Children, Young People and the Media – Support Paper
In terms of the positive effects of social media on young people, it's worth noting that social media can provide a platform for young people to share their opinions and ideas, which can be empowering and help them develop their own sense of identity (Naslund, et al., 2016). Social media can also help young people build social capital, which can be important for their future success (Taylor, 2019; Dragseth, 2020). For example, social media can provide opportunities for young people to connect with mentors, find internships, and build professional networks (Dragseth, 2020).
However, young people may suffer negative effects from social media. The risk of cyberbullying, for example, is one large concern amongst guardians, and can vary from having upsetting images or comments posted to the spreading of harmful rumours (Glazzard and Stones, 2019). There are many potential serious consequences to cyberbullying to the mental health of young people, including but not limited to, depression, anxiety and, in extreme cases, suicide (Glazzard and Stones, 2019). Moreover, with young people spending increasing amounts of time on their devices and struggling to disconnect, social media can also contribute to addiction (Scott, Valley and Simecka, 2017). Consequentially, this can result in various negative effects, such as academic issues, social isolation and poor sleep (Stiglic and Viner, 2019).
Finally, social media can expose young people to inappropriate content, such as violent or sexual material, which can be damaging to their development (Reid et al., 2016). This can be particularly concerning for younger children who may not have the cognitive or emotional maturity to process such content (Jeffery, 2021). Additionally, social media can be a source of misinformation, which can be harmful to young people's understanding of the world.
Digital media includes a range of technologies and platforms, from social media and messaging applications to video games and streaming services (Reid et al., 2016). Each of these technologies has its own unique set of benefits and risks, and it's important to consider them in the correct context.
For example, social media can provide young people with a platform for individualism and connection, but it can also expose them to cyberbullying and inappropriate content (Kennedy, 2019; Glazzard and Stones, 2019). Messaging applications can be a convenient way for young people to stay connected with family and friends, but they can also be a source of distraction and addiction (Betton and Woollard, 2018). Video games can be a fun and engaging way for young people to pass the time, but they can also be addictive and expose young people to violent or sexual content (Burkhardt and Lenhard, 2022). Finally, streaming services can provide young people with access to a wide range of entertainment and educational content, but they can also contribute to screen time and sedentary behaviour (Browne et al., 2021).
It's worth noting that the impact of digital media on young people is highly context dependent. For example, the risks associated with social media use may be different for a 10-year-old than for a 15-year-old, and the benefits of video games may be different for a child with ADHD than for a child without. Additionally, the impact of digital media on young people is influenced by a range of individual, social, and cultural factors, including family dynamics, peer relationships, and broader societal norms and values.
The Online Safety Bill is a proposed piece of legislation in the United Kingdom that aims to amend online safety and hold social media corporations responsible for damaging content (Trengove et al., 2022). The bill would require social media companies to take steps to protect users from harmful content, including misinformation, online abuse and bullying, and to swiftly remove said content upon its identification (Trengove et al., 2022). Under this bill, social media corporations would be subject to significant financial penalties if they failed to appoint a manager to supervise efforts to protect their online users (Trengove et al., 2022). Furthermore, the legislation would establish a new regulator to manage the implementation of the new regulations and to support those who have been impacted by damaging content (Trengove et al., 2022). It has been praised as an essential measure to reduce harm caused by damaging content and improve online safety (Trengove et al., 2022). On the other hand, the bill has also been criticised for infringing on free speech and being too broad (Watkin, 2021).
Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs is a theory that illustrates different levels of human needs, from physiological needs to self-actualisation (Simons, Irwin and Drinnien,1987). The hierarchy is often portrayed as a pyramid, with the physiological needs at the bottom, leading upwards to self-actualisation (Simons, Irwin and Drinnien,1987). The ultimate goal is to attain the level of self-actualisation, where one is living a life of fulfilment and has achieved their full potential (Simons, Irwin and Drinnien,1987).
In terms of Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, digital media can impact behavioural development in various ways (Ghatak and Singh, 2019). For instance, digital media can create opportunities for young people to meet particular psychological needs, such as the need for belonging and self-esteem (Ghatak and Singh, 2019). Nevertheless, it should be noted that digital media can also interfere with the satisfaction of other needs, such as the need for safety and security (Ghatak and Singh, 2019).
An example of this is how digital media can expose individuals to a range of risks and threats, such as online harassment, exposure to inappropriate content, and cyberbullying (O’Keefe and Clarke-Pearson, 2011). These risks can interfere with the satisfaction of safety and security needs, leading to feelings of fear, insecurity, and anxiety (Cassidy, Faucher and Jackson, 2013). In addition, digital media can be addictive thus interfering with the fulfilment of other needs, such as the need for face-to-face interactions, sleep and physical exercise (Twenge and Campbell, 2019).
Albert Bandura's Social Learning Theory underlines the importance of learning through observing others or, more commonly, observational learning (Crain, 2015). In this theory, individuals can develop new behaviours by observing the behaviour of others and the results of those behaviours (Crain, 2015). They may then model that behaviour themselves, particularly if they witness the behaviour rewarded (Crain, 2015).
