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In order to critically consider the ways in which social media impacts upon the health and well-being of children and young people in the United Kingdom it is necessary, firstly, to examine what is predominately defined as the “health and well-being” of children and young people in the UK  and why there is such a heavy focus on these presently. This essay, through the exploration of subjective and objective thoughts surrounding health and well-being, aims to critically consider matters such as historical and contemporary issues that have helped to shape the construction of childhood; how government policy and legislation have reacted to these issues; how this reaction transfers to education and how all of these factors now influence adult perception of childhood and how they believe social media impacts on the health and wellbeing of children and young people. 
 “Poor child. Poor parents. Poor Western civilization – indeed the whole of the developed world – which now teems with miserable little creatures, male and female, toddlers to pre-teens. In a global culture whose citizens are wealthier, healthier and more privileged than ever before, children grow unhappier every year.” 
                                                                                                          (Palmer 2006, p.1.)
Toxic Childhood – how the modern world is damaging our children and what we can do about it – the attention grabbing title of the book from which this arguably damming quote can be read – appears to be a common rhetoric shared by many adults in today’s modern world. Cunningham highlights that some adults appear to know, quite clearly, what they like and dislike about childhood, children and young people today and often we are bombarded with statistics that describe children as “couch potatoes”, children that “terrorise” and “bully” (Cunningham 2006, p.14). With these descriptions in mind, arguably, adults appear to know more about what they dislike rather than what they like regarding childhood and young people and this is not a new phenomenon, of course, as previous generations have already expressed their concerns about the ways in which childhood is being transformed in “less desired ways” (Plowman, Steven and McPake 2010, p. 23). Palmer states that children and young people are “suffering an epidemic of misery” in the world’s most financially successful countries (Palmer 2006, p.2). Palmer goes on to state that the results of this epidemic include drug abuse, binge drinking, self-harm, eating disorders and suicide and all of which can negatively affect the health of children and young people today (Palmer 2006, p 2). In addition to this, Plowman et al argue that children and young people are deemed as “vulnerable” and that their cognitive, emotional and social development are threatened by influences in today’s society and none arguably more debated today than the development of technology and the growth of social media (Plowman et al 2010,p.23). Cunningham argues that adults “worry” about children and young people who are “in danger” of the “adult world” – that children and young people are growing up “too fast", yet he clearly points out that children are merely the “victims of the beneficiaries of adult action” (Cunningham 2006, p.16). Palmer questions what it is that has gone “wrong” and finally concludes that it is not a matter of “fault” but instead the outcome of “complex cultural problems, linked to the incredible speed of human progress” (Palmer 2006, p.2). It would appear that there exists a prominent deficit view of childhood, children and young people that tends to focus on their weaknesses and vulnerability in a society ironically constructed by adults (Cunningham 2006:16).  Fortunately, Cunningham offers hope by claiming that children can be “agents in the making of their lives and their world” and that childhoods of the past, sometimes seem almost inconceivable, often romanticised, are yet on occasion, “eerily familiar” to those of today (Cunningham 2006, p.16). That said, however, these complicated cultural problems of today are now connected to issues associated with having negative effects on the health and well-being of children and young people; thus forcing a shift in interest to the forefront in policy and practice with regards to the health and wellbeing of children and young people (Plowman et al. 2010, p. 23). As a result of this popular interest, the need to support the wellbeing of children in the UK is considered great, as outlined in the following quote:
“There can be no dispute that the UK’s position in the league table of child well-being in the EU is lamentable and that there is a need for more effective investment in services to support children, young people, their families and communities. “ 
                     (Hallam Centre for Community Justice 2006:1, cited in Piper 2008, p.3)
