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Introduction
According to article 1 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child (UNCRC), a child is an individual under 18 years of age; unless the legal age by law is lower (GOV.UK, 2010). Under the same convention, a child is entitled to particular rights such as right to life, freedom of thought, right to protection and provision, among others.  In law, the term minor is used to describe someone under the age of majority, which is usually 18 years, unless otherwise defined.
The UNCRC deals with all aspects of children’s rights and is globally accepted, though not ratified by all countries. It not only guarantees all children equal civic, political, cultural, economic and social rights, it also recognizes children’s unique needs, capacities and vulnerabilities. These rights are usually referred to as the three P’s: Right to provision so as to facilitate their ability to develop and thrive; Right to protection which deal any threats to children’s survival and development; and Right to participation which allows them to engage with processes that affect their development and enable them to be active participants in the society (Livingstone, et al., 2015)
The internet is now considered part of every-day life, with 4 billion users reported world-wide as of 2018 (CIGI, 2018). When it was first developed, it was assumed that users would be of adult age (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). However, rapid innovation and growth in information technology has led to a diverse use of the internet such that it has become integral in performing every day functions, with content available for all ages and backgrounds. Social media, according to the Cambridge dictionary refers to platforms and applications which allow the user to share information via the internet. Kapoor et al (2018) refer to social media as communication websites which facilitate interactions and networking. Boyd and Ellison (2008) refer to Social Networking Sites (SNS) as internet based services that allow the user to create a profile, connect and interact with other users and their connections and receive feedback. The two terms are often used interchangeably; and with merging technologies distinction between the two has become increasingly blurred (Griffiths & Light, 2008).
In 2018, 90% of the 66.4 million adult population in the United Kingdom (UK) were reported to be regular internet users. Furthermore, nearly all households with children were found to have an internet connection, according to the Office for National Statistics (Office for National Statistics, 2018). It is reported that as of 2019, 70% of 12–15 year olds in the UK had a profile on social media (Science and Technology Committee, 2019). Ofcom research found that among 3-4 year olds 52% had online access, and for nearly 9 hours a week. 1% had a social media profile. Among 5-7 year olds, 82% had online access, 4% had social media profiles and spent 9.5 hours online a week; whereas 93% of 8-11 year olds had online access, 18% had a social media profile and spend roughly 13.5 hours online a week. 99% of 12-15 year olds went online, with 69% of them having a social media profile and on average spent 20.5 hours a week online. The highest use of social media across the above age groups was to access youtube to watch funny videos and access interest information e.g. from vlogers, instruction videos etc. (Ofcom, 2018).
Promoting Well-being and Reducing harm
Engaging in social media activities has been shown to benefit children by increasing their technical and communication skills as well as their social connections. A survey of 12-15 year olds found that using social media made them feel happy and closer to friends 11% and 24% of all the time respectively, and  91%  at least sometimes in both cases. Conversely, the pressure to appear popular all the time was found to be at 16%, and at least sometimes at 78%.Unkindness towards each other was found to be 8% all the time and 90% at least sometimes. 66% said they send supportive messages, comments or posts to friends having hard times. 17% stated they support online causes and organisations (Ofcom, 2018)
Access to information
In this increasingly digital era, individuals who are not engaging in the digital world risk getting left out. The lack of engagement can be due to lack of resources or the technical skills to access and connect to the available resources (Buckingham & Willet, 2006). Whichever the case, it leads to a divide between those with access and those that do not, leading to inequalities in knowledge, services and opportunities. The ONS (2018) statistics report found that households with low income are less likely to have an internet connection. UNICEF (2017), reports that not only is there an inequality in digital access; but also in the type of gadgets used to gain access. So, a child who is using a phone to go online may get an online experience of lower quality in comparison to a child using a desktop or laptop. Additionally, children who lack digital skills or speak minority languages had difficulty in finding relevant content online (O'Keeffe, et al., 2011).  In 2018, 12 % of 11-18 year olds in UK reported having no internet access at home from a computer or tablet, while 1% of these reported they had no internet access at home at all (Office for National Statistics, 2019). 68% of this age group stated they would find it difficult to complete school work without internet access, implying that those without access to the internet are at an educational disadvantage. 
