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

Motion: The Detrimental Impact of Emerging Technologies on Children and Young People’s Development within the United Kingdom
(Debate – Arguments Opposing the Motion)

SECTION 1 - INTRODUCTION
Good morning. My name is Nicoleta Dinu, and I am a student at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David UWTSD, enrolled in the Health and Social Care of Children and Young People programme. I am honoured to present the argument in support of the motion that emergent technologies have substantiated, evidence-based potential to enhance the holistic development of children and young people across the United Kingdom.
Technology is not a distant prospect; it is already shaping the lives of every child growing up in Britain today. From digital learning tools in classrooms to NHS-commissioned mental health platforms, coding education, and safeguarding frameworks, the central question is not whether technology is present in children's lives, but whether we choose to harness it responsibly and equitably, with comprehensive regulatory protections (Helsper,2021).
Drawing on contemporary evidence from the United Kingdom, I will state that when emergent technologies are thoughtfully designed, robustly regulated, and equitably accessible, they can meaningfully advance the skills, well-being, and life chances of children and young people. I invite the audience to consider not a perfect digital world, but one that is better informed and more just.

SECTION 2 - OPENING STATEMENT
Six interconnected arguments are presented in this debate: emergent technologies strengthen the essential skill landscape, foster a growth mindset, improve platform safety architecture, facilitate social integration, enhance safeguarding capabilities, and, when equitably resourced, have the potential to reduce rather than exacerbate inequality.

1. The Evolving Skills Landscape
Emergent technologies are fundamentally transforming the skills landscape for children and young people in the United Kingdom. UNICEF UK (2021) projects a demand for four million highly skilled workers within the next decade, while nine million adults currently lack the basic digital competencies required for contemporary employment. The origins of this skills gap can be traced to childhood rather than adulthood. A systematic review by Liu and colleagues (2024), which analysed 89 peer-reviewed empirical studies, found that young children who engaged with interactive digital technologies demonstrated significantly greater gains in literacy, language, and print knowledge compared to those who received only traditional instruction.
The evidence distinguishes between active, structured digital engagement and passive screen consumption. Purposeful interaction, rather than mere exposure, is identified as the primary driver of educational gains. Data from the Digital Poverty Alliance and Deloitte (2022) indicate that 20 per cent of children in the United Kingdom currently lack access to essential digital tools and connectivity required to develop foundational capabilities. The Government's Bridging the Digital Divide initiative (2023) has acknowledged this urgency and committed targeted investment, in collaboration with technology companies, to equip all children with the digital foundations necessary for future employability. This commitment constitutes not only an aspirational objective but also an economic and social imperative.

2. Mindset
Beyond enhancing employability, emergent technologies foster critical cognitive and psychological capacities. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development OECD's report How's Life for Children in the Digital Age? (2025) found that interactive digital environments sustain executive function, working memory, problem-solving, and self-directed learning when implemented in structured, purposeful contexts. A study by Arabiat and colleagues (2022), cited in the government-commissioned Early Years Science and Technology Advisory Group (EYSTAG, 2025) report, demonstrated that interactive educational screen content improved vocabulary, contextual understanding, and communication compared with passive screen exposure. The distinction between passive consumption and active, pedagogically intentional digital engagement is fundamental to arguments supporting constructive educational outcomes. When technology is implemented with explicit educational objectives, it fosters a growth mindset and prepares young people with the adaptability necessary for the twenty-first century. Current evidence does not suggest that technology independently cultivates this mindset; rather, when it is utilised by skilled and informed practitioners, it serves as a significant catalyst for cognitive development.

3. Platform Architecture
The architecture of digital platforms intended for children and young people is critically important, with the United Kingdom leading international efforts to establish enforceable standards in this area. The Online Safety Act 2023 (UK Government, 2023) mandates Ofcom to enforce safety-by-design principles across all regulated platforms likely to be accessed by children. Beginning in March 2025, platforms will be subject to enforceable duties on illegal content, and from July 2025, mandatory age-assurance obligations will be implemented to prevent children from accessing harmful material (UK Government, 2025). These measures represent a substantive structural change in the regulation of platform architecture. Bryce and colleagues (2024), in an evidence review commissioned by the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) on online risks to children, endorse this regulatory framework as a vital mechanism for creating safer algorithmic environments. Rather than disregarding design risks, the current legislative approach in the United Kingdom actively reshapes how platforms are constructed, governed, and held accountable, placing child welfare at the centre of technological design for the first time in law (National Foundation for Educational Research, NFER, 2010).



