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Children and young people now live their lives largely surrounded by digital media and emerging technologies (Holmarsdottir et al., 2024). From an early age, many people are exposed to digital gadgets, online forums, and virtual environments, which affect their communication, information gathering, and interactions with the outside world. (Livingstone and Third, 2017). Instead of being confined to entertainment, these technologies are increasingly integrated into social interaction, education, and informal learning (Selwyn, 2016). As a result, current childhood and youth experiences are significantly shaped by digital settings.
According to Livingstone et al. (2017), digital technologies offer new avenues for involvement, communication, and learning; however, their growing influence on the lives of children and youths has also sparked intense debate. The possible effects of digital media on behaviour, social interactions, development, and welfare have drawn criticism, especially as online use grows in popularity and becomes less controlled. However, digital spaces can also offer beneficial means of self-expression, connection, and support, particularly for kids and teens who might otherwise face marginalisation or exclusion. The complicated and frequently conflicting nature of digital influence during childhood and adolescence is reflected in this tension (Liverpool et al., 2020).
This essay critically examines the influence and ramifications of social media, digital communities, and emerging technology on the lives of children and young people. It examines how domains such as behaviour, social interaction, learning, development, and general welfare are influenced by digital environments (Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, 2019). The essay aims to provide a fair and thoughtful examination of kids' digital experiences, taking into account both the potential benefits and related concerns. By doing this, it highlights how crucial it is to comprehend digital technology as a multifaceted social and developmental issue in modern childhood rather than as a single effect (McDool et al., 2019)
According to Hollis et al. (2017), children's and adolescents' cognitive and emotional development is increasingly influenced by emerging digital technology. Through dynamic, adaptable experiences, digital environments can foster creativity, problem-solving, and independent thought. For many kids, using digital tools is also a component of learning essential literacy skills for interacting with the world today. When utilised in structured and age-appropriate ways, these technologies have the potential to improve developmental outcomes (Przybylski and Weinstein, 2017).
Emergent technologies do not always have a favourable developmental impact. Children's attention and emotional control may be put under more strain if they are exposed to digital content excessively or uncontrolled, especially in early and middle childhood, when these abilities are still developing (Przybylski and Weinstein, 2017). Children may find it difficult to control their displeasure and maintain concentration when exposed to emotionally charged online content, rapid feedback, and continuous stimulation. These elements imply that the context, length, and purpose of technology use, along with the technology itself, influence developmental outcomes. (De Azevedo et al., 2024). Building on their impact on development, digital technologies also shape how kids and teens approach learning. Young people can access knowledge beyond traditional educational settings and benefit from flexible learning options offered by online platforms, digital resources, and interactive tools ( Li, 2024). According to Cranmer (2020), digital learning may boost motivation and encourage greater freedom in the learning process for certain students, especially those who struggle in traditional classroom settings.
However, there are still disparities in how digital technologies affect learning outcomes, with inequalities in access to devices, stable internet and adult support reinforcing existing educational gaps (Ofcom, 2023; Department for Education, 2019). Research further suggests that digital learning environments may encourage surface-level engagement where speed and convenience are prioritised over reflection and deep understanding, particularly in the absence of structured guidance (Luckin et al., 2016; Department for Education, 2019). This highlights the importance of intentional digital learning design, where technology enhances teaching rather than replacing meaningful interaction, feedback and pedagogical support (Department for Education, 2019)
Children and young people now primarily interact socially through social media and online communities. Beyond in-person interactions, online platforms enable people to connect, make friends, and express many facets of themselves. Many young people find social support and a sense of belonging in online communities, especially those who might feel alone or alienated in conventional settings. As a result, these areas may be crucial for identity formation and social growth (Fabris et al., 2024)
According to Carrier et al. (2015). Social engagement in digital settings, however, also poses several difficulties. Social comparison, peer pressure, and self-image issues can all be exacerbated by online communication, especially on visually-oriented platforms. Experiences like isolation, cyberbullying, and continual connectedness can have a detrimental impact on one's emotional health and sense of self. But Best et al. (2014) found that the lack of nonverbal cues in online contact may limit opportunities to cultivate empathy and strong interpersonal skills. This demonstrates the dual function of social media as both a means of fostering connections and a potential source of mental and social stress.