Students, especially of high school, college and university age are now using social media to connect and discuss homework and group projects (Science and Technology Committee, 2019). For example facebook allows people to create private or open groups whereby they can share information and ideas. Students are also able to access learning material such as lectures via their institution’s intranet without having to attend the classroom. Social media is an important educational tool which has been found to increase student interest by incorporating different learning methods such as videos; increasing knowledge by use of a wider information pool e.g. podcasts on platforms such as TedTalks;  encouraging active participation from students  for example by use of forums on closed groups, twitter chats, online feedback; and a virtual extension of the ‘classroom’ beyond the confines of the school allowing learning to happen practically ‘anywhere’ where there is access to the internet (Waddington, 2011). 
Though the use of social media has its benefits, it is largely discouraged or banned from use in the classroom in most learning institutions  due to causing a learning distraction by students who are likely to use it for non-educational purposes and fear for their online safety (Davidson & Martellozzo, 2012). (Waddington, 2011) argues that  children need to learn to engage in internet activities for constructive, beneficial reasons and in the appropriate manner and so discouraging or disusing social media to educate denies  them opportunity to acquire digital citizenship skills. As per article 3 of the UNCRC the best interests of the child must be weighed against the negatives of using social media. Since the beginning of the 21st century there has been an exponential growth in technology, sparking interest in research, particularly the effects of technology on children. Research detailing the negative risks of using social media particularly among children is well represented, with the general consensus being that the associated risks outweigh the benefits particularly among the very young. Because of their limited knowledge and experience as well as the inability to self-regulate, there is considerable risk while navigating on social media (O'Keeffe, et al., 2011) . Research has found that social media allows children to meet many of the tasks that are important to them as making friends, staying connected to family and friends, sharing and exchanging ideas (UNICEF & LSE, 2016). Ofcom (2018) also found that social media sites are a popular news source  for young teens, though only 40%of them think always provides trustworthy information. Social media also allows them to develop and enhance their creativity through sharing and experimenting with art and music by creating blogs, videos and podcasts which can enhance individual as well as group creativity (Boyd, 2008)
In addition to online educational resources, health resources are also available to children and young people. For example there are publications by the NHS adapted for younger audiences and websites such as YoungMinds and Health for kids, which offer an interactive way for children to learn and engage. Livingstone, et al.(2015) found that children are relying on the internet more for knowledge and information. Information, such as that relating to their safety and health is important for their wellbeing. In addition to being recipients, children are also authors and creators of online content, and to develop the necessary skills they need opprotunities to learn to create and share content. Limitations in information access and resources mean that children lack opprotunity to develop their critical, evalative and digital skills, or they may obtain inaccurate information (Child Rights International Network, 2014). ‘’The ability to access relevant information and quality content can have a significant positive impact on the realization of the rights of the child, especially the right to education’’ (UNICEF, 2014). 
Friendship and support
Social media is vital in connecting with friends and family particulary staying connected to those that are a long distance away or attend different schools and clubs. Research has found that the online social connections are often an extension of their offline connections though sometimes new connections are made (Ellison, et al., 2007). Boyd & Heer (2006) found that social media was also an important tool in making new friends especially those with similar interests. (Boyd & Heer, 2006).
 YoungMinds (2018) reported that 62% of youth aged 11-25 years stated that social media had a positive impact on their relationship with their friends, with the nature online communication enabling them to be more open about their thoughts and feelings. The anonymity found online allows young people to be more free to express themselves in comparison to face-to- face conversations. This leads to creating bonds and reduced feelings of isolation.
