Children, Young People and the Digital Environment: 
A Critical Analysis of Emergent Technologies, Social Media and Digital Communities in the United Kingdom and Wales 
Introduction 
Emerging technologies are integral to the everyday environments in which children learn, play, negotiate rules, and explore identity. To move beyond conventional debates about ‘screen time’, the digital environment should be understood as a form of social infrastructure: it has an architecture of platform design and governance, enables specific forms of agency through young people’s engagement, and distributes opportunities and risks unequally (Christakis, 2025). 
In Wales, a rights-based policy tradition and a wellbeing framework raise expectations that public services will prevent harm and reduce inequalities. The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 requires Welsh Ministers to give due regard to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) when making strategic decisions. This obligation reinforces the argument that digital environments must be designed and governed to realise children’s rights in practice, rather than merely managing risk retrospectively. This is particularly important, as children’s digital lives are now closely integrated with their education, participation, and access to services, making digital exclusion a form of social exclusion (Wales Government, 2024). 
This essay explores the effects of emerging technologies on children’s development and well-being, with a particular focus on Wales and the United Kingdom. It offers policy recommendations to protect, educate, and support young people. The approach highlights the importance of regulating platform features and social factors, rather than placing responsibility on children themselves (Livingstone and Blum-Ross, 2020). 
  
  
Conceptualising emergent technologies and digital communities. 
In this context, “emergent technologies” refers less to any single device and more to a rapidly changing ecology: smartphones, social platforms, messaging apps, short-form video, online games, AI-enabled search and creation tools, and networked devices that increasingly personalise what children see and how they interact. What is “emergent” is the speed at which platform rules, recommender systems and commercial incentives evolve, often faster than families, schools, and regulators can respond. Evidence from the United Kingdom on children’s media use illustrates the scale of this ecology and the pace of change, with widespread smartphone access and routine use of social, video, and gaming services across the United Kingdom, including Wales, in both home and peer cultures (Ofcom, 2023; Murcia et al., 2024). 

Development and Learning: Wales-specific educational expectations. 
According to the Welsh Government (2016), digital competence in Wales is not a specialist skill but a core capability that should be developed alongside literacy and numeracy across the Curriculum for Wales. The Digital Competence Framework (DCF) organises learning around digital citizenship, interaction and collaboration, content creation and production, and data and computational thinking. It explicitly links online behaviours to health and well-being, identity and reputation, and digital rights. This focus is important for children’s development, as it positions digital life as a space where they practise judgement, empathy, and self-regulation, not just technical skills. It also provides a practical way for schools to teach how digital platforms work, rather than leaving children to learn through trial and error and the risk of potential harm. 
  
Emergent AI tools are now part of the learning ecology, creating a new boundary problem: when does assistance become a substitution? Evidence from the United Kingdom Parliamentary (2024) briefings suggests that generative AI can support understanding when used to support learning.  
Skill development may decline when highly polished AI-generated outputs replace the productive struggle essential for building competence. Therefore, schools and colleges would prioritise process-focused teaching and assessment methods, such as drafts, oral explanations, and supervised in-class problem-solving, to demonstrate understanding. Additionally, learners require explicit instruction on verification, bias, and responsible use, especially when AI is employed as a coping mechanism for literacy difficulties or low confidence (Williams et al., 2022). 
  
Behaviour, wellbeing and the limits of “hours online”. 
Large-scale UK cohort data demonstrate that simple time-based measures may be misleading. An analysis of the Millennium Cohort Study by Kelly and colleagues (2019) found that increased daily social media use among 14-year-olds (n = 10,904) was associated with higher depressive symptom scores. The authors proposed plausible pathways, including online harassment, sleep disruption, reduced self-esteem, and body dissatisfaction. Importantly, the findings do not support the simplistic assertion that “social media causes poor mental health”; instead, they highlight specific experiences and mechanisms that concentrate risk. This distinction is significant for practice, as factors such as harassment, sleep displacement, and appearance-based comparison represent identifiable targets for safeguarding interventions and improved platform design. 

