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Emergent technologies, social media and digital communities in the lives of children and young people in the United Kingdom

        In the current digital era, children's and young people's (CYP) lives in the United Kingdom (UK) are becoming increasingly connected to technology. From messaging apps that help sustain friendships to social media platforms where individuals explore and express their identities, digital interactions have become integral to childhood and adolescence. This transformation has shifted how young individuals acquire knowledge, engage socially, and seek health information, marking a change from traditional developmental experiences. According to Ofcom's (2025) report in 2024, 96% of children aged 3–17 went online, increasing from 85% of 3–5-year-olds to 100% of 10–17-year-olds, indicating the significant impact of digital infrastructures on childhood in the UK.  Instead of simply considering technology as beneficial or detrimental, it is crucial to examine its diverse effects, accounting for factors such as developmental stage, digital literacy, platform design, family context, and broader structural inequalities. This essay discusses the influence of new technologies, social media, and online communities on the growth, behaviour, and wellbeing of CYP, underscoring the potential of these resources to both improve and complicate their experiences in an evolving digital landscape. Additionally, the essay assesses the implications of CYP’s digital experiences for Health and Social Care (HSC) practices and policies in the UK, particularly concerning safeguarding, wellbeing, digital inequality, and the necessity for child-centred regulation and service responses.
        Digitalisation refers to the process by which daily life, organisations, and social connections are structured through interconnected, data-centric, and algorithm-driven technologies (Labhard, Jonne Lehtimäki and Baccianti, 2025). For children and teenagers, this encompasses not just the availability of devices but also the integration of digital systems into their education, recreational activities, social interactions, identity development, information search, and consumer habits (Kickbusch and Holly, 2023). Holly, Demaio, and Kickbusch (2024) argue that digital settings are part of the "digital determinants" of health and wellbeing, impacting access to information, support, participation, and opportunities. This framework shifts the focus from individual parental control to broader issues of public health, inequality, and governance. In the UK, digitalisation is not impartial, as engagement is influenced by social factors, benefiting more privileged adolescents who can translate it into socioemotional and educational benefits. Its benefits are shaped by pre-existing structural inequalities, implying that technology may exacerbate disparities unless equitable access, digital literacy, and supportive social conditions are in place (Bohnert and Gracia, 2023).
       A comprehensive analysis of CYP digital engagement must account for both advantages and obstacles. Emerging technologies can enhance significant aspects of children's and young people's development when used intentionally, meaningfully, and in a socially relevant way. Ofcom (2025a) found that 48% of children aged 3–17 watch online videos for knowledge or homework support, with 78% of teenagers reporting that being online helps their schoolwork. Over half also said online engagement helps them develop new skills. Thus, digital technologies have the potential to broaden learning experiences outside of traditional classroom settings, offering flexible access to information, fostering creativity, and enabling self-directed learning (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). This is especially significant during adolescence, a developmental stage when autonomy and a sense of competence become increasingly vital (Capella and Telzer, 2024). Arabiat et al. (2022) found positive correlations between the use of interactive technology and developmental outcomes, including receptive language and executive functioning. Meanwhile, Yeo et al. (2024) found that interventions focused on digital mental health literacy can be as effective as in-person methods, especially when psychoeducation is paired with skills training and peer support. Therefore, digital settings can enhance cognitive growth, health understanding, and emotional self-regulation when the design and usage context are suitable. 
     Digital communities and social media can also positively impact socialisation and emotional wellbeing. Ofcom (2025) reported that 72% of users aged 13 to 17 who engage with social media or messaging apps believe these platforms help them feel more connected to their friends. Furthermore, 54% reported sending encouraging messages to friends experiencing tough times. This is important because adolescence is a time when relationships with peers, a sense of belonging, and identity development are especially crucial (Capella and Telzer, 2024). Social media can improve social relationships, support identity development, offer mental health support, and provide access to health-related information. For certain young individuals, particularly those who may experience feelings of isolation in their offline lives, digital communities can offer validation, shared experiences, and access to support that might not be readily available in in-person environments (Nagata et al., 2025).