 Online communities can offer support and reduce isolation in young people experiencing poor health (e.g. chronic illnesses), those with disability or facing challenging life experiences like questioning their identity, negative family/home situations,death, etc. thus promoting a sense of belonging and feeling included (UNICEF, 2017).
Adversely, the same online communites can sometimes be used negatively. YoungMind (2018) reports that young persons expressed concerns that the ability to screen shot  information which may have been shared in confidence makes it easy to leak or blackmail an individual. O’Keeffe et al, (2017) found that a significant amount of child abuse is perpetrated by young people themselves. More young people have sent or receievd texts than those who have not according to finding by Gordon-Messe et al, (2013). NSPCC state that 25% of teens have receievd a sext by the time they are 18 years. Sexting is viewed by adolescents as a harmless and enjoyable way to explore their sexuality. Articles 13 and 31 of UNCRC recognise the importance of play and recreation to facilitate development, as well as the importance of freedom of expression; and Gillespie (2013) argued that self-produced images when taken consensually are an expression of the adolescent’s sexual identity and thus protected by Articles 8 and 10 of the European Convention on Human Rights. However, NICE (2016) reports that sexualised behaviour such as sexting and sending sexual images of themselves is harmful and can be detrimental to a child’s development as it can lead to problems like poor interaction,  addiction to pornography and compulsive masturbation which may impair development. The risks involved when engaging in sexting are significant as sharing of content (even privately) can lead to loss of control causing psychological distress once it is in the public domain (Mitchell, et al., 2014). BBC News (2017) reports that there have been over 4,000 cases of children sending explicit pictures and videos of themselves to others, since 2013. Most were 13-15 years and shared explicit material of themselves with their boy/girlfriends only for the material to be circulated widely either accidentally or maliciously (peer-to-peer sextortion/ revenge porn). Many adolescents are not aware that it is unlawful to have or share sexual images of persons under 18, including one’s self. Barnados sugests that majority of children reporting as having engaged in online sexual behaviour (sexting, sexual videos and images etc) are indicative of a problematic background with high ACE scores (Adverse Childhood Experience).
Online/cyber- bullying has also been reported to be on the increase. The effect of cyber bullying is thought to be greater than offline bullying as it can include a wider audience, can be continuous and carried out in both public and priavte places. Cyberbullying can take many forms such as sending threatening, malicious or intimidating communication via social media, exclusion from groups or conversations, intentionally sharing personal or embarassing information about an individual without permission, account hacking or creating fake profiles of another person, to name but a few (Bauman, et al., 2013). As online information by its nature can be accessed and shared very quickly, cyberbullying has the potential to escalate as more people share and comment. NSPCC found that young people stated that it was easier to follow the ‘crowd mentality’ online rather than offline due to being able to remain anonymous or abiltiy to dissociate themselves, which can lead to intentionally isolating an individual or forming hate groups and cliques. In addition, they reported that where bullying content has been acessed or witnessed by a large number of people who did not intervene, they were also less likely to have stepped in to stop it for fear of they themselves being targetted or isolated.  Incidents of cyberbullying increased with the amount of time children spent online. YoungMind and The Children’s society (2018) report that 68% of children experiencing a mental health problem experienced cyberbullying in the same year.  Ofcom found that there are no real consequences for online bullies, other than the content being taken down. Depending on the nature and damage of the bullying, this may not be enough compensation to the victim (BBC News, 2018). In the same report by youngMind and The Children’s society (2018), in addressing cyberbullying on social media, both charities reported that children who experienced cyberbullying had the option to block, report and remove the offending content. 80% of young people who responded to the survey found reporting unwanted contact efective though the reporting process was slow and sometimes had to be repeated to get a response. 91% of children found blocking unwanted users more effective. (YoungMinds; The Children's Society, 2018) The main issue with  offensive content is that removal or filtering lies with the SNS’s set up and policy. Content on many social media platforms can only be removed by the originator (source) or site moderator. However, SNS like facebook offer sers the option to ‘hide’ or remove offensive content from their profile, but this does not remove/hide it from  other users’ view. In incidents where they reported cybebullying, young people stated that they were not informed on when they would get a response, and sometimes there was no action taken (The Royal Foundation , 2017). To address this issue, young people suggested having organisations that specifically deal cyberbullying and banning/ suspending accounts of cyberbullying perpetrators (YoungMinds; The Children's Society, 2018).
