Ana Tanase                                                                            Student number: 1917778
Emerging Technologies, Online Platforms, and Digital Communities: Consequences for the Development, Wellbeing, and Health and Social Care Practices of Children and Adolescents
       Emergent technologies, social media platforms, and digital communities have increasingly taken on a vital role in the lives of children and young people (CYP), leading to significant changes in their developmental journeys. The incorporation of digital interaction into daily experiences greatly affects learning outcomes, socialisation processes, identity formation, and emotional health. This paradigm shift requires a comprehensive evaluation from health and social care perspectives, especially as the link between digital experiences and mental health and safeguarding continues to develop. The discussion of children's online interactions often swings between alarmist views that highlight potential dangers and overly optimistic depictions of digital possibilities. It is essential to acknowledge the complex realities that children navigate within these digital spaces. This essay explores how technology influences the development of young people, focusing on its effects on wellbeing, behaviour, skill acquisition, and social interactions. It examines both the positive and negative implications for these areas and emphasises the need for coordinated responses from the United Kingdom's (UK) health, education, and social care systems to ensure safety and inclusion. Using a health and social care framework, the analysis highlights the importance of informed, ethical approaches that address the diverse experiences of children in a digital society, aiming to mitigate risks while enhancing the benefits of digital engagement for their development.
        Global research indicates that digital activities have become a normal part of children's daily lives (OECD, 2025). Likewise, digital participation among children in the UK is prevalent, with regulatory findings indicating that internet access is typical from childhood through adolescence (Ofcom, 2025). The Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) reported that, as of March 2023, 92.6% of 10- to 15-year-olds were online every day, and 58.1% spent 3 or more hours online on a typical school day (Office for National Statistics, 2024). In the context of CYP, digitalisation involves integrating platforms, online systems, and data-driven tools into everyday experiences, including learning, social interactions, and access to support. Over time, this increasingly shapes CYP's learning and socialisation and supports their wellbeing (OECD, 2023). This evolution is crucial for health and social care, framing digital issues as both environmental and structural, which are important for prevention, safeguarding, and reducing inequality (Paulus et al., 2023).
       Children's development is affected by various systems, as outlined in Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory, which includes the microsystem (family, peers, school), mesosystem (interactions among these environments), exosystem (indirect effects like parental employment), macrosystem (cultural and social contexts), and chronosystem (changes over time) (Tong and An, 2024). Digital technologies have been woven into these systems, influencing CYP's experiences from early life through adulthood (Halla Holmarsdottir et al., 2024). Social media platforms and online communities serve not only as tools but also as socio-technical environments, driven by financial motives, algorithmic curation, and societal norms, that shape behaviour, emotional management, and social expectations, ultimately influencing social identity and fostering connections for young people (Regehr et al., 2025).
         Research indicates that the effects of digital engagement are neither consistent nor predictable. An umbrella review by Sala, Porcaro, and Gómez (2024) highlights that social media use can have both positive and negative impacts on mental health. Usage patterns, individual traits, and situational factors influence these effects. This is particularly significant in health and social care contexts, where children and adolescents may encounter challenges like trauma, economic hardship, or unstable family situations, increasing their vulnerability to online risks. Viewing digital engagement as a developmental context—rather than an isolated activity—aligns with modern safeguarding strategies that recognise harm occurring in broader settings. Online activities can amplify peer dynamics, school culture, and community influences, underscoring that addressing digital harms requires consideration of a child's broader social environment (Firmin, Manister, and Peace, 2022).
        Emerging technologies are increasingly shaping children's educational experiences in various settings. When effectively incorporated into teaching methods, educational technologies can enhance engagement, support personalised learning, and improve accessibility (Department for Education, 2026). Research shows that immersive technologies, such as virtual reality, can transcend the limitations of space and time in education, fostering experiential learning that positively impacts primary education outcomes, particularly when aligned with curricular goals and supported by teachers (Villena-Taranilla et al., 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic spurred a swift digital transformation in education, leading to the transition to online learning amid school closures. This transition highlighted both advantages and challenges: while technology facilitated educational continuity, many institutions struggled with inadequate resources, insufficient teacher training, and unequal access to devices and internet connectivity (Timotheou et al., 2023). Remote learning increased the demand for parental support, especially for younger students, and families with limited digital skills faced obstacles to participation. Schools in disadvantaged or rural areas had difficulty adapting due to limited resources (Timotheou et al., 2023). These challenges can worsen existing adversities, affecting student wellbeing and safety by reducing visibility in schools and limiting access to support services, particularly for vulnerable children (Iivari, Sharma and Ventä-Olkkonen, 2020).
      Alongside traditional education, online communities foster informal learning through peer collaboration and knowledge exchange. These interactions can help develop essential skills such as digital literacy, communication, and problem-solving, which are vital for future educational and career prospects (OECD, 2025). From a health and social care perspective, these experiences may enhance inclusion, boost confidence, and foster self-efficacy among children facing challenges in conventional educational settings (OECD, 2025). Nonetheless, the dependence on digital tools carries risks. Overreliance can impede the development of critical cognitive abilities, especially when technology replaces rather than supports learning (McNaughton et al., 2023). The rapid expansion of generative artificial intelligence (AI) introduces additional complexities, raising concerns about academic honesty and diminished independent thinking if appropriate precautions and guidance are not implemented (Richmond, 2025). Digital disparities continue to pose significant challenges in education. Children from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds may lack access to high-quality devices, stable internet connections, or sufficient adult support, thereby limiting the benefits of educational technologies and exacerbating existing inequalities (OECD, 2025). Therefore, it is crucial to view digital inclusion as a factor influencing health and wellbeing, rather than solely an educational issue.
