Critically examining how emergent technologies, social media and digital communities shape the lives of children and young people
Emergent technologies, social media and digital communities now shape a large part of the everyday lives of children and young people. They influence how children learn, communicate, present themselves, build relationships and interpret the world around them. In the UK, this influence is no longer marginal. Ofcom (2025) reports that 96% of children aged 3–17 went online in 2024, showing that digital engagement is now an ordinary part of childhood rather than a separate activity. Because of this, the debate should move beyond the simple question of whether technology is good or bad. A more useful critical approach is to examine how digital systems shape development, behaviour, socialisation and wellbeing in ways that are uneven, commercialised and often difficult for children to control. This essay argues that emergent technologies offer real opportunities for learning, creativity and connection, but they also create risks linked to distraction, comparison, sleep disruption, cyberbullying and targeted influence. Their impact depends not only on how often they are used, but on how they are designed, how they are used and which children are more exposed to harm in everyday practice.
One of the clearest ways to understand this issue is to see digital platforms as more than neutral tools. Green et al. (2020) argue that children’s digital lives need to be understood within wider domestic, social and cultural contexts. This matters because platforms such as TikTok, YouTube, Instagram and Snapchat do not simply host content. They rank it, recommend it and reward certain forms of participation. Trezise (2023) similarly suggests that contemporary childhood is increasingly shaped by viral culture, where visibility and circulation become part of how young people experience growing up. In this sense, children are not only using technology; they are developing inside systems that shape what feels relevant, desirable and socially valuable. That makes platform design a developmental issue rather than a purely technical one. It also shows why debates about digital childhood cannot be reduced to individual choice alone.
In education, emergent technologies can support learning in meaningful ways. The Digital Competence Framework (Welsh Government, 2024) presents digital competence as a cross-curricular entitlement involving confident, critical and creative use of technology rather than mere technical skill. This is significant because it treats digital literacy as a form of judgement rather than button pressing. Generative artificial intelligence has made this debate even sharper. Klarin et al. (2024) found that adolescents with greater executive functioning difficulties perceived generative AI as especially useful for schoolwork. This suggests that AI can reduce barriers, support task initiation and help some learners participate more fully. For pupils who struggle with organisation, writing or confidence, digital tools may act as scaffolds that widen access and reduce frustration. Dray and Symons (2025) also note that generative AI can support more personalised engagement, although they stress that ethical safeguards and human oversight remain essential.
However, educational value depends on how these tools are used. O’Reilly et al. (2021) argue that digital media effects cannot be understood through simple assumptions and that context and mechanism matter. The same is true in education. When polished outputs allow pupils to bypass the productive struggle through which understanding and competence are developed, technology may weaken learning rather than strengthen it. Ofcom (2025) also reports growing use of artificial intelligence among children and teenagers alongside uneven levels of critical media literacy. This matters because pupils may appear fluent while still lacking the skills needed to verify information, recognise bias or question AI-generated content. Schools and colleges therefore need process-focused teaching and assessment, such as drafts, oral explanation and in-class problem-solving, alongside explicit teaching on verification, bias and responsible AI use. Otherwise, technology may encourage surface performance rather than deep learning. Faster output does not automatically mean deeper understanding.
Digital life also affects behaviour and wellbeing through the way it shapes time, attention and habit. Phippen and Street (2022) argue that online wellbeing should be approached through resilience and harm reduction rather than unrealistic ideas of total safety. That view is persuasive because digital systems are designed to reduce stopping points. Notifications, autoplay, streaks and infinite scroll make it easier for children and young people to remain engaged for longer than they intend. Han, Zhou and Liu (2024), in a systematic review and meta-analysis of 55 papers involving more than 41,000 participants, found that electronic media use was significantly associated with poorer sleep quality and more sleep problems, especially when use became problematic. Sleep is central to concentration, memory, emotional regulation and behaviour. When digital habits extend into the evening, they can quietly undermine learning and coping the following day. The issue is therefore not only what children see online, but how digital systems shape the pace and rhythm of everyday life.
At the same time, digital communities can offer real social value. Nagata et al. (2025) argue that social media can support adolescents and young adults through social connection, identity exploration and access to health and mental health information. Nesi, Telzer and Prinstein (2022) also note that digital media can support relationships and identity development as well as create risks. This matters because online spaces are often described only in negative terms. In reality, many young people, especially those who feel isolated, marginalised or misunderstood offline, do find genuine belonging online. For some children and young people, online interaction may provide peer understanding, emotional support and a safer space in which to express aspects of themselves that feel difficult to share face to face. Used in that way, digital communities can reduce social isolation rather than deepen it. They can also give young people access to supportive networks beyond their local area.