4. Social Integration
Emergent technologies enable social development and community participation among children and young people in ways previously unattainable. According to Internet Matters (2024), in its third annual Children's Digital Wellbeing Report, based on responses from over 1,000 UK families, digital tools foster active citizenship, communication skills, and a sense of belonging in the community when children are guided toward constructive online participation. For children with disabilities, chronic health conditions, or geographic isolation, digital technologies are often the primary means of social connection rather than a supplement. Research by Mills and colleagues (2022), published in the Journal of Medical Engineering and Technology, demonstrates that technology specifically designed for children and young people with long-term health conditions can sustain social engagement, educational continuity, and psychological well-being in ways that offline-only provision cannot achieve. These findings indicate that when appropriately safeguarded, digital social integration enhances, rather than diminishes, children's relationships and community ties.

5.  Safeguarding
Critics of the positive motion often combine the misuse of digital technologies with the technologies themselves. In contrast, emerging technologies are increasingly integral to safeguarding children and young people. The Online Safety Act 2023 grants Ofcom the authority to impose fines of up to £18 million or 10 per cent of a platform's global annual turnover on platforms that fail to meet their child safety obligations (Online Safety Act, 2023). By October 2025, Ofcom had mandated the use of perceptual hash-matching technology on file-sharing platforms to detect and remove child sexual abuse material. Research commissioned by the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children NSPCC, conducted with PUBLIC and published in November 2025, established an evidence-based framework of technological solutions, including machine learning models trained to detect grooming language in private messages, on-device auto-blur tools for nude imagery, and behavioural pattern detection systems. This research demonstrates conclusively that technology is among the most powerful tools available for child protection. Safeguarding is not undermined by emergent technologies; it is strengthened by them, provided that regulatory ambition consistently matches technological capability (NSPCC, 2025).
6. Inequalities
I acknowledge that digital inequality remains a significant and urgent issue in the United Kingdom. Ofcom (2022) reported that approximately one-fifth of secondary school children lacked consistent access at home to a device suitable for schoolwork. The Scottish Children's Reporter Administration (SCRA, 2024), in its report on the digital lives of care-experienced children, documented a "double loop of inequalities" (page.5) in which pre-existing offline disadvantage was compounded by digital exclusion during the pandemic and continues to persist. However, supporting detrimental motion does not constitute an endorsement of existing conditions or the prevailing system. Rather, it requires acknowledging that emergent technologies, when equitably implemented and adequately funded, can serve as mechanisms to promote equal opportunity rather than reinforce societal divisions. The UK Government's Tech4Schools scheme (Digital Poverty Alliance, 2022) and the UNICEF UK ten-point action plan (2021) together demonstrate that targeted investment in access, device provision, and digital literacy for the most disadvantaged children can begin to close this gap. The motion is justified because the digital future should be accessible to all children, rather than being limited to those born into privilege.

SECTION 3 — REBUTTAL
Conversely, critics contend that emerging technologies fragment attention, adversely affect mental health, undermine peer relationships, heighten protection risks, and intensify inequality. While these harms are substantiated in certain contexts, their manifestation depends on specific circumstances. By contrast, the benefits identified are structural and scalable when suitable conditions are established. The United Kingdom's legislative response illustrates that such enabling conditions are currently being implemented through legal measures.


Rebuttal 1: "Technology builds skills" is a claim that the opposition is likely to contest.
Beland and Murphy’s (2016) study, cited by my debate colleague, suggests that restricting phone use in English schools improves academic performance. However, this evidence does not support the use of devices in an unstructured or unsupervised manner. The main distinction is between passive, unmanaged consumption and intentional, pedagogically guided digital engagement. Liu et al. (2024), in a systematic review of 89 empirical studies, found that structured digital interaction consistently leads to better literacy and language outcomes than traditional instruction. The Digital Poverty Alliance (2022) reports that 20 per cent of children in the United Kingdom lack adequate access to these structured approaches. The primary challenge is not limiting technology use but ensuring that all children can access it in effective, evidence-based ways. Investing in equitable, high-quality digital education is essential, rather than withdrawing from digital environments. The Convention on the Rights of the Child, Articles 24/28/29, as referenced by UNICEF UK (2017/2022), state that "Every child has the right to education."(page 3).