While a need for support may be widely recognised towards the health and wellbeing of children, according to Musgrave, a person’s understanding of health and well-being,  will, by enlarge, be formed by their own “experiences and professional role” (Musgrave 2017, p.3). That said, Musgrave does acknowledge that, for the most part, wellbeing is looked at from physiological, economic, psychological, sociological and health viewpoints (Musgrave 2017:3). Some point out that wellbeing can either be objective or subjective; for example, the objective being based on economic and social factors such as income, housing and work, and subjective; with a focus on a person’s emotional and psychological understandings of their own wellbeing (Diener et al. and Felce & Perry, 1995, cited in La Placa, McNaught and Knight: 2013). While it is clear that a definitive explanation of wellbeing is one which is perhaps more complex to conclude than that of what is meant by a person’s health, it can be agreed that some factors of wellbeing include family, community and the environment (Musgrave 2017:3). It is these factors, arguably, that impact upon psychological development, which consequently influence a child and young person’s ability to “cope, thrive and build resilience” (La Placa et al 2013, p.117). It is therefore the personal experiences of children and young people that impact on their wellbeing and life satisfaction, and the ‘quality of life’ idea which influences their understanding of their life as being ‘desirable’ or ‘undesirable’; often related to environmental and physical factors such as income (Hanley, Watt and Coventry 2019 and La Placa et al. 2013). With this in mind, it must be considered that children and young people today live in a society of economic austerity and one in which public policy is slow to respond (Dowler and Lamble-Mumford 2015). While, over the course of the previous two centuries, a large proportion of government legislation has been decided and passed by Parliament in the UK, impacting the lives of children, it is believed that extensive changes in society have led to a phenomenon where young people are now “more materially disadvantaged compared with previous generations”; thus arguably resulting in negative issues relating to their health and wellbeing (Piper 2008, p 3). Children and young people are living in a fast paced society with more access to knowledge of the world through social media, than ever before, yet, Piper goes on to point out that the UK Government is still “reluctant” to introduce measures that invest financially in the health and wellbeing of children and young people (Piper 2008, p 5). 
While reaction today to strategies designed to improve and address the health and wellbeing of children, according to Musgrave, include the use of social policy, law and intervention, they still centre however, for the most part, on visible health issues such as levels of obesity, dental care and the deterrence of infectious diseases as opposed to the perhaps less visible issues surrounding mental health (Musgrave 2017).  According to La Placa, et al, due to a rise in mental health issues in children and young people however, the current UK government is now “committed” to measuring people's ‘individual’ and ‘psychological’ wellbeing, using indicators like ‘satisfaction’, ‘anxiety’ and ‘happiness’ (La Placa et al. 2013). However, the rise of interest in wellbeing in policy making has not yet reached an agreement, either in regards to current government policy or in how wellbeing should be defined and as a result, La Placa et el. suggest that researchers, practitioners and policy makers need to firstly be clearer when defining wellbeing before introducing changes in policy and intervention (La Placa et al. 2013). While the 2015 Wellbeing of Future Generations in Wales Act does not provide an explicit definition of either what is meant by health or wellbeing; its seven well-being goals, aim to create provision that focuses on the “economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being of Wales in a way that accords with the sustainable development principle” (Welsh Government: Wellbeing of Future Generations in Wales Act 2015). The Act acknowledges that Wales faces, in addition to challenges such as poverty and health inequalities, changes in how people “experience and approach” work as a result in changes and advancements in technology (Welsh Government: 2015). Jones and Howe suggests a need for a change in focus from traditional approaches to learning outcomes through examinations and testing but rather emphasis placed on a skills based approach through technology in a “digital age” in order to support the recommendations of the 2015 Act in Wales (Jones and Howe 2019, Welsh Government 2019). While it is arguable that education policies in Wales have taken significant steps in this shift in focus through the introduction of a new curriculum with an emphasis on technology throughout the six areas of learning, this does not come without its challenges (Welsh Government; Draft Curriculum for Wales 2022: 2019).  For these changes to be successful, however, arguably adults must first challenge their perception and attitude on how they view children and young people, especially with regards to their use of technology and social media (Plowman et al. 2010).