Longitudinal evidence from the United Kingdom cautions against the idea that increased social media use directly predicts later psychological distress. Analysis of data from the Understanding Society study by Plackett, Sheringham, and Dykxhoorn (2023) found limited evidence that greater social media use predicted subsequent mental health problems after controlling for relevant confounders. These findings underscore the importance of longitudinal designs and adjusting for family, social, and contextual factors that influence both technology use and well-being. When considered alongside results from the Millennium Cohort Study, the evidence suggests a more nuanced interpretation: digital platforms are most likely to be harmful when time spent online coincides with specific adverse experiences and pre-existing vulnerabilities, whereas total hours alone often serve as a weak indicator of risk (Matthews et al., 2025). 

A more precise approach involves examining how platform architecture influences user experience and how young people adapt to it. Drawing on qualitative interviews with young individuals reporting mental health difficulties, Livingstone et al. (2026) demonstrate that features such as viral or trending content and personalised feeds can increase exposure to material perceived as “triggering.” Consequently, some participants reported becoming hypervigilant, closely monitoring their feeds and blaming themselves when harmful content appeared. The authors define “platform literacy” as an expanded form of digital literacy that encompasses an understanding of business models, data practices, and algorithmic curation. They argue that well-being strategies should integrate skill-building with structural reforms to prevent vulnerable users from having to manage opaque systems independently (Kostyrka‐Allchorne et al., 2022). 

Emergent technologies influence wellbeing through digital health support, including school-based mental health applications, messaging functions, and self-monitoring tools. Feasibility research in the United Kingdom on a co-designed, school-delivered web application (MindMate2) indicates that adolescents are more likely to accept digital support when it is tailored for young people, integrated within trusted environments, and connected to clear pathways for escalation to adult assistance. This is significant for development and behaviour as it repositions technology from a “distraction” to a form of accessible, low-threshold support. Nonetheless, prioritising privacy, data security, and equitable access is essential to prevent the exacerbation of inequalities related to device availability or reliable home internet access (Hugh-Jones et al., 2022). 

Socialisation, identity, and safety in digital communities. 
Digital communities can expand social participation, especially for young people who find it difficult to connect with peers locally. However, these communities also generate new opportunities for peer cruelty and status rivalry. Roberts and colleagues' (2023) survey from Wales on cyberbullying demonstrates that patterns of victimisation and perpetration change in response to broader social disruptions. This finding highlights for practitioners that online aggression is influenced by offline factors such as school routines, supervision, and stress. Crucially, cyberbullying is not merely a behavioural issue; it constitutes relational harm that can negatively impact school belonging, self-esteem, and help-seeking behaviour. Consequently, anti-bullying strategies should incorporate clear reporting mechanisms, positive peer norms, and restorative approaches in addition to sanctions (Peck et al., 2024). 
  
The digital environment affects individuals earlier in life than many adult models of “teen online risk” indicate. A United Kingdom cross-sectional survey of children aged 0 to 36 months demonstrates that even very young children’s digital experiences involve inequality and rights issues within the family home, such as access to devices, parental mediation, and the commercial design of “child-directed” media. This analysis extends beyond adolescence, showing that the foundations of digital habits and expectations are established before formal schooling begins. Therefore, early-years guidance, parental support, and regulation of design practices should be regarded as essential components of safeguarding rather than optional measures (Winter et al, 2025). 

Governance and legal duties: from “user responsibility” to “safe by design”. 
The United Kingdom policy is increasingly imposing stronger statutory duties on online platforms, reflecting the recognition that simple “stay safe online” messages are insufficient when risks are embedded in attention-driven systems. The Online Safety Act 2023 establishes a regulatory framework to enhance the safety of regulated internet services, including obligations related to illegal content and protections for children. This marks a shift from primarily reactive content moderation to more proactive strategies, such as risk assessment and safety-by-design measures. For children and young people, the critical issue is whether these duties result in practical design changes, including safer default settings, greater control over recommendations, and effective age verification, rather than merely increasing warnings and reporting options (United Kingdom Government GOV UK, 2023). 

