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Introduction
The digital age presents both challenges and opportunities for influencing the health and well-being of children and young people.  This is because today’s youth are becoming part of a more increasingly digital age (Dunlop et al, 2016).  The creation of the digital age has been introduced through forms of digital media.  Digital media includes interactive media such as video games; online networks such as Snapchat and Instagram; and existing forms of media such as radio and television (Buckingham, 2008).  Media presented at a young age can have an effect on the development of children and young people.  Social, emotional and behavioural development is a vital aspect of a child’s development that begins at birth and continues into adulthood (Health Service Executive, 2018).  Behavioural development can be altered via cognitivism.  Bates (2016, p.39) says cognitivism is:
“Based on the principal that information is actively processed inside the mind of the person and that behaviour modification takes place by searching for the relationships that exist between the various bits of information.” 
Cognitivism can be linked with how today’s youth interacts with Digital Media; this is known as media literacy.  The Office of Communications (OFCOM, 2019) defines media literacy as “the ability to use, understand and create media and communications in a variety of contexts”.  Digital literacy has the power to affect how children behave online in regards to what content they interact with, how they perceive it and how they communicate and produce their own media (Eagle, 2007). 

How many children are online?
Below shows charts published by OFCOM (2019) that show how children use and interact with media devices and services by age category in 2018.  
[image: ][image: ](OFCOM, 2019)
To summarise, OFCOM found the use of computers, netbooks, games consoles and DVD/Blu-ray players are decreasing because children and young people are using tablets, laptops or mobile phones to go online.  OFCOM also found there has been a discovery among today’s youth in how they are in control of the content they watch.  For example, many said they prefer to watch YouTube content rather than TV programmes due to the accessibility to be in control of what they watch, when and how they watch it.  Unlike TV, these services feel more personalised to the service user as children can more easily navigate to programmes and content they like, that are aimed at them, and specifically tailored to their hobbies and interests (OFCOM, 2019).  This explains why more and more children are using online services such as YouTube, Netflix and Amazon Prime.  

How social media effects behaviour
Digital media, more so social media, has a great influence on children’s behaviour and attitudes online; from the content they watch, to how much time they spend online.  Social media has become a popular platform where service users can interact and communicate with others, view content and media, and seek information.  Social media can also serve as a place for creative efforts where its users can post their own media in exchange for “likes”, shares and comments (Gasser et al, 2012).  For most social networking sites, the minimum age is 13; however, 34 per cent of children aged 8-12 years old have a profile on sites that require users to register as being aged 13 or over, meaning these children are viewing content and possibly reproducing media not suitable for their age (Department of Health, 2011).  
Blakemore (2010) says adolescence is a crucial time of development, especially for the brain.  This is because the prefrontal cortex, which controls complex behaviours of an individual such as decision making, self-awareness and understanding; contributes to personality development (Blakemore, 2010; NSPCC, 2013).  This can have detrimental effects on the behaviour of children under the age of adolescence who watch content unsuitable for their age, as they do not yet attain the emotional regulation and resilience to comprehend what they see or experience on platforms not designed for them (Blakemore, 2010; NSPCC, 2013).  For example, when viewing sexual or violent content, children may experience depictions of sex and violence as confusing or distressing.  Moreover, these children may develop personality traits that mimic the sexual or violent behaviour they have been exposed to (NSPCC, 2013).  Many research studies have shown those who play violent video games, watch violent content online, or watch violent content on television were twice more likely to display aggressive or violent behaviour than those who do not (Coyne, 2016; Anderson et al, 2003; Tumaini et al, 2015; Holmgren et al, 2019). 
The pressure of social media can have an impact on the behaviour of its users, especially in terms of self-representation.  For example, sites such as Instagram are a place for its users to post about their lifestyle and gain attention and validation from others via “likes” (Dumas et al, 2017).  Instagram targets adolescents and young people, or “emerging adults”, and is focused around self-presentation and promotion rather than building social networks.  The purpose of Instagram is for its users to document their lives to their “followers”; express and showcase their creativity; and increase their popularity among peers (Dumas et al, 2017).  This can be done by uploading pictures, then using built-in features in order to make photos more appealing for “likes” using Photoshop, filters or widespread hash-tags.  This type of behaviour gives a false impression to the users’ audience and creates a deceptive image.  Research by Sheldon and Bryant (2016) suggests this “like seeking” behaviour appears to be among those who have negative perceptions of themselves as by doing this, they are aiming to increase their visibility and popularity among others (Dumas et al, 2017).  It could be argued this is done as research shows most children and young people follow celebrity accounts’ on Instagram, meaning their feeds are a reflection of luxurious and glamorous lifestyles lived by the celebrities they follow.  This could make the user compare their lives to the people they follow, leading the user to feel ‘inferior’ and therefor changing their own appearance using Photoshop and filters in order to attain a more glamorous look (Children’s Commissioner, 2018). 