     While there are undoubtedly positive outcomes associated with emergent technologies, social media, and digital communities, it is important to acknowledge the potential risks they can pose. The negative effects observed are often more nuanced than simple arguments about "screen time" would suggest. For instance, a longitudinal study from the UK indicates that increased time on social media can correlate with later mental health challenges. This connection underscores the complexity of the digital landscape and highlights the importance of approaching these technologies thoughtfully and responsibly (Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn, 2022). Fassi et al. (2024) found a significant link between social media use and internalising symptoms in teenagers, leading to low self-esteem, while Saleem, Young, and Yousuf (2024) noted that problematic social media use is linked to depression and anxiety, influenced by social comparison, sleep deprivation, and feedback-seeking. Importantly, the quality and emotional impact of online interactions matter more than the time spent online; passive scrolling and exposure to idealised or distressing content can be more harmful than active, purposeful engagement. Sleep disruption is a significant way digital harms can arise. It is vital for children's emotional regulation, focus, behaviour, and physical health, but is often compromised by bedtime technology use and ongoing online engagement. Screen use before bed has been linked to shorter sleep and greater disturbances a year later. This is crucial for CYP, as sleep loss can negatively impact mood, attention, academic performance, and coping skills (Nagata et al., 2025). Ofcom (2025a) observed that a significant number of children use social media and messaging apps late at night, especially older teenagers. 
        Digital platforms also present significant psychosocial risks regarding body image and disordered eating and negative mental health through mechanisms such as social comparison, internalising body ideals, and self-objectification (Dane and Bhatia, 2023). Highly visual sites can heighten appearance-related comparisons, glorify thinness or muscularity, and normalise restrictive or binge-eating behaviours, particularly among young people who may already face low self-esteem or body dissatisfaction (Sanzari et al., 2023). Consequently, the link between digital media and wellbeing is not solely cognitive or social; it also encompasses biological and behavioural aspects. Online harms are primarily social. Cyberbullying, harassment, and exposure to distressing content are major safeguarding issues for UK CYP. The Office for National Statistics (2024) estimated that 847,000 children aged 10–15, or 19.1%, experienced online bullying in the year ending March 2023, with girls more likely to report this at 22.5% compared to 16.0% of boys. Among those bullied online, 22.7% said it affected them significantly. Experiencing cyberbullying during early adolescence may contribute to a heightened risk of self-harm in the future, highlighting the gravity of these issues (Winstone, Jamal and Mars, 2024). Ofcom (2025a) reported that 33% of children aged 8–17 encountered distressing online content in the past year, rising to 41% among those with an impacting condition. These results challenge idealised views of digital childhood, showing that while online life can connect, it can also amplify cruelty and vulnerability. Digital technologies can worsen physical health outcomes, including obesity, by reducing physical activity, promoting sedentary lifestyles, disrupting sleep, and increasing exposure to food marketing (Haghjoo et al., 2022). In England, obesity affected 19% of children aged 11–15 in 2022 (NHS Digital, 2024) and the National Child Measurement Programme recorded a 22.1% obesity rate among Year 6 children in 2023–24, highlighting a significant public health issue for older CHYP (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2024). 
        A significant issue is the growing impact of AI-generated content on children's understanding of reality and trust. Ofcom (2025a) found that 50% of children aged 8–17 used AI tools in 2024, increasing to 59% for 13–17-year-olds. Among AI users, 45% used it for learning or school. While this shows educational potential, 52% of teens would trust AI-generated articles as much as or more than human-written ones. Only 23% recalled lessons on spotting fake news, and just 19% knew what to do if they encountered it, highlighting a gap in policy and practice. Children are navigating complex digital information spaces with inadequate critical literacy education (Maltby et al., 2024). The challenge now is not just online access but also epistemic vulnerability, as they encounter vast amounts of potentially misleading information.