Society, it would appear, cannot make up its mind as to whether children and young people in the UK today are “in danger" or “dangerous” and this arguably no more prevalent than in the complex debate surrounding their use of social media (Hallett and Pout 2003, p.13). Palmer claims that cultural and societal changes in the last quarter of the century, including the use of social media, have brought with them a “toxic mix of side effects” that have resulted in “rearing children more difficult than in the past” and she states that, because parents have not had sufficient time or knowledge to make adjustments for these side effects, it has resulted in children becoming “more distractible, impulsive and self-obsessed, less able to learn, to enjoy life, to thrive socially” (Palmer 2006, p.14). The role of the media today cannot be ignored when discussing societal influences on children and young people’s health and wellbeing and we know that social networking amongst children and young people has been on an increase from as far back as 2008, according to the 2015 Ofcom report (Larkin 2013 and Davies 2010). The matter of social media use is not straight forward either as research has discovered that social media usage can be ‘active’ or ‘passive’; and this can have an impact on the health and wellbeing of children and young people (Hanley, Watt and Coventry 2019). Rather than looking at social media use as one dimensional, according to Hanley et al, ‘active usage’: the creating of content and communicating directly with others and ‘passive usage’; involving consuming other people’s information without communicating with others, can impact quite differently on the health and wellbeing of children and young people (Hanley et al. 2019). Research on social media sites and wellbeing has found that ‘active usage’ on applications such as Facebook, Snap chat and YouTube can contribute to the making and preservation of “social capital”, which can result in increased positive self-esteem, happiness and thus increasing wellbeing (Hanley et al. 2019). In contrast, “passive usage” of these sites, for example browsing and following, can result in reduced wellbeing as most people actively using Facebook and Snap Chat usually post positive things about their life experiences, sometimes making an “unrealistic presentation of self” (Burke et al. and Ellison et al, cited in Hanley et al. 2019) The danger is, arguably, when children and young people are open to this information, they begin to partake in what is described as “upward social comparison” (Hanley at al. 2019). When children and young people compare their lives with those of other children, sometimes it can result in envy, depression and reduced wellbeing, correlating with the side effects mentioned by Palmer (Hanley at al. 2019 and Palmer 2006). Some argue that social media use, therefore, poses further harm for children and young people who are already facing issues of poverty, lack of confidence, depression and suicide (Palmer 2006). While it is no surprise, therefore that there is widespread agreement that as social media has grown, so too has its capability to “spread destruction”, this mind-set is still largely based on the objective school of thought surrounding wellbeing and cannot be used as a definitive answer to what children and young people place as valuable when it comes to their happiness (Saunders, cited in Stewart 2017, p. 182). That said, there is still a general consensus that the law and courts have been “ill-prepared to deal with the increase in hostility” when considering social media and its role in the lives of children and young people today (Saunders, cited in Stewart 2017, p.182). Buckingham warns, however, that ultimately the “internet generation is an adult construct” and that all values in society are too constructed by adults and have always shaped the environment of children (Buckingham 2008, p.78)  Rogoff supports this by drawing a comparison by highlighting, in the UK, while children under the age of 14 years must be supervised by adults and many middle class adults often do not trust children below the age of 5 to use knives, ironically, it seems that parents in the UK have “abdicated responsibility” for protecting their children from the dangers presented by social media (Buckingham 2008, p. 78 and Rogoff 2003, p. 4 and 5). This is of course justified by the long working hours experienced by parents, resulting in, oftentimes, social media being used as “babysitters by parents who are too tired or too busy” to interact with their children; leaving them without supervision to threats of the adult world (Plowman et al 2010, p.22). From as far back as 1996 the Telecommunication Act represented the first complete revision of the telecommunication policy and as a result the Communications Decency Act made it an offence to transmit “obscene or indecent material” to under 18’s yet, according to an Ofcom report of 2015 there has been a 6% decrease since the 17% figure in 2011 of parents being concerned about what they see on social media (Saunders, cited in Stewart 2017, p.185 and Havey and Puccio 2013:50). With this in mind, Underdown points out that a young person’s cooperation is likely to be greater when it is based on insight and knowledge from adults rather than on “passive compliance” (Underdown 2007, p. 143). This suggestion of cooperation between adult and child can, and should therefore, be extended to children’s informed use of social media, however, this contradicts that adults “tend to make decisions” for children and has always been part of the ways in which many children experience their lives (Jones and Welch 2010, p. 85) If we consider the child and young person as a media user, Selwyn outlines the differing views that adults hold about children and young people, for example; a child being “naturally adept user of technology”; “successful”; one who “teaches teachers”; but also the “dangerous” child – at risk of “harming themselves and others”, the “victimised” and “innocent” child who is exposed to “filth” and the “needy” child – who depends on the internet to educate their lack of skills – to “train” them as future workers (Selwyn 2003, cited in Davies 2010, p.174) Selwyn suggests that these opposing viewpoints constructed by adults are simply convenient ways of “selling” technology and that the child as a computer user is merely used as a political and commercial tool to support the “real winners” ; the “technology within government and business” (Selwyn, cited in Davies 2010: 176).  With this agenda in mind, one must challenge whether children and young people’s health and wellbeing, when using social media is a sincere priority in Government policy and legislation.