          Adolescence is an essential stage for the development of identity, emotion regulation, and self-concept (Main et al., 2025). Digital platforms and social media can enhance self-expression, identity exploration, and a sense of belonging among peers, which is especially valuable for youth who experience marginalisation in offline settings (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2024). However, mental health impacts are not consistent: review-level evidence indicates both benefits and drawbacks, shaped by patterns of use, personal traits, and context (Sala, Porcaro and Gómez, 2024). Research on individual experiences over time highlights this variability, showing that similar levels of online engagement can boost self-esteem for some adolescents while lowering it for others, aligning with the concept of differential susceptibility (Valkenburg et al., 2021). Crucially, a young person's ability to learn from online experiences, develop resilience, and recover from setbacks depends on access to trusted support, with some individuals becoming more reliant on digital spaces when offline support networks are weaker (Bibizadeh et al., 2023). UK benchmarking also reveals that digital challenges are not evenly experienced, with greater reported difficulties among LGBTQ+ youth, ethnic minorities, and young individuals with disabilities (Nominet, 2022). Digital platforms present risks like compulsive usage, cyberbullying, unrealistic appearance standards, and exposure to substance-related content (Masri-zada et al., 2025). In England and Wales, 847,000 (19.1%) of young people aged 10 to 15 encountered online bullying behaviours in the year ending March 2023 (Office for National Statistics, 2024). Social comparison serves as a fundamental mechanism, with meta-analytic findings connecting social-media comparison to issues related to body image and symptoms of eating disorders (Bonfanti et al., 2025). Increased engagement has been linked to greater impulsivity, difficulties with attention, and patterns similar to addiction, while a rise in the portrayal of alcohol and drug use online may normalise risky behaviours among impressionable young people (Masri-zada et al., 2025). Another pathway is sleep disruption, as adolescents report that their social media use at bedtime is often driven by a need for reassurance and social expectations, which can impair emotional regulation and overall functioning (MacKenzie et al., 2022). Broader consequences of heavy screen time include an increased likelihood of being overweight or obese and lower standardised academic performance, underscoring the impact of digital habits on both health and education (Haghjoo et al., 2022). Cyberbullying remains a key safeguarding issue in England and Wales, reflecting school peer dynamics and emphasising the need for coordinated responses from schools and various agencies (Office for National Statistics, 2024). Therefore, effective mitigation requires a multifaceted approach rather than simple restrictions, including digital detox strategies, educational initiatives in schools, reasonable parental supervision, privacy-by-default measures, and, when clinically necessary, cognitive-behavioural therapy to address compulsive behaviour (Masri-zada et al., 2025).
        The intricate nature of CYP's online experiences requires health and social care professionals to respond knowledgeably and in a coordinated manner. Practitioners must strike a balance between recognising digital threats and appreciating the possible advantages of online involvement, steering clear of methods based solely on limitations or moral anxiety, and concentrating instead on the impact of digital activities on a child's life (e.g., relationships, coping strategies, avoidance, education) (Sala, Porcaro, and Gómez, 2024). A practical recommendation is to integrate digital wellbeing into standard assessments and early support pathways through a concise "digital history" that investigates usage patterns, evening routines, exposure to relational harm, and confidence in seeking help (Liverpool et al., 2025). Digital literacy should be viewed as a safeguarding skill, involving critical analysis, emotional awareness, and knowledge of how to find support, since these abilities boost resilience and lessen susceptibility to manipulation and harm (Eyal and Te'eni-Harari, 2023). It is also vital to help parents and caregivers confidently engage with children's online experiences, especially when financial stress or limited digital skills hinder supervision and increase dependence on online environments for support or social interaction (OECD, 2025). When digital involvement becomes compulsive or is associated with anxiety, rumination, or avoidance coping strategies, a tiered approach to support is advisable, with psychologically informed interventions, including Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) informed methods being considered if functioning is impaired (Masri-zada et al., 2025). 
     At a structural level, UK policy is increasingly oriented towards shared accountability for online safety. The Online Safety Act (UK Government, 2024) mandates that digital service providers assess and reduce risks to children posed by harmful or illegal content. Additionally, the Age Appropriate Design Code (Information Commissioner's Office, 2025) requires online services to prioritise children's best interests, focusing on how their data is collected, used and influenced by design decisions. Although these frameworks signify important progress, their success depends on enforcement, transparency, and the prioritisation of child wellbeing over commercial interests (Ofcom, 2024). Advancements in health and social care emphasise the need for multidisciplinary collaboration and the integration of digital wellbeing into safeguarding and mental health strategies. This should involve clear multi-agency protocols to address issues like cyberbullying, harmful content exposure, and online coercion, which often intersect with family, school, and community environments (Ofcom, 2024).
      The integration of emergent technologies into the lives of children and young people brings both opportunities and challenges that significantly influence their development. Evidence indicates that while digital engagement can enhance learning and foster social connections, it also poses risks to emotional wellbeing and social dynamics. As young individuals navigate these complex online environments, a multifaceted approach is necessary to ensure their safety, inclusion, and overall development. Collaboration among health and social care systems and educational frameworks is essential for creating effective policies that address the varied experiences of youth online. By prioritising ethical practices and recognising the broader social contexts impacting children, stakeholders can better support them in maximising the benefits of technology while reducing potential harms. The objective should be to create a digital landscape that empowers young people to thrive in an interconnected world. Responsibility for their digital wellbeing cannot rest solely with children and their families. Effective support necessitates shared accountability among health, education, social care, regulatory bodies, and digital service providers. While recent UK policy developments show progress toward greater accountability, ongoing evaluation and enforcement remain vital. Supporting children and young people in the digital age requires informed, ethically grounded, and developmentally appropriate engagement with the technologies that shape their daily lives.
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