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Debate: Children and Young People and Emergent Technologies
Sarah:   for the Motion 
Stefan: Against the motion
Round One: Opening Statement (4 Minutes – For the Motion)
Chairperson, members of the audience, good morning.
I argue that emergent technologies are more detrimental than beneficial to the skillset, mindset and social interactions of children and young people.
This is not to suggest that technology is inherently harmful. Rather, in its current form, shaped by commercial priorities, algorithmic design and largely unregulated everyday use, its overall impact is more detrimental than beneficial (OECD, 2026).
While emergent technologies are often presented as enhancing learning, wellbeing and connection, these benefits are highly conditional and do not reflect typical everyday use.
Firstly, in terms of skillset, emergent technologies can undermine core cognitive development. While young people may develop digital fluency, this does not necessarily translate into higher-order thinking. Reliance on instant information and algorithmically curated content reduces opportunities for sustained attention, deep processing and independent problem-solving.
The Education Endowment Foundation (2021) highlights that digital technology improves learning only when embedded within effective pedagogy. However, outside education, use is largely unstructured and consumption-driven. This gap between theory and reality is critical.
Secondly, emergent technologies have significant implications for mindset, particularly mental health and identity formation. Social media platforms are not neutral environments; they are designed to maximise engagement through comparison and continuous feedback.
A systematic review by Fassi et al. (2024) identifies associations between social media use and internalising symptoms such as anxiety and depression. While causation is complex, the consistency of findings suggests that digital environments can amplify psychological vulnerability. This is supported by Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020), who identify links between social media use and increased psychological distress.
Furthermore, algorithmic personalisation can reinforce negative self-perceptions and emotional dependency, reflecting concerns about the structural design of these platforms.
Thirdly, in relation to social interactions, emergent technologies alter both the quantity and quality of engagement. While they enable connection, they do not necessarily facilitate meaningful interaction. Reduced face-to-face communication can limit the development of empathy, communication skills and emotional understanding.
Digital environments also expose children to risks such as cyberbullying and social comparison. Evidence suggests that online experiences can intensify peer-related harm rather than reduce it. Research also indicates that reduced face-to-face interaction may negatively affect social and emotional development (Uhls et al., 2014).
Crucially, these risks are not incidental. Digital platforms operate within economic models that prioritise engagement and time spent online. As a result, design features encourage prolonged use and emotional reactivity, often in ways that conflict with developmental needs.
The need for regulation further supports this argument. The UK Government (2023), through the Online Safety Act, requires platforms to assess and mitigate risks to children, indicating that these environments are not inherently safe.
In conclusion, while emergent technologies offer potential benefits, these are conditional and unevenly distributed. In contrast, the risks associated with their everyday use are widespread, structurally embedded and developmentally significant.
Therefore, emergent technologies are more detrimental than beneficial to the skillset, mindset and social interactions of children and young people.
Thank you.




Round Two: Rebuttal (4 Minutes – For the Motion)
Chairperson, thank you.
While the opposition presents a balanced account of potential benefits, their argument relies largely on ideal conditions of use rather than the realities of how emergent technologies are experienced by most children and young people.
Firstly, regarding skillset, the opposition argues that emergent technologies enhance learning and digital competence. However, this overlooks a key limitation identified by the Education Endowment Foundation (2021), namely that digital technology improves learning only when implemented within structured pedagogical contexts. In contrast, most young people engage with technology outside these conditions, where use is largely unregulated and oriented towards passive use.
This reinforces the gap between theoretical benefit and practical reality. While technology can support learning, in practice it often displaces activities essential for developing sustained attention, independent reasoning and deeper cognitive processing.
Secondly, in relation to mindset, the opposition highlights access to support and resources. While this is important, it does not fully account for the scale and consistency of negative psychological outcomes associated with digital environments.
Evidence from Fassi et al. (2024) demonstrates associations between social media use and internalising symptoms, including anxiety and depression. However, it is also important to recognise that the relationship between digital technology use and wellbeing is complex and not always directly causal. Orben and Przybylski (2019) highlight that effects are often small and context-dependent, reinforcing the need to critically examine not just use, but also design and environment.
Crucially, the opposition does not sufficiently address the structural design of these platforms. Social media is not a neutral tool; it is driven by algorithmic systems designed to maximise engagement through comparison and emotional responsiveness. These features are particularly influential during adolescence.
Thirdly, in relation to social interactions, the opposition argues that technology enhances connection. However, this assumes that increased connection equates to improved social experience, which is not necessarily supported by evidence.
The World Health Organization (2024) reports that approximately one in six adolescents has experienced cyberbullying, demonstrating that digital environments can facilitate harm as well as connection.
Finally, the opposition emphasises regulation and responsible use as solutions. However, this assumes that regulation is already effective and that individuals can fully manage their engagement within these systems.
[bookmark: _Int_qWGam2lT]In reality, regulatory frameworks are still under development. The UK Government (2023) requires platforms to conduct formal child risk assessments under the Online Safety Act, indicating that these environments are not inherently safe and require external intervention.
In conclusion, while the opposition highlights potential benefits, their argument remains conditional and dependent on ideal usage scenarios. In contrast, the evidence demonstrates that the everyday impact of emergent technologies is more consistently associated with risk than benefit.
For these reasons, the proposition maintains that emergent technologies are more detrimental than beneficial.
Thank you.