Many young people are aware that online information and profiles are usually glamourised to make people and content  more interesting and attractive than they are in reality (Mimoun, et al., 2013). Despite that, 17% of young people surveyed by YoungMind stated they always alter the content and behaviour on their profiles so as to be more likebale and gain poularity.  40% report that their self-esteem has been negatively impacted by social media. This figure is higher among young females, 46% of whom reported having had negative self- esteem as a result of social media.
Participation
According to UNICEF (2014), children are able to engage in issues concerning them through different media including social media, using platforms such as SNS’s, digital storytelling, blogging, citizen journalism and online groups.  Voices of  Youth is an example of a digital platform ran by UNICEF for young people worldwide, where they voice the issues affecting their lives and offer specific insight on a variety of topics which are often useful to policymakers.  
Social media can be used to overcome barriers such as disability, gender, culture and geographical/regional limitations, which can sometimes be a limitation with conventional information methods. For example O’ Keefe et al (2011) found that young people prefer to get their information online, particularly on sensitive subjects like their sexual health. This was because of easy access and the ability to do so anonymously. Additionally, they were also able to get support from peers and professionals quickly. The negative side to this is that young people also run a risk of retrieving misleading information especially on unauthenticated sites and should therefore be encouraged to seek guidance from their carers and trusted professionals. Ofcom (2018) found that many 12-15 year olds can assess the websites they visit and were aware of fake news but only few go on to verify sources. In their review of social media use in healthcare, Hamm et al (2014) found that the most common use was for health promotion with adolescents being the target group and mainly used discussion forums to share and deliver content. A report by Young People’s Health, commissioned by the NHS in 2015 found that young people want to be listened to, access services and information easily, quickly, and in a format they understand; partner in decisions regarding their care and make appointments that are suitable to their lifestyle. (NHS England, 2016) As a result of the commission, NHS implemented new information services among which young people can have an online record of their own health and care; and can set preferences for information sharing, as well as publish their goals for their wellbeing to share with professionals empowering them to be partners in their own care. Incorporating technology such as instant messaging, web chats and texting in health care has been found to result in fewer missed appointments, increased adherence to medication, and better understanding of their condition. (Hamm, et al., 2014).
Social media has led to an increase in community engagement by providing young people with platforms to launch their own campaigns or be involved in campaigns and movements of their choice e.g. justgiving, change.org, gofundme . A report by ThinkTank states that youths believe social platforms are important in achieving social change; with approximately  half a million youths engaging with political groups via SNS’s and a further 25% saying they engage with political and community groups and charities online. For instance, the ice bucket challenge which went viral in 2014 is reported to been started by young people trying to raise money for a friend with Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS) disease and sparked other challenges. In addition to raising money, it resulted in raising awareness of ALS.  Teen ambassador Greta Thunberg is an icon who has been campaigning for change in climate change policies and is featured regularly in the media, inspiring other youngsters to become involved in tackling climate change (AwarenessJunkie, 2019)
Due to being unhindered by physical geography, social media has reduced the world into a ‘’smaller interactive field’ bringing together people from diverse cultures to form a ‘global village’ (Cheng & Zhang (2010). Maslow’s Hierachy of needs stipulates that people need to belong, and social media  provides this opportunity by facilitating communication and interaction whereby  individuals can subscribe to different virtual communities. Through exchanging ideas and opinions, virtual communities are enrichened and tolerance as well as respect for other cultures is fostered. 
