation of educational experiences to accommodate the needs of every learner, enabling students to advance at their own pace (Donohue, 2015).  Given the rapid rate of emerging technologies, the early childhood education community recognises the necessity of providing young children with the basic digital skills required to succeed in the 21st century.  Technology can also provide children with an opportunity to improve their creative thinking and problem-solving skills through engagement in game-based activities (Lamrani & Abdelwahed, 2020).
The ways in which individuals interact with one another have been greatly influenced by social media.  Apps such as TikTok, Instagram, and Snapchat have made it easier for people to connect for a variety of purposes, including social and professional (Coyle & Vaughn, 2008).  Social media enables people to connect with others from all parts of the world and develop digital literacy skills that are important in today's society, thereby enhancing people's feelings of belonging because of their global interconnectedness (James et al., 2017).
It seems that there is much that young people can benefit from technology, however, the downsides cannot be ignored.  The dangers of screen time on a person's mental health were stressed by McCrory, Best & Maddock (2022).  Studies have shown that long-term social media usage, especially by teenagers, has resulted in feelings of loneliness, anxiety, and depression (Oswald, Rumbold, Kedzior & Moore, 2020a).  There were 186 relevant studies examining the relationship between screen time, green time, and psychological outcomes in children up to the age of eighteen.  Generally, the studies found that excessive screen time tended to negatively affect children's psychological outcomes when compared to green time (Oswald, Rumbold, Kedzior & Moore, 2020b).
Cyberbullying has added to social media's negative impacts on children and young people, particularly those considered to be more vulnerable (Giumetti & Kowalski, 2022).  Giumetti & Kowalski (2022) stated that the constant pressure to display an idealised and well-managed representation of themselves and their lives on social media could result in a distorted view of reality and decreased self-esteem.  Anderson and Subrahmanyam (2017) and Benvenuti, Wright, Naslund, and Miers (2023) suggested that technology has enabled users to quickly gather information, however, it has also caused a decrease in children's attention span and a reliance on external sources for memory and problem solving rather than promoting critical thinking.  Young people are increasingly relying on smartphones and other digital devices for many reasons, however, overuse can result in a disconnection from the physical world.  This disconnection can lead to a disinterest in face-to-face socialisation and/or difficulties with focusing on schoolwork, resulting in children/young people not being aware of their surroundings.  Al-Kandari & Al-Sejari (2020) pointed out that social media and technology are constantly changing, and as such, it is becoming increasingly difficult for children and young people to disconnect from their devices and carry out their normal daily activities.  This could result in children/young people withdrawing socially.  As a result of the increased use of digital devices and the increased accessibility of the internet, technology has undoubtedly created an environment in which learning, communication and problem solving are carried out differently (Gottschalk, 2019).
As a result of the sheer number of digital devices available in daily life, children and young people are requiring and developing a different skill set to adapt to the new digital landscape.  The sheer number of online resources available to cover every aspect of education, has provided a platform for technology to accommodate the needs of a multitude of different learning styles.  Children and young people are able to access learning resources at any time, through interactive tools, video and online platforms, thereby allowing for an individualised approach to their education and learning (Donohue, 2015).
Additionally, this type of learning provides opportunities for children and young people to learn critical skills such as digital literacy, which appear to be crucial for most employment today (Charisi, Malinverni, Rubegni & Schaper, 2020).  Although digital technologies may improve learning, there are downsides to the development of traditional skills.  Due to the convenience of accessing technology, young people may not normally develop critical skills like handwriting, or face-to-face communication (Wollscheid, Sjaastad, and Tomte, 2016).  Digital devices offer users constant access to notifications which may negatively affect attention spans.  Also, the reliance on digital devices may negatively affect concentration.  Alaparthi (2024) surveyed 159 high school students using a survey which asked the students to report their own usage of social media.  Results showed that there was a very strong relationship between social media usage and lower levels of focus and shorter attention spans. Therefore, one may experience difficulty focusing for extended periods of time or complete difficult tasks without relying on technology.  Furthermore, the constant presence of technology has changed how children and young people think, how they interact with others, and how they resolve problems.  Young people are accustomed to receiving instant gratification, and due to the constant stream of media, and instant access to information, they have developed the expectation to receive instantaneous answers to every problem.  Consequently, this has resulted in a change in how problems are solved with many young people expecting to obtain an immediate solution rather than allowing time to reflect or think rationally.  Firth, Torous, and Firth (2020) stated that due to a lack of patience and resilience, this style of thinking may limit their ability to manage the more difficult circumstances of life due to the underdeveloped state.