The rise in the use of technology in the classroom, however, as a result of the new curriculum in Wales, does fall in line with some of the national values stated in the Future Generations Act 2015 with regards to wellbeing and sustainability (Wellbeing of Future Generations of Wales Act 2015). Other communication methods that are “threatened through uselessness” as a result of technological advancements is the “printed book”; and this is certainly prevalent in schools, even in Carmarthenshire, with the drive towards paperless schools; thus arguably supporting the wellbeing of Wales through sustainability (Davies 2010: 179 and Welsh Government 2015). While it would appear that policy and practice is changing to support the wellbeing of children and young people, Buckingham, goes as far as to caution that the push to include technology in the classroom is “motivated by commercial companies looking for new and probable markets for their products” and he goes on to warn that this has resulted in “carelessness of basic educational issues”; for example, how technology is taught and also what children and young people need to know about social media to stay safe (Davies 2010, p.176). Professionals, including teachers, do acknowledge these shortcomings and have been critical of their own limitations to avoiding “creating new problems and to meet reasonable standards of competence in their service” (Schon 1983, p. 12). Teachers, through continued professional development, are expected, through performance management, to keep abreast and up to date with new technological advancements in order to effectively deliver the expectations of the curriculum such as the Digital Competency Framework (Welsh Government 2019). Ironically, most children and young people are competent users of technology and often teachers will have to ask and clarify what certain social media applications are that children are using as teachers tend to focus on the operational skills to support learning when using technology (Plowmann et al 2010:137). This poses problems in the classroom as increased usage of devices means that management of social media usage during lesson time is exceptionally difficult for teachers; resulting in amendments having to be introduced to behaviour polices; thus showing a “steady deterioration in the behaviour of children in the UK” (Palmer 2006, p. 6). According to Sigman, the inability to manage the use of Facebook and other social media apps, for example, while doing school work has a knock on effect to cognitive skills and attention levels thus negatively affecting a child or young person’s overall wellbeing (Sigman, cited in Havey and Puccio 2016, p.66). In addition to this, concerns regarding less face to face contact socially during important times of development is “damaging” children and young people (Sigman, cited in Havey and Puccio 2016:66). Yet, present studies have confirmed that active social media use is related to positive social wellbeing (Hanley et al. 2019). This outcome is quite different to what people might expect, and shows that active social media usage can, in fact, have a positive influence on health and wellbeing, suggesting that children and young people should perhaps be educated on the benefits of active usage and ways to build on positive experiences when using social media (Hanley et al. 2019). Palmer highlights there is too much confusion surrounding what is considered damaging to health and wellbeing when it comes to social media use and some argue that, either way, as a result of lack of clarity, children and young people are “disadvantaged” either way (Palmer 2006:14 and Davies 2010, p.179). 
