The Impact of Social Media on Children's Screen Time





The Impact of Social Media on Children's Screen Time 




Student name: warda ibrahim 
Student ID: 2235246
Module: BMHP6020
Lecture: Bianca Sanfilippo 

Contents
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION	5
1.1 Background and Rationale	5
1.2 Definition of Key Concepts	6
1.3 Aim of the Study	6
1.4 Objectives of the Study	8
1.5 Research Question	8
1.6 Methodology Overview	8
1.7 Structure of the Dissertation	9
CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND	10
2.0 Introduction	10
2.1 Historical Background	10
2.2 Theoretical Background	12
2.3 International Context	14
2.4 National and Local UK Context	15
CHAPTER 3: METHODS	17
3.0 Introduction	17
3.1 Research Design	17
3.2 Data Collection	18
3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria	18
3.4 Data Analysis	19
3.5 Ethical Considerations	20
CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION	21
4.0 Introduction	21
4.1 Results	21
4.1.1 Characteristics of the Literature Selected	21
4.1.2 Theme 1: Levels and Patterns of Social Media Use Among Children Aged 5–14	22
4.1.3 Theme 2: Associations Between Social Media Use and Overall Screen Time	24
4.1.4 Theme 3: Cognitive, Emotional, and Physical Developmental Impacts of Excessive Screen Time	26
4.2 DISCUSSION	30
4.2.1 Discussion of Findings	30
4.2.2 Strengths of the Research	33
4.2.3 Limitations of the Research	34
CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION	35
5.0 Introduction	35
5.1 Recommendations	35
5.1.1 Recommendations for Parents and Families	35
5.1.2 Recommendations for Educators and Schools	36
5.1.3 Recommendations for Policymakers and Platform Regulators	37
5.2 Conclusion	37
References	40