Protection
Social media and networking sites have been rapidly adopted by children worldwide.  Though it is not possible to accurately account for the number of children online, it is estimated that 71% of youths (15-24 years) worldwide have online access, while a third of internet users worldwide are under 18 years (UNICEF, 2017).With time, it has become evident that children are accessing the internet at younger ages, although 13 years is the minimum age for most social media sites. In 2013, Ofcom reported that 11% of 3-4year olds in UK were internet users. This went up to 52% in 2018.  99% of children between 5-15 years have an online presence, with 34% of them having a social media profile by age 11 (Ofcom, 2018). Online safety and wellbeing is not just a parental responsibility. Rather, it is also a governmental and organisational (e.g. school, media companies, community) duty with each playing a vital role (Science and Technology Committee, 2019). Similarly, it cannot be assumed that children have informed and digitally savvy parents to oversee and tutor them on internet use, nor do the children themselves possess adequate schooling or knowledge to do so. Many children lack parents with the time or resources to support their needs (Ofcom, 2018). Therefore, organisations that oversee and develop policies involving internet governance have to encompass the needs of the child users (UNICEF, 2018).  Parents and care givers acknowledge that the ability to monitor and control their children’s online activity and screen time decreases with increase in children’s age (Livingstone, et al., 2015). Only 44% of parents of 12-15 year olds reported being able to control the amount of time spent on-line. This was probably because a large number of the said children owned tablets and phones which they were allowed to take to bed with them (Ofcom, 2018).
For the larger part, social media in its various forms is self-regulated with each platform holding itself to account through their own developed technologies and policies (Hinduja & Patchin, 2009). This approach allows them to retain flexibility in order to evolve with demand, and client demographic which is vital for their survival. Responses from popular companies such as facebook and Instagram in relation to tackling cyberbullying have been inconsistent and non-committal (YoungMinds; The Children's Society, 2018). There are no enforceable laws currently that require social media platforms to safeguard children from bullying, and though it is understood that users have to use the platforms appropriately, there are no shared standards or clear approaches among SNS’s. Facebook for example which has had highest subscriber numbers for years has faced frequent backlash over its reluctance to tackle online bullying (BBC News, 2018). Though social media has been slow in tackling cyberbullying, some have incorporated use of artificial intelligence (AI) to detect and deal with cyberbullying. In addition they include tools such as privacy settings and filters to prevent children seeing inappropriate content or engaging with strangers. These tools are easily accessible on the user’s profile and include ‘how to’ instructions in using them. (Bauman, et al., 2013) found that many children are resilient to harassment , intimidation and bullying from their peers, but some are not, making them susceptible to mental stress and self-harm behaviour.
Social media can put children at risk to harm both online and offline. In a survey by UK children Go Online involving 9-19 year olds, it was found that 57% had been exposed to online pornography, 31% and 11% had seen violent and racist content respectively, 31% had been recipients of online sexual comments and 28% had received unsolicited sexual material.  22% of  12-15 year olds surveyed by Media Lives reported having been contacted online by someone they didn’t know (Ofcom, 2018) and, 8% had gone to a meeting with someone first met online (Livingstone & Bober, 2005). Livingstone & Brake (2010) also report that the disclosure of personal information and the experimental nature of peer communication are both likely to increase online risk. Generally, the internet has led to an increase in the volume of child abuse material in circulation. This has been acerbated by platforms that are difficult to monitor such as the ‘dark web’ which use layered encryptions and cryptocurrencies. The UK child exploitation and online protection centre admits that traditional policing methods are inadequate in dealing with the volume of offensive and unlawful content. Child Pornography & Trafficking of Children for Sexual Purpose (ECPAT) say that perpetrators are likely to make contact with unsuspecting children through anonymous and fake accounts. Additionally, as the perpetrators of sexual abuse, exploitation and grooming are not geographically limited, it further compounds the issue of law enforcement. Children, particularly of adolescent age, first turn to their peers when they encounter risk online making it harder for parents to protect their children.
