This document is a supporting paper to the author's presentation.  The supporting paper will focus on the impacts of media on children and young people.  It will do this by providing an overview of media platforms and including background information about media.  The positives and negatives around social media will also be evaluated within this supporting paper, analysing the author's overall view of digital platforms and the impacts on children and young people, evaluating the effectiveness of policies in place to protect children and young people from harm, while also comparing these policies to case studies.

Digital media refers to media that is presented electronically, such as through mobile phone devices and computers.  Digital media can be viewed, translated, created, adjusted, and communicated with others through technologies (Das,2020).  Children and young people access many digital media platforms, including social media platforms such as Facebook, Snapchat, and Instagram.    It was recorded in 2019 that Facebook is the largest digital media platform, with over 2.4 billion users online (Opsina, 2019). Digital media platforms also include e-books, videos, blogs, online news articles, and video games. The rapid development of social media transforms the way individuals communicate with peers and access information (Ospina, 2019); for example, it is estimated that 80% of individuals in the UK own a smartphone (Ofcom, 2017); this highlights the current popularity around technologies and digital media. Children and young people engage with media more frequently than adults, resulting in digital media platforms being incorporated into their daily lives (Montgomery, 2000). Digital media is significantly more complex than traditional media. Traditional media includes elements such as magazines and newspapers (Rajendran and Thesinghraja, 2014).  However, digital media includes a wide range of platforms, causing difficulty in monitoring.  Digital technologies and media platforms also increased during the Coronavirus pandemic, resulting in individuals working remotely and spending more hours on social media (De, Pandy, and Pal, 2020). 
 

Digital media is now incorporated into the Welsh Curriculum within the digital competence framework (Welsh Government, 2022).  The digital competence framework educates children and young people about the digital world and how to engage and contribute appropriately.  This framework provides learners with the skills to exchange communications digitally, access digital information, and create projects online while learning about internet safety (Welsh Government, 2022). The Welsh Curriculum aims to create 'ambitious and capable learners, who use digital technologies to communicate' (Welsh Government, 2022), emphasising the positive aspects of social media for children and young people. The education of digital media and digital communication will enable children and young people to communicate digitally, creating communication more accessible for children and young people and their peers.  Digital communication also creates accessible communication networks between students and teachers.  Studies have identified that effective communication between students and teachers enhances positive learning experiences (Faizi, Afia, and Chiheb, 2013).  The development of digital media also enabled online learning throughout Coronavirus, allowing children to stay educated during the global pandemic (Yu, 2022).

Although media allows children and young people to stay connected, the evidence presented by Kraut (1998) and Young and Rogers (1998) outlines that there is a link between poor mental health and social media.  Mental health refers to the state of mind which enables individuals to cope with stresses whilst facing the absence of mental health disorders (World Health Organisation, 2023).  Mental health disorders affect an individual's overall health and well-being and are associated with factors such as anxiety and depression (Manderschield et al., 2009).    Kraut (1998), Young and Rogers (1998) identify that frequent use of the internet increases the risk of depressive symptoms (Mcrae, Gettings, and Purssell, 2017); this highlights that excessive use of social media is detrimental to children and young people's health.    Social media platforms such as Facebook and  Instagram have a policy in place regarding the age at which children and young people are able to create accounts; the age required to join these platforms is thirteen (Charmaraman et al., 2022).  However, linking back to poor mental health, half of mental health problems experienced by young people start at age fourteen (UK Government, 2022).  This creates a significant link between poor mental health and social media usage.    Social media platforms are easily accessible; this can cause individuals to take advantage of others online; for example, children and young people are at an increased risk of experiencing cyberbullying (Office for National Statistics, 2020).    Cyberbullying is referred to bullying and harassment through media platforms (Englander et al., 2017).  The Office of National Statistics reported that one in five children aged between 10-15 years experienced a form of cyberbullying in 2020; however, more than half of these children who experienced a form of cyberbullying stated that 'they would not class the behaviors as bullying' (Office of National Statistics, 2020).  Linking back to the Welsh curriculum, children and young people are not receiving effective education about forms of bullying online, as children and young people are unable to identify forms of online bullying.

A quantitative study conducted by Keles, Mcrae, and Grealish (2019) investigated the link between social media and poor mental health.  This study was carried out through the analysis of databases and was inclusive to adolescents aged between 13-18 who were active members online.  The findings of this study highlighted that there is a link between social media and mental health disorders.  Similar to Kraut's (1998), Young and Rogers (1998) perspective on social media, this study also identified that the more time an individual spends online, the more active they are on social media leads to an ongoing addictive habit whilst also increasing the risk of mental health disorders.  This study links social media to an unhealthy addiction, outlining that excessive consumption of digital platforms causes addictive habits, for example, the amount of time an individual spends online.  In 2020, it was recorded that the average child between the age of 12-15 spent an estimated 20 hours per week online (Guttman, 2023), suggesting that they are addicted and engrossed in online platforms and media.