Social media can dramatically influence young people’s self-esteem and self-concept.  The desire to obtain likes, followers, or other forms of validation on social media, along with the constant bombardment of carefully selected images depicting happiness, success, and beauty, creates unrealistic expectations and pressures to conform to societal standards, which often leads to anxiety, depression, and distorted views of reality (Bauer, 2020).  However, technology can also foster a growth mindset by offering access to learning communities, motivational content, and success stories that inspire tenacity and continuous personal growth. Young people's self-concept and identity formation are profoundly influenced by social media platforms.
Technology has had a considerable effect on young people’s social lives, specifically in regard to how they engage and communicate with each other.  Obviously, social media, texting, and online gaming allow young people to maintain contact with one another.  With the beginning of social networks, young people have an outlet to connect with individuals who share similar interests, express themselves, and share their experiences. Given that young people are still attempting to establish their identities, social media and networking can provide a feeling of belonging and the opportunity to explore one’s identity, especially for young people who may feel isolated in their everyday lives (Davis, 2013).
However, the fact that technology offers a digital connection may affect face-to-face communications.  Young people are increasingly engaging through technology, as opposed to face-to-face, which may hinder the development of important social skills such as empathy, non-verbal communication, and problem solving.  The anonymous nature of online platforms does not only complicate face-to-face relationships and social interactions, but also may contribute to detrimental behaviours such as cyberbullying, where individuals will say things, they would never say to someone face-to-face (Hamm et al., 2015).  Technology has dramatically altered the social lives of young people.  Where previous generations would typically participate in outdoor activities or socialise with friends face-to-face, many young people today spend a large amount of their free time interacting with digital devices.
As Sari, Suraijiah & Hidayati (2024), have pointed out, this shift has caused concern regarding the impact on physical health, as issues related to sedentary behaviour and abnormal sleep habits are growing concerns among children and young people.
To develop a balanced approach that could maximise the benefits of technology while minimising the drawbacks, parents, educators and policymakers need to understand the impact technology has on children and young people.  To collect data, a closed-ended self-structured questionnaire was developed and administered to collect data on how technology affected children's social interactions and how they sometimes behave aggressively when they lose access to technology (Qutoshi, 2020a).  By giving direction to their children as to how they should use technology, parents can assist in their child's development.  Limiting screen time and setting boundaries as to when and what their children can do with it, can be helpful (Qutoshi, 2020b).  Teachers can use technology in a manner that engages their students while at the same time avoiding a loss of critical thinking or face-to-face communication.  A study of eight teachers was done and results were thematically analysed.  The study reported that teachers recognise the utility of technology as a tool for teaching and learning as long as it is utilised appropriately, however, the study also reported teachers' concerns regarding the impact of technology on children's social interactions and self-esteem (Ventouris, Panourgia, and Hodge, 2021b).
Therefore, children and young people are experiencing both advantages and disadvantages of technological advancements.  Although these developments offer additional learning opportunities and increased connectivity, there are also risks to cognitive development, mental health and self-perception.  Young people are continually learning and utilising technology and therefore it is necessary for them to be instructed on how to utilise it properly.  Both Qutoshi (2020c) and Ventouris, Panourgia, and Hodge (2021c) agree with this assertion.
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