Other than exposure to inappropriate material and persons, the other major concern by parents is that of companies collecting information about their child’s online activity. Social media uses personal data to track consumer trends and tailor marketing material. Research has found that adolescents are susceptible to marketing influence of marketing due to their life stage (Leslie, et al., 2009). Kent et al. (2019) report that food marketers target children on social media, with most adverts promoting unhealthy products such as fast food and sweetened beverages. In the offline world, there are often regulations are in place which limit the products and services that can be advertised or bought by children. For instance, adverts for drugs like cigarettes have been banned on UK television since 1965 and the selling of tobacco, alcohol and adult magazines to children is illegal, with offenders facing substantial fines or sentencing.  On social media however, marketing practices such as hosted adverts, in-app purchasing, advergames, brand interaction and viral marketing are largely unchecked (Nairn & Hang, 2012). In addititon there is a shift by companies to encourage peer-to-peer marketing by getting users to endorse products or create their own branded content (Kent, et al., 2019). On platforms like Instagram terms like ‘influencers’ are used to mean users who have established credibilty in a particular subject and have a large number of followers and can ‘influence’ or ‘persuade’ others’ decisions based on their recommendation (marketinginstitue.com).  Just like there are statutory regulations in relation to marketing and selling products to children offline, similar approaches should be considered online, especially in using invasive marketing to push products like unhealthy food. Findings by Livingstone (2008) imply that the technical design and wording of SNS’s hinder the management of profile settings and there was lack of transparency regarding the commercial use of personal information. Since 2007, parents have increasingly concern over other social media issues like their children damaging their reputation, the pressure on the child to spend money online and the possibility of the child being radicalised online (YouGov, 2007).If left unchecked, current social advertising and marketing practices present a risk to privacy, exposure to inappropriate products and content, as well as making it difficult for parents to monitor and protect their children. 
Conclusion
Children need to be able to access and use social media safely and in a way that meets their needs (Global Kids Online). They also need to be able to critically assess the available information, so as to navigate through social media responsibly and with effectiveness; facilitating learning, play, exploration and creativity (article 17 and 31 of UNCRC). To achieve this, children need to be at the heart of digital policy (UNCRC article 12 deals with participation rights). Technological literacy and digital citizenship should be incorporated in the classroom so as to equip children with knowledge and skills which would allow them to avoid online risk while maximising their learning opportunities.
Children’s rights, with regards to internet monitoring, tend to focus on negative aspects such as child abuse and susceptibility of children to online predators (Livingstone & Brake, 2010). This results in restrictive policies being advocated, which may undermine children’s freedom to explore and learn (Livingstone, et al., 2015). However, child abuse is not the only issue of concern in children and social media use; factors such as privacy, consent, data sharing and retention also play a big role in being able to navigate and engage with online content. Children, and by extension some parents, do not understand the data collected and held about them on social media (Ofcom, 2018). Children cannot lawfully enter into legal agreements offline, but this is not reflected online as consent is often obtained implicitly (example, ‘’ by continuing to use this site you agree to terms and conditions’’) or explicitly using terms like ‘’click here to agree’’. Being minors, children lack the literacy and understanding to give fully informed consent. However, considerations should be made when evaluating the ability to give consent as the level of experience and knowledge increases with age.
Social media  has positive influences on children such as promoting learning, exploration of ideas and identity, and making friends; but also comes with some forms of social pressures such as the need to be popular/liked, have a large audience or networks which may lead young people to conform and compromise so as to be accepted (Boyd, 2008). Issues such as cyberbullying and sexting pose quite a dilemma, and have been shown to have long-lasting effects such as loss of esteem, decline in mental health and social exclusion. Every child has the right to feel included and be protected from any kind of discrimination and sexual exploitation (UNCRC). Care givers, policy makers and social media platforms need to collaborate and consult with young people more to discuss online harm and risks and how to address them. Further to this, more research should be undertaken to identify gaps in knowledge particularly in social media use in very young children (under 10years) and marginalised groups, so as to be able to develop holistic approaches that are inclusive.
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