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The contribution social media has on the self-harm and suicide of children and young people: Report
Introduction
The United Nations (2022b) identified that global society is faced with numerous emerging issues. An emerging issue is the recognition of a trend that can be negative or positive, but at the early stages it is usually invisible to witness as it is yet to develop into a problem. When established as a problem there then becomes the opportunity to solve the problem (United Nations, 2022b). For example, the United Nations (2022a) put forward that climate change is an emerging issue as the trends have predicted negative impacts on the environment and the whole of society. The purpose of this report is to investigate the emerging issue of the contribution social media has to the self-harm and suicide of children and young people. The report will look at how the media portray the issue and investigate what the response has been. The report will offer recommendations for taking the issue forward and a conclusion. 
Background
According to Statista (2022) more than five billion people use the internet today, with 4.7 billion of those users using social media. Social media is the platform for sharing and uploading content, and networking through connection (Aichner et al, 2021). With technology continuing to shape the future at high-speed, safeguarding children and young people online should be a top priority. Ofcom (2021) found that 99% of children in the United Kingdom (UK) have access to the internet in their homes, and that 63% of children aged three to 17 use social media sites or apps. 
Put forward by Schneble et al, (2021) the minimum age requirement for most social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and Pinterest are 13 years old, the data indicates that many children are using social media when they are under the minimum age requirement. In the UK the minimum age requirement to purchase alcohol is 18 years old, by having photographic identification checks this allows for children underage to be unable to purchase alcohol (Healey et al, 2014). However, in terms of setting up an online profile on Facebook or Instagram, there is minimal checks to ensure a child is above the minimum age of 13, this highlights the ease of access that children have to these platforms and the ability to bypass the age requirement (Schneble et al, 2021).
Whilst there are found to be many benefits of social media for those above the minimum age requirement, such as contact with friends and family members, there are significant risks that children are exposed to when using social media that poses a risk to their mental health and behaviours (5Rights Foundation, 2021). 
The media
When emerging issues are visible, Dator, J. (2018) points out that the media plays their role in bringing the problem to the attention of society. This is done through ways such as news broadcasts, reports in offline and online newspapers, documentaries, television shows, the internet, and social media (Dator, J. 2018). The media plays a significant role in delivering information, and the way that they choose which stories or reports are shown or broadcasted is primarily their choice, this is referred to as ‘agenda-setting’. According to Lou et al (2018), agenda-setting is the term used for the way the media get the public to perceive the ‘news’ that they share. 
Gilardi et al, (2021) propose that agenda-setting is known to shape people’s way of thinking by the amount of information that is provided and the way in which they provide it. There is no evidence found for this report of agenda-setting in terms of the media’s coverage of children self-harming or committing suicide to make it more or less of a story. However, agenda-setting takes place on social media which influences the behaviours and beliefs of children and young people about certain topics or issues within society (Gilardi et al, 2021).
It is believed by Montag, Yang, and Elhai (2021) that the video sharing platform TikTok is used by children to participate in challenges or trends and may make them feel like they are missing out if they do not participate. For example, if a video is ‘trending’ on TikTok and is frequently being promoted on a child’s account, it is believed that there is more of a chance that they will have their behaviours shaped through the perception of believing all children are doing this, so they should too (Montag, Yang and Elhai, 2021). 
The media may not have used the agenda-setting theory when reporting on children self-harming or committing suicide, but they have brought it to the attention of society. It is stated by the Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (2022) that suicide is the second leading cause of death in children aged between 10 to 14, this data signifies that the issue is still present. This report highlights media reporting’s of child self-harm and suicide between 2010 and 2022, which indicates that the emerging issue of child suicide is still significant, with the contribution of social media.
Ando (2014) reported in 2014 that the number of children, mainly between 12- and 15-years old contacting ChildLine with suicidal thoughts had increased to more than approximately 34,000, this was an increase of consultations by 116% from the years 2010/2011. This increase shows that the mental health of children over the three years continued to deter, despite the help that Childline and other charities offer.
In 2015 the online challenge known as ‘The Blue Whale Challenge’ was circulating social media worldwide (Adeane, 2019). According to various reports (Adeane, 2019: Hurst and Bridge, 2017: Simon-Lewis, 2017) the ‘challenge’ involves 50 tasks over 50 days, with the final task being that the child must take their own life. The Blue Whale Challenge is said to have taken over 130 children’s lives, from countries such as Russia, United States of America, and Ukraine (Adeane, 2019: Hurst and Bridge, 2017). The media reports set out to warn parents about the challenge and the significant risks of a child becoming involved (Adeane, 2019: Hurst and Bridge, 2017: Simon-Lewis, 2017). Most of the reports mentioned provided contact details for helplines for children and parents in response to the claims. Hurst and Bridge (2017) point out that platforms such as Facebook had been allowing for harmful photos of participants of the game to be viewable online. Despite knowing about the challenge and harmful photos, the photos remained where billions of people could see them on the platform, and the game remained accessible - demonstrating the encouragement to participate in the ‘challenge’ (Hurst and Bridge, 2017).     
In 2017 it is reported by Biggs-Davidson (2017) that the number of school children who commit suicide every year is over 200, although there are limitations to the data as suicides are not recorded for children under the age of 10, suggesting that the figure could be higher. This is also reported in 2018 by Papyrus (2022a) the UK based charity for the prevention of young suicide, whose mission is to bring awareness to suicide, provide young people and communities with the help that they need to better recognise poor mental health and how to best deal with it, and to ultimately minimise the number of children who die due to suicide. 
