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The impact of media upon the behavioural development of children and young people
Background
In recent decades through an innovated society, digital media has quickly become a part of many people’s daily lives (World Health Organisation, 2023). Media is an array of communication forms that have the intention of sending messages to society (Market Business News, 2023). According to Datareportal (2023) digital media is used by just under 65 per cent of the world’s population daily, and this figure continues to grow. In England and Wales, it has been reported that 89 per cent of children between the ages of 10 and 15 access digital media daily (Office for National Statistics, 2021). There are many different forms of digital media today which is aimed to provide children with information, entertainment, and education, providing them with profound benefits. However, there are also significant risks that digital media can cause to the behavioural development of children (World Health Organisation, 2023).
The more time children and young people are spending in front of screens, the less time they are spending on other activities that can strengthen their development (Mentally Healthy Schools, 2023). It is evident that activities such as outdoor play is vital to the mental and physical development of all children, and under the United Convention’s on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, 2023) the Welsh Government has recognised the importance of play and incorporated this within the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2023); believing that all children have the right to be given the opportunities to participate in activities that will strengthen and develop their health and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2014).  
Digital media is constantly evolving with new ways to communicate and learn, it is believed that up to six hours of a child’s (eight to twelve years old) day is spent on screen time, using devices such as televisions, iPads, tablets, mobile phones, and gaming consoles (Ofcom, 2015: AACAP, 2020). In addition to the amount of screen time a child has it is important to note that the contents of what is being viewed plays a vital part in how behavioural development can be compromised. Baum (2013) proposes that behaviour is the actions of a person(s) in response to a situation internally or externally and can be influenced by factors such as observation of others, the environment, and digital media. Behaviour can have an impact on relationships, education and health and wellbeing (Baum, 2013). It is important for a child to adopt healthy behaviours which will allow for them to have better opportunities and outcomes in life. 
The purpose of this report is to explore the impact of digital media upon the behavioural development of children under the age of 16. Besides the digital media forms television and gaming, this report will look at sleep issues and digital media safety. This report will offer recommendations for the safety of children and young people in the digital world.
Television
Bandura’s 1977 Social Learning theory offers that children learn through observing and imitating the behaviours of others (Deaton, 2015: Calvert, 2015); in terms of entertainment media which includes films and television programmes, Bandura’s theory can be linked to demonstrate how influential this form of media is on children and young people’s behaviours (Calvert, 2015). According to research Sesame Street is believed to be an example of how programmes can positively impact on children’s behaviour through observation and imitation, with benefits being immediate and long-lasting (Smith, Cowie, and Blades, 2011). Research concluded that children who were frequent viewers of the show did better whilst at primary school, than to those who did not regularly watch the show (Wright et al., 2001). Put forward by Smith, Cowie, and Blades (2011) Sesame Street has been found to assist its young audience in language, mathematics, colours, shapes, and real-life situations like making friends and dealing with the loss of a pet, through observing and modelling the behaviours. This is an example of how digital media is a beneficial medium for children and can play an important part in their development if the content of the digital media serves the purpose like that of Sesame Street, to educate its audience.
Besides the positive impacts that programmes can have on their young audiences, violence and aggression is often found to be promoted through entertainment media (Bauer, et al., 2017). Films and cartoons that are based on superheroes are popular amongst primary age children as well as secondary school children, with many believing that they are role models (Kim et al., 2020). Many of the superhero cartoons consist of the hero ‘fighting off the bad guys’ and saving the day; this can include the destruction of property, fighting, bullying, weapon use and in some cases murder, and it has been suggested throughout the literature that children can imitate aggression and violence into everyday situations (Kim et al., 2020: Bauer, et al., 2017). Suggested by Kim et al., (2020), if children have watched a programme or film that uses violent or aggressive behaviours to resolve a situation they may feel that by imitating such behaviours will give them a resolution; especially if these types of behaviours modelled are glorified or bare little to no consequences. If a child is being entertained by these displays of violence or aggression, with support of Bandura’s theory, there is a risk that the child will imitate and model these types of behaviour (Deaton, 2015: Calvert, 2015). For many children this will not emerge into an issue, albeit for some children this could cause further issues (Bauer, et al., 2017). Issues that could likely arise are bullying in school, destruction of other people’s property or of their own, and increased aggression, if long-lasting this could be detrimental to the education and further behavioural development of the child throughout life if they believe this behaviour to be acceptable (Kim et al., 2020: Bauer, et al., 2017).  
Gaming
Gaming is believed by many to strengthen a child’s problem-solving skills according to literature (Suziedelyte, 2015); this is seen as a beneficial impact that can help children to analyse a real-life situation and consider the best way to approach it. In addition to strengthening problem solving skills, gaming can help a child to build resilience (Jones, et al., 2014: Hart, et al., 2020). An example of how resilience can be built through gaming is when a child is unsuccessful on an area or level of a game, they are likely to keep trying until they pass that area or level, helping them to gain a tool that can be used throughout their childhood and adult life in terms of how they react to a situation (Jones, et al., 2014). 