Significant concerns have been raised about the impact of digital media on the behaviour and general well-being of children and young people as it becomes increasingly ingrained in daily life. Daily routines, such as sleep, exercise, and emotional regulation, may be affected by patterns of internet use. Increased tension, anxiety, and trouble disconnecting from digital surroundings can be caused by constant connectivity and exposure to online content. Adolescence, a time of increased sensitivity to emotional events and social input, is when these behavioural changes are most noticeable. (World Health Organisation Regional Office for Europe, 2024)
However, it's equally critical to acknowledge that, when used properly, digital technologies can promote wellbeing. Information, peer support, and self-expression options that aren't always accessible offline can be found online. Digital platforms provide a way for some youth to share their mental health experiences and seek assistance. This highlights the need for a critical and balanced understanding of digital behaviour by showing that the relationship between digital media and wellness is not simple but rather impacted by contextual, societal, and individual factors. (Shutzman, B., and Gershy, N. 2023).
Emergent technologies have an impact on children and young people's skill sets and mindsets over time, in addition to their immediate developmental and social implications. (Ventouris, Panourgia and Hodge, 2021). Frequent use of digital environments can help foster technical proficiency, flexibility, and problem-solving skills, all of which are becoming increasingly important in both school and the workplace. Research by Donohue, C. (2014) shows that self-directed learning and familiarity with collaborative digital practices may also be promoted by navigating online platforms. These abilities can boost young people's confidence when interacting with a rapidly evolving digital world.
Concerns about the breadth and transferability of these abilities remain. Critical digital literacy is not always equivalent to digital competence, and excessive reliance on technology can mask deficiencies in critical thinking, evaluation, and independent judgment. In some cases, reliance on automated systems and instant feedback may reduce persistence when faced with complex or challenging tasks. This implies that although digital engagement might foster skill development, it may also mould attitudes that value efficiency and immediacy over resilience and critical thinking. (Buckingham, 2015).
According to the Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (2024), the role of adults, including parents, caregivers and educators, plays a significant part in shaping how digital media and emerging technologies affect children and young people (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2024). Adult supervision can influence both the amount of time children spend in digital environments and the nature and purpose of their participation. When adults actively encourage and model reflective digital use, children are more likely to develop balanced habits and a critical understanding of online content. In this way, parental involvement in children’s digital experiences can function as both a protective and enabling factor. (Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, 2019).
On the other side, either a lack of adult involvement or unduly restrictive measures may limit children's ability to freely and securely traverse digital surroundings. Young people may be exposed to hazardous online interactions or age-inappropriate content if there is insufficient monitoring, while excessive control may restrict their independence and ability to make their own decisions (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2024). This emphasises the necessity of a well-rounded strategy for adult mediation that promotes autonomy and safety. Adult participation in such an approach must be informed and flexible, especially in quickly changing digital contexts where parents and carers may feel uncertain themselves. Therefore, rather than relying solely on restrictions, effective support depends on continuous education, open communication, and a shared understanding of digital risks and potential.
Depending on age and developmental stage, children and young people are affected by digital media and emerging technologies in quite different ways. Younger children frequently need structured direction to support learning and emotional control, as they interact with digital environments in more tangible, exploratory ways. (Ansell, N. 2016). Orben and Przybylski (2019) find that adolescents are more susceptible to online criticism and social comparison since they frequently use digital technology for peer validation, identity exploration, and social connection. How people understand and internalise digital experiences is influenced by these developmental distinctions.