Rebuttal 2: "Social media improves connection"
The opposite side may cite Kelly and colleagues' (2019) UK Millennium Cohort Study, which associates heavier social media use with higher depressive symptom scores, or cite ONS (2024) data on online bullying among 10–15-year-olds in England and Wales. However, the inference is that such evidence condemns all forms of digital social participation. Kelly et al. (2019) identify specific mechanisms such as online harassment, sleep disruption, and passive social comparison as the operative pathways to harm, rather than social connectivity itself. Internet Matters (2024), drawing on data from over 1,000 British families, confirms that active and guided digital participation supports community belonging and relationship maintenance. 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2025) similarly distinguish between passive, algorithmically driven consumption, which carries risk, and active, peer-directed engagement, which correlates positively with well-being. The motion does not require an uncritical endorsement of all social media. Rather, it requires recognition that the connection itself, when thoughtfully structured, is a genuine asset for children's social development.

Rebuttal 3: "Claims that mental health concerns are exaggerated and that evidence is mixed are misleading."
The characterisation of evidence as "mixed" by researchers often reflects the limitations inherent in simplistic time-based measures, rather than an absence of harms or negligible benefits (Parliament, UK, 2018). Longitudinal research conducted in the United Kingdom by Plackett et al. (2023), published in the Journal of Medical Internet Research, indicates that total screen hours are a weak predictor of outcomes after controlling for relevant factors. Greater analytical emphasis should be placed on specific mechanisms, including harassment, sleep displacement, and harmful algorithmic exposure. This shift in focus is reflected in the Online Safety Act 2023, which addresses design features and content moderation rather than aggregate device use. The Early Years Science and Technology Advisory Group (EYSTAG, 2025) report, commissioned by the government, found that interactive educational screen content enhances cognitive outcomes in early childhood, including executive function and working memory. NHS England (2022) identified digital tools as a key mechanism for expanding access to mental health support. Consequently, the motion evaluates technologies based on their design and application, rather than exclusively on their most harmful use cases.

Rebuttal 4: Digital mental health tools demonstrably improve well-being.
I support this claim and provide robust evidence from the United Kingdom. Kooth, the largest and longest-established NHS-commissioned digital mental health platform in the United Kingdom, serves 7.1 million children and young people across England, Scotland, and Wales. An economic evaluation by Coote and colleagues (2024), published in Internet Interventions, estimated annual savings of £246.54 for the NHS and the crime sector for each engaged Kooth user. Stevens and colleagues (2022), as cited in that evaluation, found that engagement with Kooth was associated with statistically significant reductions in psychological distress, suicidal ideation, loneliness, and self-harm. In 2022, NHS Greater Manchester Integrated Care Board became the first ICB to commission a whole-population digital mental health approach through Kooth, ensuring that every resident aged ten and above had access to free, anonymous, and clinically governed support (EMental Health International Collaborative eMHIC, 2023). This development represents a structural response to the mental health crisis affecting a generation of young people in Britain, particularly as NHS CAMHS waiting lists remain critically overstretched.

Rebuttal 5: Regulation as Evidence of Addressing Harms
The opposing side may contend that the existence of regulation demonstrates the inherent harm of technology. I contend the opposite: comprehensive regulation is the mechanism by which society safeguards and maximises the benefits of powerful new tools. The Online Safety Act 2023 constitutes the most ambitious legislative intervention in children's online safety in the United Kingdom's history. 
According to the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children NSPCC Learning team (2023), the Act imposes new legal duties on platforms to remove harmful content, conduct regular risk assessments, and enforce age limits, with Ofcom authorised to investigate, impose fines, and, in extreme cases, block non-compliant services. Since March 2025, platforms have been subject to enforceable duties regarding illegal content; since July 2025, mandatory age-assurance obligations have come into effect (Government UK, 2025). The House of Commons Library (2026) confirmed that Ofcom has provisionally identified breaches and initiated enforcement programmes. I acknowledge that regulation alone is insufficient, as the IWF (2024) recorded 291,270 pages of child sexual abuse material in 2023. However, regulation demonstrates a clear direction of progress. The positive motion does not claim perfection; rather, it asserts a credible, legislative, and enforceable commitment to making the digital world safer for every child.