Data protection constitutes a complementary pillar, as personalisation and targeted advertising depend on extensive data collection. The Age-Appropriate Design Code (Children’s Code) establishes standards for services accessed by children, including high-privacy defaults and limitations on harmful profiling. From a developmental standpoint, privacy functions not only as a legal right but also as a prerequisite for healthy experimentation and identity formation. Persistent and commercialised data trails exacerbate the consequences of typical adolescent errors. In practice, safeguarding within schools and youth services entails enhancing children’s comprehension of privacy settings, promoting regulatory compliance, and contesting design choices that normalise surveillance (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2020). 

Inequality and social exclusion: why the digital environment amplifies disadvantages. 
Digital environments are stratified in ways that reflect broader structural inequalities. Helsper (2021) contends that digital disadvantage is inseparable from social disadvantage; unequal access to devices, stable connectivity, and skills often exacerbate existing inequalities in education, employment, and social participation. For children and young people, meaningful digital inclusion requires combining access with capability and protection, thereby supporting safe, confident, and critical engagement while reducing unequal exposure to online risks. This perspective is especially relevant in Wales, where reducing inequality is a stated policy priority, and where rural geography and deprivation intensify barriers to connectivity and service access. 
  
Hill and his colleagues (2025) strengthened the evidence base by establishing a Minimum Digital Living Standard for households with children. Developed through public engagement and evaluated using mixed methods, including a UK-wide survey and qualitative research, with additional focus on families in Wales, the project conceptualises digital access as a social participation threshold, essential for families to navigate daily life safely and effectively, rather than a discretionary consumer good. This perspective aligns with Welsh policy priorities on rights, well-being, and reducing inequality. For practitioners and services, the primary implication is that integrated interventions, combining device provision, affordable data, digital skills training, and ongoing support, are more effective at reducing exclusion than isolated initiatives. 


The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 mandates a statutory focus on prevention and well-being outcomes within Welsh social care and youth support services. This framework extends to addressing digital harm and digital exclusion. Care and support planning incorporates digital factors, including safe access, privacy, risk of exploitation, and the capacity to engage with education and services. These factors affect participation levels and the progression of need (United Kingdom Government GOV UK,2014/2015). 
  
Implications for practice in Wales: education, safeguarding and wellbeing systems. 
The Institute of Education-Wales (2020) defines “digital resilience” as a shared responsibility between education and safeguarding sectors, emphasising the importance of enabling children and young people to identify misinformation, seek support, recover from harm, and utilise online opportunities constructively. A practical measure is to integrate platform literacy into the Digital Competence Framework (DCF), specifically within the digital citizenship strand, through age-appropriate instruction on recommendation systems, persuasive design, and privacy. This integration should complement relational strategies that enhance peer support and promote help-seeking from trusted adults. Additionally, clear safeguarding protocols are crucial when online harms intersect with exploitation, repeated bullying, or exposure to self-harm content, as the boundary between an “online issue” and a child protection concern can rapidly change (Welsh Government, 2020). 

Conclusion 
In Wales and across the United Kingdom, emergent technologies function simultaneously as a developmental environment, a commercial system, and a rights domain. Current evidence rejects single explanations of harm and instead highlights identifiable mechanisms such as harassment, sleep disruption, algorithmic amplification, and datafication, as well as the unequal capacity of different groups to manage associated risks. The most effective response involves adopting a “safe by design and inclusive by default” approach, which includes regulation to realign platform incentives, education to develop critical platform literacy, and social policies that integrate digital inclusion into anti-poverty and anti-exclusion frameworks. This approach aligns with Wales’s wellbeing duties, emphasising prevention, integration, and meaningful participation in shaping daily living conditions both online and offline (Wales Government, 2024/2026). 
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