Despite policies and interventions, some still see society divided between those who have power, authority and wealth and those who do not, and view, for example, children and their rights as of less value than adults and argue that policy and interventions are just a means to appease and that they do not address the real issues that children and young people face today (Bradshaw et al 2013). Piper boldly states that the first real “components” to change have to begin with the way in which adults “think” about childhood and children; how they are perceived and, perhaps more significantly, how these images are “used” socially, economically and politically in the UK (Piper 2008, p. 10). It is widely believed that children and young people spend too much time indoors on their devises and that “sedentary lifestyle increases the risk of obesity” (Plowmann et al 2010, p. 26). This has led to a negative view of children and young people and the use of “language of addiction” by adults when describing their media use such as “hooked” “drug” “controlled” (Larkin 2013, p. 75). While research from countries such as Germany that shows significant mental health benefits, life satisfaction and happiness as a result of outdoor adventure immersion; the UK continues to operate with a mind-set of safety and control when it comes to children having freedom in the outdoors (Mutz and Muller 2016, cited in Shellman and Hill 2017 and Rogoff 2003). Instead of stimulating, real life, outdoor experiences, adults believe that children remain safer indoors, and often times this time indoors will be spent using technology (Palmer 2006). The dangers to health as a result are highlighted by Palmer who goes on to point out that children have developed a “taste for unhealthy food” due to the advertising on social media sites, and have related problems with sleeping due to overstimulation before bedtime (Palmer 2006, p 14). Larkin agrees and argues that the issues of parental influence on the health and wellbeing of children and young people for example, parental physical activity levels, have been linked to adolescents activity levels and Palmer points out parents spend more time using technology now too (Larkin 2013 and Palmer 2006). Palmer takes this viewpoint further by stating that increased contact with “manipulative” advertising created by adults and celebrity culture comes, arguably, an increased risk to the health and wellbeing of children and young people (Palmer 2006:14). Media obsession with weight and body shape and the use of celebrity stereotypes of what is considered beautiful, for example, play a significant role in the increase of eating disorders (Larkin 2013). Researchers have suggested however, that social media use may benefit children and young people by helping them to focus on “fitness” rather than “thinness” and thus reduce the number of eating disorders in the UK (Raggatt, Wright, Carrotte, Jenkinson, Mulgrew, Prichard and Lim 2018). Social media does not however; move away from the perception of what is considered aesthetically ideal and, still children and young people may restrict their diet and partake in high levels of exercise to achieve this, having a negative effect on their health and wellbeing (Raggatt et al. 2018). It is interesting, therefore, to consider how celebrity obsession impacts on the lives of children and young people living in poverty. Polemic opinion goes as far to even suggest that there are gains to be made to a person’s health during recession and times of austerity through changes in diet and even to parents having more time to exercise; thus influencing their children positively (Ruhm, 2000, cited in Ruckett and Labonte 2017).  
While some young people report positive benefits such as “social backing” and increasing motivation associated with being inspired by social media with regards to health and fitness; “fitspiration”, there is always a danger, that “fitspiration” content may also be providing young people with inaccurate information and unobtainable goals (Raggatt et al. 2018). In addition to this, the rise in mental health issues, for example, depression and anxiety have been linked to issues of cyber bullying and the insecurity caused when competition is heightened and this is believed to be happening to children and young people from the effects of the advertising industry and social media in making them feel inadequate (Mackson, Brochu and Schneider 2019). While schools may attempt to discover what makes children happy and thus combat these issues by introducing initiatives such as student participation in Student Health and Well-being surveys, teenagers have admitted to not always admitting how they are truly feeling by posting comments and answers like “life is great” when in fact the person is feeling depressed or unwell (Havey and Puccio 2016, p. 67). Statistics show that there has been an increase in additional needs as well as mental health issues in the late twentieth century, and most recently an increase in ASC (autistic spectrum condition), and Palmer warns that “today’s special needs turn all too often into tomorrow’s mental health problems” (Palmer 2006, p. 3 and 7). That said, autistic children can find the internet an extremely valuable tool to help their health and wellbeing with communication difficulties as some autistic children prefer to interact with a computer rather than other people directly as technology can be less intimidating than face to face contact (Lonie 2015). Dr Aric Sigman, challenges this however by highlighting that social media is shifting the time children and young people spend socially interacting with “real” as opposed to “virtual” people (Sigman, cited in Havey and Puccio 2016, p.66). While previous geographical boundaries seem to be closing and children and young people in the UK can feel as close to friends in other countries as they do with those in their own street as a result of social media; social media is still considered impersonal by many as without being able to hear a person’s voice or see them face to face it is impossible to truly know how someone is feeling (Palmer 2006 and Lonie 2015). Havey and Puccio continue to urge that if parents do not take internet safety seriously, neither will children and young people and even though peers exercise influence on adolescence, parents play an important role in the socialisation and education of their children as they indirectly and directly manage their children’s choices, including friendships (Havey and Puccio 2013 and Larkin 2013). Parents, for example, buy mobile phones for their children so that it allows them to keep in continuous touch with them, while at the same time, claiming to provide their child a degree of social freedom; a social freedom that, it would seem, they know little about (Davies 2010).