            A major challenge is protecting children's data and privacy. Digital platforms not only enable children's interactions but also collect and use their personal data, affecting what they see and how long they stay online. The ICO's Age Appropriate Design Code mandates that services targeting children must prioritise their best interests, minimise data collection, and limit harmful practices like unnecessary profiling and manipulative tactics (Information Commissioner's Office, 2024). The ICO warns that geolocation data is particularly sensitive and poses safety risks. At the same time, broader data practices may exploit children's engagement and tailor content in ways they might not understand (Information Commissioner's Office, 2024). In HSC, this issue is crucial, as data protection safeguards autonomy and children's rights in digital spaces.  
           Not all CYP can utilise digital resources equally effectively; UK research indicates that digital engagement is influenced by broader social factors such as income, parental involvement, digital literacy, and access to services (Holly, Demaio and Kickbusch, 2024). This means that technology can perpetuate rather than diminish existing disparities in wellbeing and education. Data from the UK reinforce this claim, showing that variations in confidence, critical literacy, and meaningful technology use continue to follow social patterns; consequently, children from more privileged backgrounds are better positioned to translate digital engagement into learning, safety, and opportunities (Ofcom, 2025a). 
       These complexities significantly impact HSC practices, as nowadays practitioners should view digital life as integral to health assessments. Thus, they need to ask about children's online activities, how these affect their sleep, mood, and relationships, and whether digital spaces pose risks or provide support (Joustra, Quinn and Walker, 2024). Nagata et al. (2025) recommend open discussions about social media that acknowledge both benefits and risks, rather than imposing moral judgments or strict restrictions. Additionally, safeguarding must now include digital safety as an essential skill (NSPCC, 2023), covering issues such as cyberbullying, harmful content, AI misinformation, online coercion, and features that encourage compulsive use (NSPCC, 2025).
     There are significant policy implications to consider. The impact of children's online experiences goes beyond safety and requires a child-centred regulatory approach. In the UK, this means shifting from if parents and schools can handle digital risks alone to holding platforms legally responsible for identifying and reducing harm (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). The Online Safety Act requires these platforms to assess risks to child users and implement necessary protections (UK Government, 2024). Moreover, Ofcom's (2025b) regulations now demand safer recommendation systems, stronger default protections, and effective age verification in high-risk areas. Another implication is that policy must address digital inequality for CYP as a systemic issue. The government's Digital Inclusion Action Plan identifies ongoing obstacles, such as data poverty and low confidence, underscoring the need for digital policy to include inclusion policy for fairness. In education, this requires stronger implementation of online safety, media literacy, and critical evaluation in the curriculum, as schools are already expected to embed online safety and teach students about online risks and respectful digital behaviour (Department for Science, Innovation, and Technology, 2025). The policy should recognise that digital harms can be both commercial and behavioural in nature. Recent UK regulations limiting paid advertising for unhealthy food reflect an awareness that children's digital environments can influence health behaviours, including obesity risk, through targeted commercial exposure (Department of Health and Social Care, 2026). This indicates that effective policy for CYP should combine platform regulation, privacy-by-design, digital inclusion, media literacy, and public health regulation, rather than relying on a single online safety framework to address a broader social issue. 
     The integration of new technologies, social media, and online communities into the lives of children and young adults in the UK brings both challenges and opportunities. As digitalisation increasingly defines childhood and adolescence, it is crucial to understand its diverse effects on development, social interactions, and overall wellbeing. While there are clear possibilities for positive outcomes—such as improved educational experiences and better social connections—the risks related to digital inequality and potential harm must also be acknowledged. Consequently, Health and Social Care practices and policies need to adapt alongside the evolving digital landscape. By emphasising equal access, promoting digital literacy, and crafting strategies that focus on children, the benefits of technology can be enhanced while reducing its downsides. Ultimately, the objective should be to establish an environment where all children and young people can flourish in the digital era, using technology as a means for growth and meaningful engagement.
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