In contrast to gaming having positive impacts on behavioural development, gaming is known to have similar effects on behaviour to television (Parkes, et al., 2013). Suggested by Parkes, et al., (2013) the difference between television and gaming is that gaming can encourage the user to actively participate in violent or aggressive acts. Instead of watching scripted violent acts unfold, the user is encouraged to act out violent and/or aggressive behaviours in certain games using an avatar to hurt and ultimately kill their opponents (Parkes, et al., 2013).  Parkes, et al.,( 2013) put forward that playing certain computer games that have an element of violence in it can cause a child to be less empathetic to others and be more resilient to violence in the real world. Despite research of Bandura’s theory supporting the effects of the imitation of poor behaviours from gaming (Deaton, 2015: Calvert, 2015), there is found to be limited data to show that computer games are the main cause of a child to become violent and aggressive as wider factors are often not considered.
It is also believed that when children are sat in front of a screen playing computer games it can be detrimental to their behavioural development, this is because the time spent in front of the screen is replacing the time that a child could be strengthening their social, communication and intellectual skills, through real life play indoors or outdoors, reading, drawing, and spending time with family and friends (Calvert, 2015: Parkes, et al., 2013). 
Sleep
The amount of exposure that a child has to digital media has a direct impact upon their behaviours (Calvert, 2015). To take into consideration sleep which is a vital part of a child’s development and is believed to be an issue for many children when they frequently use forms of digital media. Dawkins (2018) puts forward that if a child has a good sleeping routine and has approximately the recommended hours of sleep for their age, then their overall health and wellbeing is improved. Contrary to this, if a child has a poor sleep routine and does not get a sufficient number of hours sleep a night, this is found to lead to poor overall health and wellbeing outcomes such as decreased concentration, low moods, and nutritional issues (Dawkins, 2018). A study found that children  aged nine to ten years old who spent more time using screens for entertainment had a higher risk of behavioural issues, including sleep issues, aggression, and anxiety (Guerrero, et al., 2019). Whilst it is believed from the study that children who have a better quantity of sleep have a lower risk of behavioural issues (Guerrero, et al., 2019). 
Lund et al., (2021) and Calvert (2015) agree that stimulation from the content and bright screens of digital media use before bedtime is a cause of poor sleep quality and fewer hours sleep, leading to an increase in tiredness throughout the daytime. This demonstrates that a child’s behaviour is shaped using digital media which ultimately impacts on their ability to learn, develop, and gain healthy behaviours. When this usage of digital media before bedtime is frequent, the higher the risk of poorer outcomes for a child, including poorer behaviours, with a higher risk to children who have digital media devices in their bedroom (Lund et al., 2021: Anitha et al., (2021).   
Keeping children safe in the world of digital media
Children are exposed to and access content that is not age appropriate; keeping children and young people safe in the digital world is vital to their mental and physical wellbeing, and their behavioural development. The Online Safety Bill has been put before the United Kingdom Government but is still currently going through Parliament before it can be legally introduced (GOV.UK, 2022). The Online Safety Bill is set to offer protection for children and young people online against content that is harmful or distressing, with stricter rules for the tech giants this legislation is a vital move to protect children in this fast-paced digital era (GOV.UK, 2022). 
The need to protect children and young people online has been recognised by the Welsh Government who introduced the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2023); the act is underpinned by the UNCRC (Unicef, 2023) and aims to equip young people in Wales with the digital skills for a more equal Wales. In addition to the WFG Act, the new curriculum for Wales recognises that to build a better sustainable future for Wales, educating children and young people in digital competence is vital for now and for the future (Welsh Government, 2023). Within the new curriculum it sets out its Digital Competence Framework  that ensures children and young people are educated on how to use digital media correctly, whilst making them aware of the risks and how they can be safely active online (Welsh Government, 2023). 
Conclusion
Digital media opens a world of education for children and provides them with information readily available within a few clicks. Digital media encourages creativity for children to express themselves, connect with friends and gain and develop their technical skills. Nonetheless, the use of digital media by children and young people is a recognisable cause for worry within society. With more children and young people having access to digital media than ever before, their behaviours are subsequently being shaped by the multiple forms of media that they are experiencing, both positively and negatively. Content that children are exposed to is a factor in their behavioural development, through the observation and imitating of both negative and positive behaviours. Growing up in this digital era, digital media is a part of children’s lives, therefore it is vital that children and young people are equipped with digital skills that allow them to safely use digital media and make healthy choices online; providing them with lifelong skills that they can use in the fast growing world that relies so heavily on digital media
Recommendations
The following recommendations are made to ensure safety of children and young people in the world of digital media:
· All schools should educate children on online safety and incorporate digital skills throughout the curriculum, ensuring awareness of the risks that are involved in the online world
· Limit or remove access to content that demonstrates unhealthy behaviours
· Limit the amount of screen time a child has, including screen free days to allow time for other activities that can strengthen mental and physical health and healthy behaviours
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