In a letter to 10 Downing Street, Papyrus (2022b) alongside 13 other organisations wrote to express the need for “harmful suicide and self-harm content” to be kept within the proposed legislation of the Online Safety Bill. The organisations disputed that whilst there may be other causes to self-harm and suicide, the internet is a contribution to many cases – highlighting that in 2017 the suicides of children and young people under the age of 20, almost 26% of these cases were linked to online suicide-related content (Papyrus, 2022b). Approximately a quarter of the reported suicides in 2017 could have been minimised if there was a better response to protecting children and young people online sooner.  
Case study
Molly Russell was only 14 years old when she took her own life in 2017 (Weston, May and Payne, 2022). After taking five years for the trail to begin, Weston, May, and Payne (2022) reported that the inquest was to determine if social media played a role in Molly’s death, specifically the algorithms that led Molly to continuously view harmful content. According to Alder Social (2021) “social media algorithms sort and display content based on relevancy, recency, engagement, and the type of post”, by using these rules they can prioritize the material that appears on user’s social media accounts. 
It was recently found in the court inquest by Andrew Walker, a senior coroner, that Molly was suffering from depression at the time and the content she viewed on social media that “no child should see” contributed to her suicide (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, 2022a, p.1) (NSPCC). Milmo (2022) stated that prior to her death Molly had viewed thousands of materials linked to self-harm and suicide through social media sites Pinterest and Instagram, and these platforms had been promoting this specific content to her.
The response
In response to the emerging issue of social media contributing to the self-harm and suicide of children and young people, it has been suggested in the literature that media campaigns on suicide prevention can provide positive results by bringing attention to the issue and the encouragement to speak out (Pirkis et al, 2019). In early 2022 the ‘We All Feel It’ mental health campaign was launched which was aimed at young people, in particular boys. It was reported by Office for National Statistics (2021) that in 2020 over 120 boys aged between 10 and 19 took their own life, which was an increase of 52 when compared to girls. The campaign video targets young people by bringing together “popular clips from the world of sport, social media and gaming and reflects feelings some young people may struggle with” (NSPCC, 2022b, pg.1). This is an example of an age targeted campaign with the aim of getting children and young people to talk, it is believed that speaking out about issues with mental health at an early stage can reduce the risk of them escalating and ultimately saves lives (NSPCC, 2022b). 
It is echoed by Fielding (2020) that early intervention can reduce the risk of children self-harming, by talking more openly about emotions and helping to build resilience. However, it could be argued that children and young people could be given the in-depth knowledge on mental health, self-harm, and suicide, but when social media is also a contributing factor, this only addresses part of the problem. When harmful content is constantly being promoted to children this can impact on their well-being and overall mental health, contributing to them being in a depressive state and impacting their behaviours (Weston, May and Payne, 2022). 
In Wales a response has been taken by the educational system to embed Relationships, and Sexuality Education (RSE) teachings throughout the new curriculum, with its purpose to “keep children safe: from harmful relationships and situations, especially online” (Welsh Government, 2022, pg.1). This is to be taught from age three, upwards, age-appropriately (Welsh Government, 2021). If the teachings of RSE meet its purpose then this can have profound advantages to the well-being of children and young people from an early age and throughout their lifespan. This puts pupils in Wales at an advantage over pupils in England, where campaigns are still being carried out to teach suicide prevention within the curriculum. 
In response to the emerging issue, Papyrus (2022b) has recently submitted a petition to the UK Government to have suicide prevention taught within the school curriculum in England. The petition was shared online and through social media platforms such as Facebook, this resulted in it reaching over 100,000 signatures so the Government responded (Papyrus, 2022b). This result demonstrated the advantages of social media, and how when used correctly the platforms can help in making society aware of issues and help to assist in change. The response from the UK Government and Parliament (2022) stated that it will investigate ways that it can help further when the Department of Education start their next review process and provide up to date guidance in another two years. 
However, according to the UK Government and Parliament (2022), they are providing grants for the state-funded schools and colleges that meet the criteria, to allow for them to train a senior mental health lead who can then embed the knowledge within the overall approach of the school. This could allow for all members of staff within the school or college to have the knowledge and skills to recognise and respond to a child who is expressing signs of emotional distress (UK Government and Parliament, 2022). Arguably, this suggests inequality in the approach as not all schools will meet the criteria, leaving children of schools who do not meet the criteria with poorer opportunities of promotion and prevention of their health, compared to the children that receive it.
Recommendations for taking the issue further:
· To make self-harm and suicide awareness part of the school curriculum in England
· To provide all teachers and school/college/university staff with mental health training which will allow for them to recognise and respond to students who appear or show signs of distress or poor mental health
· Continue to encourage children and young people to speak out through media campaigns that target mental health, self-harm, and suicide 
· Social media companies must take better action to stop the promotion of harmful content to children and young people
Conclusion
This report has given an insight into the emerging issue that sees harmful content accessible to children through social media platforms, with approximately 63% of children aged three to 17 using social media – with many easily accessing it under the age requirement. With limited restrictions in place, children and young people are able to view harmful content, which is also promoted to them by the platforms themselves: this can have profound effects on children’s mental health and heighten the risk of harm. 
Amongst the significant number of children that have taken their own lives, it was ruled in court that social media contributed to the death of Molly Russell, whilst she was already suffering from depression. With suicide being the second leading cause of death in children aged 10 – 14, and with over 200 school children taking their own lives a year, a stronger response is required to keep children and young people safe when using social media, as it has been found that in many cases the platforms play a part. 
Evidently, poor mental health in children is continuing to escalate, and the help that is currently available to children and young people does not go as far as protecting them all. It is suggested that lack of information for schools on promotion and prevention of mental health, self-harm, and suicide, in addition to the harmful content that is still at the hands of children and young people, all contributes to the urgency that the issue needs a stronger response to increase safety online. The responses that have been shown in the media can provide positive changes when wholly implemented, however these changes are still yet to be put in place – at the cost of children and young people’s lives.
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