The positives and negatives
Social media has many positive and negative effects on today’s youth.  In 2013, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) conducted research into the experiences children and young people were having online and how their experiences affected their behaviour and attitudes on the use of social media.  The findings of this report highlighted many negative experiences children and young people were facing on social media platforms, specifically children aged 11 to 12 years old.  For example, the number of children who said they had been affected by something on social networking sites equated to almost a quarter (23 per cent) of 11 to 12 year olds (NSPCC, 2013).  These children said the experiences they had ranged from:
· Trolling / Cyber bullying
· Online stalking
· Aggressive or violent language
· Being excluded from a social group or friendship
· Being sent unwanted sexual messages / being asked to send sexual messages
· Being asked to send personal information / had personal information used without consent
(NSPCC, 2013)
It was reported that although many children are able to recover from experiences such as these fairly quickly, around one fifth had felt upset or scared for weeks or months after the incident occurred (NSPCC, 2013).  Experiences such as these can be evident on almost any type of digital media platform, whether it affects individuals directly or indirectly, it is still visible to anyone.  For most children and young people online, occurrences such as these can be experienced almost every day, with only a small per cent of individuals reporting the incidents (NSPCC, 2013).  
However, although 23 per cent of children aged 11 to 12 reported having been affected by something on social networking sites, for the other 77 per cent of children aged 11 to 12 experiences differed; with these children having positive experiences on social networking sites (NSPCC, 2013).  In addition, it can be argued, though social media can have a negative impact upon children and young people, there are benefits.  In fact, social media has many positive aspects and can play a positive role in the lives of today’s youth.  For example, for most children and young people, social networking sites are a place for individuals to communicate with peers and build friendships.  For others, it is a place to stay up-to-date with the latest news, a source for information gathering, and a place for individuals to be a part of different communities.  As well as social media, digital media itself has many positive features.  It is a place individuals can go to escape reality, via e-books or audio books, and a place for its users to educate themselves and scout for information (Nierengarten and Augustyn, 2018).  
Digital media is a place where awareness of certain issues can be promoted through online campaigns and charities, but most importantly, digital media is a place where individuals can reach out for help and support (NHS, 2019; ITV, 2020).  For example, there are many anonymous phone lines and online chats where children and young people can reach out and get the support they need. A few examples of these organisations and charities that run using digital media include: 
· Childline
· Young minds
· Mind
· Papyrus
· Kooth.com
· The Mix
(NHS, 2019; ITV, 2020; SupportLine, 2020)

Legislation surrounding digital media, children and young people
There are many ways children are protected online due to government, industry, law, academia and charity sectors that work in collectively to help keep children safe.  The two main laws in place to protect children online are the: 
· General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)
· Data Protection Act 2018
The General Data Protection Regulation replaces the Data Protection Act 1998.  It places greater obligations on how organisations handle personal data and came into effect in combination with the Data Protection Act 2018 (Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO), 2019).  The General Data Protection Regulation provides detailed, practical guidance for UK organisations that process children’s personal data under the GDPR (Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO), 2018).  GDPR runs in accordance to the United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child (UNCRC) in order to ensure all children’s rights are taken into consideration.  GDPR aims to enhance the protection of children’s personal data in order to ensure children are addressed in a plain and clear language that they can understand.  When processing personalised data, GDPR sets out 7 key principles every organisation must follow.  These are: 
· Lawfulness, fairness and transparency
· Purpose limitation
· Data minimisation
· Accuracy
· Storage limitation
· Integrity and confidentiality (security)
· Accountability 
(ICO, 2018)
Compliance of these key principles is a fundamental aspect of data protection practice.  If any organisation fails to comply with any of these principles when processing personal data, they are subject to the highest tier of administrative fines, up to £20,000,000 (ICO, 2018).   

Conclusion
To conclude, digital media has a considerable effect on the behavioural development of children and young people.  However, depending on the content children have been exposed to and the content they choose to watch, will depend on the extent their behavioural development is affected.  Nevertheless, there are laws, policies and regulations in place to protect children online in regards to the data collected about them and how it is used.  However, there needs to be more provision in place to protect children from harmful or distressing content being available to them.   
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Below is a snapshot of how children use and interact with media devices and services, split by age.
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