A further study investigating the link between social media is a study conducted by Woods and Scott (2016).  Similar to the previous study analsyed, the purpose of this study was to identify the link between social media and poor mental health.  This study was conducted through online questionnaires focusing on 467 young people.  The findings of this study indicated that adolescents who use social media are at an increasing rate of experiencing low self-esteem and poor well-being.  Low levels of sleep and social media were also linked to this study, recognising that young people who are more emotionally invested in media have poorer sleep (Woods and Scott, 2016).  Lower levels of sleep are associated with risk factors such as depression, anxiety, and low-self esteem, which contribute to poor self-image and well-being.  There has been an increase in children and young people experiencing poor mental health; the Health Foundation (2022) outlines that there has been a 60% increase in children and young people with probable mental health disorders since 2017, again linking the rapid growth of social media in recent years because of the Coronavirus Pandemic to the increased rate of children and young people experiencing poor mental health.


Focusing on the UK, there are policies in place aiming to protect children and young people online, such as the online safety bill.  The online safety bill was established in 2022 to protect children and young people from illegal content available online (UK Government, 2022).  This Act causes social media platforms to be responsible for the content shared online and the safety of its users.  Forms of illegal content within this Act include child abuse, hate crime, sexual violence, and fraud (UK Government, 2022).  However, there are forms of violence that the safety bill does not consider illegal content; for example, the online safety bill does not regard cyberbullying as illegal or other age-inappropriate content, such as pornographic content and content that does not meet a criminal level but promotes eating disorders, suicide, and self-harm (UK Government, 2022).  There are many cases in which suicide and self-harm content has been detrimental to children and young people's mental health.    One case in which this type of content has caused significant harm is Molly Russell.    Molly Russell was fourteen years of age and had access to social media platforms.    The social media platform 'Instagram,' which Molly Russell engaged with, presented suicidal posts and self-harm images on the adolescent account through an algorithm, resulting in the 14-year-old girl committing suicide (BBC News, 2021).  Molly Russell viewed her Instagram account more than 120 times a day, linking to Kraut (1998) and Young and Rogers (1998); this outlines that excessive time spent on social media increases the risk of poor mental health.    The reason for Molly Russell's death was identified as the negative effects of online content rather than an act of personal self-harm (NSPCC, 2022), emphasising the negative impacts of social media platforms on children and young people.  This highlights that content that should not be advertised to children and young people and those vulnerable are being advertised through social media platforms, creating poor physical, psychological, and emotional health.  

Although the online safety bill (2022) causes media platforms to become responsible for the content shared online, figures show from Snapchat's 2022 annual report that numerous factors that cause children and young people harm are not being removed (Snapchat, 2023).  The figures from this social media platform report show that in 2022 there were over one million reports of online bullying and harassment; however, this platform only removed 400,000 of this content (Snapchat, 2023).  Similarly, there were over seven million reports associated with sexual content; however, only four million pieces of this content were taken down (Snapchat, 2023).  These figures outline that media platforms fail to remove all harmful content, causing children and young people ongoing harm, whilst also questioning the effectiveness of the online safety bill.

A second policy in place established by the UK Government aiming to protect children and young people is the Sexual Offences Act 2003 (Government Legalisation, 2003).  This Act protects children and young people from sexual harm (Government Legalisation, 2003).    Section 15A of this Act states that it is unlawful for an adult to intentionally communicate with a child under the age of 16 with sexual intent (Government Legalisation, 2003).  However, figures revealed in 2022 that there had been an 80% increase in child online grooming cases within the last four years (NSPCC, 2022).  Child online grooming, also known as online child abuse (Whittle et al., 2013), can cause increasing harm to adolescents.    Children and young people who are exploited by this behaviour online are at an increased risk of experiencing long-term mental health disorders, such as depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic disorder (Inhope, 2022).  This emphasises the continuous risk factors children and young people can experience online, which can have long-term negative impacts on their overall health and well-being. 

Author's standpoint on digital media for children and young people and conclusion

Media platforms are negative factors in children's and young people's lives- it is a detriment to their overall health and well-being.  Media platforms do not remove all harmful content online, and as a consequence of this, children are exposed to age-inappropriate content such as pornographic content and content that advertises self-harm.  Children and young people are also at an increased risk of experiencing cyberbullying and poor mental health as a result of the exploitation of social media.  Overall social media platforms do not meet the needs of children and young people; however, they cause harm.

This supporting paper has focused on digital media and the impacts of media platforms on children and young people.  This paper included information about digital media whilst also defining key terms.  Keles, Mcrae, and Grealish (2019) and Woods and Scott (2016 investigations were included in this supporting paper, outlining that excessive use of social media platforms contributes to poor mental health disorders.  UK policies, such as the online safety bill (2022) and The Sexual Offences Act 2003, were discussed in this paper, providing information about these policies and the aims included within these laws.  This supporting paper included one case in which content has caused significant harm, this being the case of Molly Russell, outlining that content shared on social media is age-inappropriate to children and young people, which detriments their overall health and well-being.
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