Round Three: Cross-Examination 3 minutes per person
Against the motion 
Q1 If children and young people are already growing up in a digital world, should the priority be to remove technology or to teach them how to use it safely, critically and responsibly?

Teaching children to use technology safely is important—but it is not enough. The problem is not just how children use technology, but the environments they are using. Platforms like TikTok and Instagram are designed to maximise attention and engagement, not wellbeing.
Research from Ofcom (2023) shows that most children’s online activity is dominated by passive scrolling and algorithm-driven content, rather than structured or educational use.
So even when children are educated about safe use, they are still operating within systems designed to capture attention and encourage comparison. Education helps—but it cannot fully counteract those structural risks.
Therefore, while we should teach safe and responsible use, we also have to recognise that the current digital environment itself creates consistent risks. That’s why education alone is not enough.


Q2 If emergent technologies can support digital literacy, creativity, mental health support and inclusion for children with additional needs, why are they viewed only as harmful rather than as tools that need responsible guidance?
These technologies are not inherently harmful—but the issue is how they are used in everyday life. Their benefits are conditional; they depend on structured, supervised, and purposeful use.
In reality, most children’s digital experiences are not like that. Evidence from Ofcom (2023) shows that everyday use is dominated by passive engagement, social comparison, and algorithm-driven content.
Reports from UNICEF (2017) also highlight that while digital technologies can support learning, inclusion, and mental health, these benefits are not equally experienced and depend heavily on context and guidance.
So while assistive tools and educational platforms can offer real value—especially for children with additional needs—these are not the dominant experiences shaping children’s development.
The concern is that the everyday digital environment is more consistently associated with risk than benefit. That’s why these technologies are often viewed as harmful—not because they lack value, but because that value is not what most children actually experience.
 Cross examination questions (For the Motion) 
Question 1:
 If emergent technologies are broadly beneficial, how do you account for the continued prevalence of anxiety and cyberbullying within digital environments (World Health Organization, 2024)?
Question 2:
 If educational benefits depend on structured use, as highlighted by the Education Endowment Foundation (2021), how can these benefits be applied to the largely unregulated way children use technology outside of educational settings?

Round Four: Closing Statement (2 Minutes – For the Motion)
Chairperson, members of the audience, thank you.
This debate has not been about whether emergent technologies can offer benefits. It has been about whether, in their current everyday form, they are more beneficial than detrimental to children and young people.
The evidence presented suggests that they are not.
Regarding skillset, the Education Endowment Foundation (2021) makes clear that the benefits are conditional. In everyday use, technology is often unstructured and dominated by passive engagement, limiting opportunities for deep learning, sustained attention and independent problem-solving.
In relation to mindset, evidence from Fassi et al. (2024) and Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) identify associations between social media use and internalising symptoms such as anxiety and depression.
In relation to social interactions, the World Health Organization (2024) reports that cyberbullying remains a significant issue among adolescents, demonstrating that online environments can amplify harm as well as connection.
Crucially, these risks are shaped by engagement-driven platform design. The UK Government's regulatory measures (2023) further underscore the need to actively manage these risks.
The opposition has highlighted potential benefits, but these remain conditional and dependent on ideal circumstances. In contrast, the harms are widespread and embedded within everyday use.
When critically evaluated, the balance of evidence demonstrates that the risks outweigh the benefits.
Therefore, when evaluated in real-world conditions, emergent technologies are more detrimental than beneficial to children and young people. Thank you 
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