Even so, the same spaces that offer connection can also intensify comparison and distress. Fassi et al. (2024), in a meta-analysis involving more than one million adolescents, found a positive association between social media use and internalising symptoms in both clinical and community samples. Sala, Porcaro and Gómez (2024) also conclude that social media carries both risks and opportunities, with outcomes shaped by individual characteristics, patterns of use and platform design. The most serious harms often arise not simply from being online, but from particular forms of immersion, such as passive scrolling, compulsive checking, social comparison and repeated exposure to emotionally intense content. For this reason, the internet is better understood as an amplifier rather than a single cause of youth distress. It can magnify insecurity, loneliness and emotional vulnerability where platforms reward visibility, comparison and constant self-monitoring. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2025) similarly argues that policy should minimise risks without cutting children off from the opportunities digital environments can also provide. This more balanced approach is useful because it avoids both alarmism and complacency.
Body image is one of the clearest examples of this amplifying effect. Vandenbosch, Fardouly and Tiggemann (2022) show that visual social media platforms can be especially damaging for body image, while taking and editing selfies can reduce body satisfaction even before images are posted. The Children’s Commissioner for England (2026) adds another important layer by showing that many parts of the online environment are not built around children’s best interests. The report documents children’s exposure to appearance-changing products, body stigma and advertising that targets fragile self-esteem. This shifts the discussion in a useful direction. The problem is not only that children compare themselves with others. It is also that they are exposed to commercial systems that profit from dissatisfaction and insecurity. In that sense, digital environments do not simply reflect body anxieties; they can intensify and exploit them. This is particularly concerning because appearance pressures now reach children through recommendation systems that can repeatedly reinforce narrow ideals.
Another major issue is inequality. UNICEF (2025) argues that digital technologies can deepen existing inequalities when access, digital skills and protection are uneven. Ofcom (2025) also shows that not all children have the same continuity of device access or the same understanding of algorithms and online systems. This means that the digital divide is no longer only about whether a child is online or offline. It is also about the quality of access, the availability of informed adult support and whether digital participation can be turned into learning and opportunity rather than distraction and risk. A digitally connected childhood is therefore not equally beneficial for all children. Some gain tools for creativity and progress, while others experience unstable access, weaker protection and more exposure to harmful or manipulative content. Technology often reproduces wider social inequalities through new and more persuasive systems. Children who are already disadvantaged offline may therefore face a double burden: fewer digital opportunities and greater exposure to online risk. This is also why adult mediation remains important. Children and young people are expected to manage privacy, credibility, safety and self-presentation in digital spaces that many adults still find confusing. When support at home or school is weak, the burden of navigating risk falls too heavily on the child. A child with strong digital guidance may learn to question recommendation systems, advertising and persuasive design. A child without that support may experience the same environment as pressure, confusion or exclusion. Digital literacy therefore needs to be relational as well as technical, grounded in conversation, modelling and repeated opportunities to reflect.
Cyberbullying and online harassment show clearly how digital systems can intensify ordinary social cruelty. The Office for National Statistics (2024) estimated that 847,000 children aged 10 to 15 in England and Wales experienced an online bullying behaviour in the year ending March 2023, and more than one fifth of those affected said they were emotionally affected “a lot”. O’Reilly et al. (2021) argue that digital harms should be understood through specific mechanisms rather than broad assumptions, and cyberbullying is a clear example of this. The particular danger lies in persistence, scale and visibility. Harmful content can be saved, shared, revisited and circulated widely. It is therefore not just a conflict between individuals. It is also shaped by platforms that make humiliation easier to spread and harder to escape. For practitioners and educators, this means safeguarding must include not only individual support but also attention to the environments through which harm is amplified.
Policy and regulation now play a more important role in this discussion. The Online Safety Act explainer states that the Act places duties on social media companies and search services to protect children and adults online and to make them more responsible for user safety (UK Government, 2025). That matters because responsibility should not rest only on families, schools or individual children. The Curriculum for Wales states that how learners engage with social influences shapes identity, values, behaviours and wellbeing, and that they should engage critically with those influences (Welsh Government, 2023). WHO (2025) also emphasises that adolescence is a crucial developmental stage for mental health, with depression, anxiety and behavioural disorders among the leading causes of illness and disability in this age group. Children need more than restriction. They need education, guidance and environments that are less exploitative by design. Regulation alone will not remove all harms, but it does recognise that the online world is shaped by commercial and political decisions rather than chance.
Overall, emergent technologies, social media and digital communities shape the lives of children and young people in ways that are complex, contradictory and unequal. They can widen access to learning, support identity exploration and provide meaningful social connection. At the same time, they can intensify surveillance, comparison, sleep disruption, cyberbullying, body dissatisfaction and commercial influence. The strongest conclusion is therefore not that technology is entirely positive or entirely harmful. It is that these environments have become part of the structure of childhood itself. The future of childhood will not be shaped simply by whether young people use digital technology, because that is already taken for granted. It will be shaped by who designs digital environments, whose interests they serve and whether children are treated as developing citizens or as sources of attention, data and profit. A critical perspective is therefore essential, because children do not merely use digital systems; they grow up within them.
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