This continuous ability to keep in touch, of course, does not stop at parents and their children as social media networking is now part of a wider trend in communication today which, according to Tapscott and Williams, helps to increase social capital (Tapscott and Williams, cited in Osama 2015) When social capital increases, it is believed that communities experience higher social order and increased participation and commitment to a community and furthermore, can result in increased self-esteem and psychological wellbeing; thus increasing subjective wellbeing (Bargh and McKenna 2004 and Helliwell & Putnam, 2004, cited in Osama 2015). That said however, while social capital research has found that socially strong relationships can help to increase levels of wellbeing, the issue of quantity verses quality need to be considered with regards to apps such as Facebook as too many ‘friends’ can act as a hindrance to the quality of social relationships (Cohen, Underwood, & Gottlieb, 2000, cited in Bruggemana, Van Hiela, Van Halb  and Van Dongenc 2019). More damaging than the quality of a relationship are the issues surrounding child protection related to children and the use of social media (Havey and Puccio 2016). Havey and Puccio warn of the increase in cases of adults using social media platforms as openings to groom children and young people by passing themselves off as children (Havey and Puccio 2016). By tapping into children and young people’s interests and offering opportunities to enhance their self-confidence by, for example offering opportunities and positive attention, sexual predators entice their victims (Lonie 2015). In addition to this, the media has been found to contribute to adolescents high levels of “sexual experience and risk taking” (Ward and Friedman 2006; Coleman 2007, cited in Larkin 2013, p.75). A report published by the Children’s Society in 2015 found that police in England recorded 4,900 sexual offences cases – including sexual exploitation, rape and sexual assaults, amongst 16 – 17 year olds and in addition to this, a Crime Survey in England and Wales revealed that an estimated 50,000 girls aged between 16 and 17 years old have been victims of these crimes (Havey and Puccio 2016). Perhaps even more disturbing is the rise in the practice of sexting among “consenting” minors; a practice the law has struggled to combat (Saunders cited in Stewart 2017, p.193). Research suggests however, that when young people are made aware that sexting often falls under child pornography laws, they are less “likely to engage in the practice once they have been made aware of the harsh sanctions” (Saunders cited in Stewart 2017, p. 193). Police visits to schools to provide talks to children as young as 5 is the form of prevention most widely accepted and commonly referred to during circle time, Philosophy for Children sessions or Personal Social Development sessions, for example, can be useful tools for discussion of sensitive issues for very young children, or children with additional learning needs (Underdown 2007). The results of a report by the Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement that looked at the positives and negatives effects of social media on children and young people’s health and wellbeing recommended action from the Government and social media companies introduce pop ups that indicate heavy usage; social media platforms should detect users suffering from mental health issues; social media platform should state when photographs has been digitally changed, thus helping to develop a healthier outlook to self-image (Learning and Skills Bulletin 2017 and Underdown 2007). 
While it is clear that matters relating to health are far easier to define, the complexities surrounding wellbeing; whether subjective or objective, continue to complicate matters surrounding children and young people. It seems there is no easy answer to combating the complexities associated with social media and children and young people’s health and wellbeing, and rather than pointing the finger of blame towards adults or children, perhaps research should further develop ways in which it can inform policy and legislation of ways that children and young people can access help through their social media use (Choudhoury 2014). With this in mind, there possibly is no better start, therefore, than to find out from children and young people what they place as valuable in their lives and what makes them happy before establishing what they need help with. It must be considered, however, that the help that children and young people need cannot be accomplished until, not only is there a clear understanding of health and wellbeing but that adults also reach an agreement with regards to how they view children and young people and their social media use. It would seem, not only is social media making it increasingly difficult to define children and childhood, but it is contributing to making it difficult to find a distinction between adult and child (Jenkins 1996, cited in Piper 2008). It is arguable, therefore, that, for as long as children are viewed as “consumers” and “subject to a diet of violence, sexuality, exploitation and a persistent invitation to consume”, adults cannot reasonably expect improvements in children and young people’s health and wellbeing when using social media (Jenkins 1996: 117, cited in Piper 2008, p. 330). For, after all, these “miserable little creatures” are merely the “victims of the beneficiaries of adult action” (Palmer 2006:1 and Cunningham 2006:16).
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