SECTION 4 — CROSS-EXAMINATION
Question 1: Algorithmic Harm by Design
The opposing bench raised concerns regarding the impact of social media on children's mental health, and I acknowledge that these harms are both real and well-documented. However, a specific mechanism is evident in recent findings. 
Research commissioned by Vodafone (2024), as cited by the NSPCC, found that harmful content reached young boys within sixty seconds of going online without any active search. Additionally, a study by University College London and the University of Kent reported that, after five days on TikTok, the amount of misogynistic content served to users increased fourfold, which the NSPCC (2025) described as "algorithmic harm by design." The Online Safety Act 2023 requires platforms to implement systems that filter harmful content from children's feeds, enable negative feedback on algorithmic outputs, and prevent the promotion of self-harm and violence. These regulatory measures indicate that the framework is actively dismantling the "harm by design" model. This development directly supports the argument that the relationship between emergent technology and child development is being improved through enforceable legal obligations. If the opposing perspective holds that emergent technologies are more detrimental overall, it is necessary to explain why Wales treats digital competence as a core curriculum expectation and supports it with an explicit statutory framework to build confident, creative, and critical digital skills. This policy suggests that the Welsh Government recognises that, when properly structured and governed, digital engagement is both real and essential to every child's future.
My question is as follows: If emergent technologies are ‘more detrimental overall’, how do we justify Wales treating digital competence as a core curriculum expectation, with an explicit framework for building confident, creative and critical digital skills?




Question 2: Private Messaging, Sexual Messaging and Grooming
To the opposing bench: The NSPCC (2024) recorded 7,062 offences of Sexual Communication with a Child in 2023/24, representing an 89 per cent increase since the offence was introduced in 2017/18. Nearly half of these offences occurred on Snapchat, and the youngest recorded victim was five years old. These statistics are deeply concerning, and I do not seek to diminish their significance. However, I urge the opposing bench to consider the following. The NSPCC's November 2025 research, conducted with PUBLIC, identified a range of machine learning and on-device technological solutions, including models trained to detect grooming language, auto-blur tools for nude imagery, and behavioural detection systems, that can prevent, detect, and disrupt grooming within private messaging environments, including those with end-to-end encryption. The report explicitly stated that protecting children in private messaging is now technically feasible. If the very technologies that enable grooming can be engineered to detect and disrupt it, and if Ofcom's codes under the Online Safety Act 2023 now require platforms to deploy these tools, does this not demonstrate that emergent technology is itself the most powerful child protection instrument available to us? If the opposing bench accepts that technology can be purposefully designed to protect rather than to harm, how do they explain their resistance to the broader positive case, particularly given the evidence that youth-designed digital mental health support, such as the MindMate2U web application co-designed with young people in UK secondary schools (Hugh-Jones et al., 2022), has been found acceptable and feasible in trusted school settings? 
My question is as follows: If technology can lower barriers to early help for young people who would not otherwise seek support, why frame it primarily as a source of harm rather than as one of the most accessible and scalable tools for improving children's well-being?





SECTION 5 — CLOSING STATEMENT
Throughout this debate, the opposing side has identified significant impacts, including attentional fragmentation, mental health risks, online harassment, sexual assault, and digital inequality. I have addressed each of these concerns by referencing the relevant authors. My approach has been to situate these issues within their appropriate context, which substantially influences the overall conclusion. Each harm identified by the opposing side arises when digital technology is inadequately designed, inequitably distributed, or insufficiently regulated. These harms are not inherent or unavoidable consequences of the technology itself.
The United Kingdom has presented the most comprehensive online safety legislation in its history, the Online Safety Act 2023, specifically to address design failures, commercial incentives, and regulatory gaps that have enabled these harms. This legislation did not result from a belief that technology is inherently harmful, but rather from a collective determination to ensure that technology benefits every child.
Evidence from Liu and colleagues (2024), UNICEF UK (2021), and the Digital Poverty Alliance (2022) demonstrates that investment in equitable digital access and structured digital literacy leads to measurable improvements in skills and life opportunities. Research by Coote and colleagues (2024) and Stevens and colleagues (2022) shows that NHS-commissioned digital tools are providing significant mental health benefits to over seven million children and young people, particularly as statutory CAMHS services face capacity constraints. Furthermore, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children NSPCC’s November 2025 research indicates that technology has become one of the most effective tools for child protection.
The detrimental motion does not call for complacency; it calls for commitment. It seeks a pledge to ensure that every child in the United Kingdom, regardless of postcode, income, background, or circumstances, can access the transformative potential of emerging technologies to support their development, safety, and future.
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