The influence of digital technologies could be oversimplified if age-related distinctions are not taken into consideration. Younger children who are still learning self-control may not benefit from strategies that are good for later teens, such as increased autonomy and independent internet use (Kirkorian et al., 2025). Adolescents may also face unique demands about social membership and online identity that are less significant in early childhood (Li et al., 2023). Given that children and young people are not a monolithic population, and that digital influence should be viewed within a broader developmental framework, this underscores the importance of developmentally informed approaches to digital interaction (Orben and Przybylski, 2019).
Developmental stages should be taken into consideration when scaling digital protections (Department for Education, 2019; Welsh Government, 2020). Strict controls, such as parental supervision and time limitations, are crucial for children ages 0–5 (Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, 2019). While teenagers (13–17) need cyberbullying tools and notification restrictions (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2024), primary school students (6–12) need age-appropriate design and digital literacy programs (Department for Education, 2019). These tiered strategies strike a compromise between age-appropriate autonomy and protection (Orben and Przybylski, 2019).
Digital protections should be scaled according to developmental phases, according to recent international frameworks (Department for Education, 2019; Welsh Government, 2020). Strict limitations, such as required parental supervision, daily time limits (one hour maximum), and total disablement of chat features, are advised for children ages 0 to 5 (Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, 2019). In addition to required digital literacy programs in schools, age-appropriate platform design is necessary for primary school students (6–12) (Department for Education, 2019).
Teenagers between the ages of 13 and 17 are particularly vulnerable to peer pressure and identity formation, which calls for mechanisms for reporting cyberbullying and limitations on notifications sent at night (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2024). While gradually empowering older youth, these age-differentiated techniques acknowledge various cognitive and emotional weaknesses (Orben and Przybylski, 2019).
Simplified narratives that frame digital technology as either inherently harmful or universally beneficial to children and young people remain common in both public and academic debates. Such dichotomous perspectives overlook the social, developmental and contextual factors that shape children’s digital experiences and fail to reflect the complexity of digital interaction (Orben and Przybylski, 2019; Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health, 2019). A narrow focus on screen time or levels of exposure risks diverting attention from more significant influences, including the quality of digital engagement, individual vulnerabilities and the wider social environment in which technology use occurs (Department for Education, 2019; NHS Digital, 2023)
Therefore, a critical analysis of digital media must go beyond reductionist justifications. A number of interrelated factors, including peer dynamics, parental ties, educational support, and socioeconomic background, influence children's digital experiences. Simplified narratives that disregard these elements risk evoking unproductive or misguided reactions, such as moral panic or sweeping limitations. Understanding the complexity of digital impact enables more thoughtful, well-rounded strategies that emphasise meaningful involvement, education, and support rather than restriction motivated by fear. (NSPCC, 2022).
In summary, children’s and young people’s lives are significantly and complexly impacted by emerging technologies, social media and online communities. The Welsh Government (2019) highlights that when digital environments are used in meaningful and developmentally appropriate ways, they can support learning, skill development, social connection and wellbeing. However, the same policy guidance also recognises that excessive or inadequately supported digital participation may increase risks related to behaviour, emotional regulation, social comparison and unequal access (Welsh Government, 2019; Wales Safeguarding Board, 2019). This underlines the importance of coordinated age-appropriate online safety strategies that balance opportunity with protection for children and young people in Wales (Welsh Government, 2020).
A careful analysis of digital influence reveals that children's and youths' results are not primarily determined by technology. Instead, a variety of interrelated elements, such as age, developmental stage, personal requirements, and the presence of supportive individuals, influence its impact. (Harverson, Paatsch and Anglim, 2024) This complexity is missed by simplistic narratives that portray digital media as either universally beneficial or intrinsically harmful, which risk encouraging ineffective responses.
In the end, this essay's conclusions imply that thoughtful, well-rounded approaches to digital engagement are crucial. It is more beneficial to support children and youth in developing resilience, critical digital literacy, and good online behaviours than to rely just on avoidance or restriction. Teachers, families, and legislators can better assist kids and teens in navigating digital environments in ways that foster healthy growth and overall well-being by acknowledging the complex nature of digital encounters. (Culatta, R., 2021).
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