When it comes to digital media, this theory suggests that individuals can learn new behaviours and attitudes through observing the content that they encounter online. For example, they may observe the behaviour of social media influencers or celebrities, and model that behaviour themselves (Westenberg, 2016). They may also observe the behaviour of their peers online, and model that behaviour in order to fit in or gain social status (Westenberg, 2016).
When it comes to digital media and young people, this theory suggests that the content that they encounter online can play a significant role in shaping their behaviour (Miller, 2022). For example, if young people are exposed to content that promotes positive behaviours, such as kindness, empathy, and prosocial behaviours, they may be more likely to engage in those behaviours themselves, especially if they see that those behaviours are rewarded or reinforced in some way (Miller, 2022). Conversely, if young people are exposed to content that promotes negative behaviours, such as aggression, bullying, and other harmful behaviours, they may be more likely to engage in those behaviours themselves (Miller, 2022).
Behaviourism Theory suggests that behaviour is shaped by retributions and rewards (Cherry, 2023). In this theory, individuals develop new behaviours through a method of reinforcement, where behaviours that are positively reinforced are more likely to be repeated, and behaviours that are negatively reinforced are less likely to be repeated (Cherry, 2023).
Additionally, digital media can provide opportunities for reinforcement, which can further shape behaviour. For example, individuals may receive likes or positive comments on social media posts that promote certain behaviours, which can provide positive reinforcement for certain behaviours (Medium, 2017). Conversely, they may receive negative comments or feedback for engaging in certain behaviours, which can provide negative reinforcement for certain behaviours (Medium, 2017). This can be especially influential for young people who are still developing their sense of self and their social identities.
Research studies have shown a link between increased screentime among children and a decrease in prosocial behaviour (Zhao et al., 2018). Prosocial behaviour refers to the intention of benefiting other people or society in general by doing tasks such as donating, volunteering, and sharing (Zhao et al., 2018). Conforming to behaviours that are considered socially acceptable and obeying rules are also considered to be prosocial behaviour. Cross-sectional studies determined that young people who used media excessively were more likely to experience behavioural difficulties in nursery (Tezol et al., 2022). This was further proven by a longitudinal study which demonstrated that nursery-age children who were exposed to television excessively had an increased risk of behaviour problems (Verlinden et al., 2012). A study revealed that increased use of media and smart devices among young people resulted in an increase of aggressive behaviour (Collin et al., 2015). Therefore, it is important to moderate children's use of media and smart devices in order to prevent negative impacts on their behavioural development.
Popular social media websites such as Instagram and Facebook offer many advantages. Studies have found that engaging in numerous types of social media can be beneficial for children and young people as a routine activity, enhancing technical skills, communication skills, and social skills (O’Keefe and Clarke-Pearson). Social media can also provide a platform for children to connect with others and participate in collaborative projects, which can further enhance their social skills (O’Keefe and Clarke-Pearson). Media can have a positive impact on a child’s behavioural development depending on what media the child is exposed to. For instance, educational media can help children develop cognitive skills, while media that promotes positive social values can help children develop prosocial behaviour (Anderson, 2013). Therefore, it is important to regulate and monitor children's use of media to ensure that they are not exposed to media that is detrimental to their development.
The debate of whether digital media is good or bad is a complicated one, with arguments for both sides. On the other hand, it is important to recognise that digital media is not inherently good or bad. What matters is the impact it has on the development and well-being of users. In moderation, the use of digital media has a positive impact on young people. For example, digital media can decrease feelings of loneliness by providing efficient means of communication between loved ones over distances, such as video chatting (Halston et al., 2019). Additionally, digital media has provided new ways for friends and families to interact across distances like online gaming or GroupWatch so that up to four households can watch the same film in sync with each other. This was particularly a saving grace over the covid-19 lockdown as it helped people to feel more connected and combated feelings of isolation (Ha, 2020). It is also a common misconception that the access to unlimited information at our fingertips has made today’s children less intelligent. Studies have shown that young people who have been raised with access to the internet are both on average more academically and emotionally intelligent than their predecessors largely in part to these developments. However, the negative impact of digital media cannot be denied. Excessive use of digital media has been proven to cause a multitude of developmental problems and has a history of inflicting negative impacts on the mental well-being of users, such as depression, anxiety, and body dysmorphia (Glazzard and Stones, 2019).
It is important to recognise that the impact of digital media on young people is not entirely negative. The negative impact of digital media is often due to society's dependence and overall addiction to it, rather than the media itself. When used in moderation, digital media can be an excellent tool for the improvement of young people's development and well-being. For example, digital media can provide access to educational resources, news, and information that can help young people stay informed and engaged with the world around them (UNICEF, 2017). Additionally, digital media can provide opportunities for young people to connect with others and build social skills, which can be particularly important for those who may struggle with in-person interactions (O’Keefe and Clarke-Pearson). Nonetheless, it is of extreme importance to be aware of the potential risks associated with digital media, such as cyberbullying or exposure to damaging content (Kennedy, 2019; Glazzard and Stones, 2019). Therefore, it is important to be wary of the amount of time young people spend using digital media and to ensure that they are using it in a safe and responsible manner.
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