Table 1: Table of Findings	22



[bookmark: _Toc233816492]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _Toc233816493]1.1 Background and Rationale
Digital technology has revolutionised children's ways of engaging with the world, and social media is a major part of their lives. Children in the UK aged 5-14 use social media and video-sharing platforms regularly, including YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram. Nearly every child aged eight to 14 uses YouTube, and almost 81% of those aged 10-12 do use at least one social media app or site (UK Government, 2026). This trend has led to increasing research, teaching and policy concern about how this may affect the developing child.
Time spent on electronic screens (screen time) is a mixed blessing. Digital technologies are a tool that can help children learn, create and socialise; however, excessive use can have a negative impact on wellbeing, particularly during key developmental periods (Aleti et al., 2023). For this reason, Organisations like the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the American Academy of Paediatrics (AAP) have issued guidelines for play (screen) time, but compliance is low, and evidence suggests that only a small percentage of children consistently meet their recommended screen time limits (Chatput et al., 2023).
Children ages 5-14, representing the critical years of cognitive, emotional and social growth, are at a unique risk regarding the link between social media usage and screen time (Panjeti-Madan & Ranganathan, 2023). Research indicates that overuse of screens can be linked to negative effects such as sleep disturbances, decreased physical activity, academic difficulties and difficulties in emotional management and social interaction (Nakshine et al., 2022).
Although these topics have gained more interest recently, there are still discrepancies in studies with regard to design, age groups, and outcome measures in the literature. Moreover, there is a limited amount of systematic evidence that looks at social media specifically as a contributor to screen time behaviours. To fill this void, this systematic review aims to summarise the existing evidence to better understand the impact of social media on children's screen time and its developmental consequences.
[bookmark: _Toc233816494]1.2 Definition of Key Concepts
In the context of this dissertation, 'screen time' refers to the cumulative amount of time a child spends using any electronic device (smartphone, tablet, computer, or television) for entertainment, education, or social communication. As per the target audience, ‘social media' is defined as digital platforms or applications that allow users to create, share, and interact with content and other users and includes online gaming platforms with social features, YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat and more (Papp, 2022). In this study, 'children' meant those between the ages of five and fourteen, that is, primary school age, children and early adolescents.
‘Cognitive development' is a general term that refers to the development of mental functions, including attention, memory, language, reasoning and problem solving, all of which are key components to consider when studying how long screen time affects these functions (Ramesh, 2022). The 'emotional development' is about children's ability to identify, express and regulate their emotions, and the 'physical development' is about their motor skills, sleep health, physical activity and physical wellbeing (Mayra et al., 2022). These dimensions, in combination, make up the primary developmental domains that will be assessed in this dissertation in relation to the impact of screen time related to social media (Mclver, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc233816495]1.3 Aim of the Study
This dissertation aims to investigate how social media influences the screen time of children and how patterns of social media use affect the overall screen time behaviour of children aged five to fourteen. The study further examines the potential cognitive, emotional, and physical developmental implications of augmented screen time resulting from exposure to social media.
[bookmark: _Toc233816496]1.4 Objectives of the Study
In order to fulfil the overarching aim, the following objectives have been established:
1. To assess the extent of social media usage among children aged 5–14.
1. To explore the relationship between social media usage and overall screen time in children.
1. To examine the effects of prolonged screen time on children's cognitive, emotional, and physical development.
1. To provide recommendations for parents, educators, and policymakers to mitigate the potential negative impacts of social media on children's screen time.
[bookmark: _Toc233816497]1.5 Research Question
The central research question guiding this dissertation is: What is the impact of social media on the screen time and overall development of children aged 5–14?
This question is very much at the core of the study, particularly in terms of quantifying the relationship between social media engagement and overall screen time duration, and in the way that such engagement can have qualitative and developmental impacts on children during critical periods of development.
[bookmark: _Toc233816498]1.6 Methodology Overview
A systematic review methodology is used in this study to review the effects of social media on children's screen time. A systematic review was chosen as it offers a methodical, transparent, and reproducible way of summarising available evidence (Gunnell et al., 2022). Literature will include peer-reviewed studies and credible academic sources published since 2015 from the databases of UWTSD Library, PubMed, Google Scholar and ProQuest.
The review considers research on children between the ages of 5 and 14 and considers the impact of Social Media use and screentime on physical, psychological and cognitive effects. Before 2015, published studies on adults or from non-peer-reviewed sources will be excluded. The data will be analysed using thematic analysis to identify patterns and themes that will be grouped into four main themes: levels of social media use, social media and screen time, impacts and implications for development, and policy implications.
This study uses only secondary data that is publicly available and will not involve participants or gather personal information. The study follows the ethical and data management standards of UWTSD and references all the sources with the Harvard referencing system.
[bookmark: _Toc233816499]1.7 Structure of the Dissertation
[bookmark: _Toc233456814][bookmark: _Toc233816500]The dissertation consists of five chapters. A background, rationale, aim, objectives and research question are provided in Chapter 1, an introduction to the study. Chapter 2 outlines the history and theory of the subject and grounds the study in the international and national context of digital media and child development. The methodology is explained in detail in Chapter 3, which outlines the systematic review process, how data were collected, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and ethical considerations. The results and discussion are available in Chapter 4, which includes the main themes that are identified and discussed in the context of relevant literature. The dissertation ends with Chapter 5, which summarises the major findings, provides a list of evidence-based recommendations for parents, educators and policymakers, and reflects on the limits of the research and future studies.
CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND
[bookmark: _Toc233816501]2.0 Introduction
This chapter provides the background to the central focus of this dissertation: the impact of social media on the screen time and development of children aged 5–14. Building on the definitions and rationale established in Chapter 1, the chapter is structured around four areas. It begins by tracing the historical development of children's engagement with screen-based media, before examining the key theoretical frameworks that inform understanding of social media's developmental effects. It then considers the international policy landscape and finally situates the topic within the specific national and local UK context. Together, these sections establish the scholarly and practical foundations for the systematic review conducted in Chapters 3 and 4.
[bookmark: _Toc233456815][bookmark: _Toc233816502]2.1 Historical Background
The experience of children's use of screen time has undergone multiple historic stages of technological change, each with quite different ways of using screen time, levels of access, and developmental consequences (Konca, 2021). Importance of understanding this historical progression is critical since the concerns people have around children's screen experiences have not been constant; rather, they have evolved, and researchers, educators, parents, and policy makers need to continually review the dangers and promises of novel media environments.
The first mass screen medium to which children had regular exposure was television, which was introduced into the household in the 1950s and 1960s (Harvey, 2022). TV was different from other types of entertainment because it brought a steady diet of professionally produced audiovisual messages into children's homes, dramatically increasing the amount of media exposure that children receive each day. Initial studies have largely centered on whether screen use took the place of other activities such as studying, physical activity, family interaction, and sleep, and its impact on attention, language development, socialisation, and academic performance (Muppalla et al., 2023). Overall, TV was a fairly consistent and passive medium, although evidence sometimes yielded contradictory results based on viewing time and programme quality. Content was delivered on fixed schedules, viewing was mainly in communal household spaces and parents had relatively more control over children's media consumption through viewing supervision and media choice (Willett, 2021).
Home video games emerged in the late 1970s-80s and changed the nature of children's screen use from passive watching to active interaction (Andriushchenko, 2024). Children were not only consumers of content, but active players, determining what to play, solving problems, and responding to ongoing feedback provided by the game environment (Sas et al., 2023). This move shifted the focus of the scholarly world from exposure time to cognitive and behavioural outcomes of interactive digital experiences. The potential educational value of gaming, such as the enhanced development of spatial reasoning and problem-solving skills, and concerns about excessive gaming, reinforcement of behaviour through reward, attentional control, and aggressive behaviour arising from specific types of games (Ishaq, 2024) were studied. This meant that the developmental effects of screen time were now being regarded as changing not only based on the amount of time spent but also on the nature/content and intent of the screen activity.
The next major shift came in the 1990s and early 2000s when screens were increasingly used to connect people, share information, and serve as a conduit for social engagement (George et al., 2023). Children can now have access to educational resources, can communicate by e-mail and IM, join online gaming communities, and interact with people outside of their social circles (Mattson, 2024). This historic level of connection created a vast number of learning opportunities and also brought in new development and protection issues. The growing autonomy of online environments and the impact of this on children's online experiences became a focus for researchers, who began to address concerns such as online privacy, exposure to inappropriate content, cyberbullying, digital literacy, and the effect of less supervision of children's online activities (Livingstone, 2009). These developments underscored that digital technologies were not just leisure media but were becoming an integral part of children's social and school life.
This shift was driven by the introduction of smart phones around 2007, which made the internet available on-demand, on-the-go and portable (Samala et al., 2025). Unlike previous technologies which were usually associated to distinct areas of the house, smartphones could keep children connected through almost all of their lives, from going to school to playing and even their bedrooms. This increased mobility significantly cut down on opportunities for parents to monitor and supervise kids and increased the amount of spontaneous screen time (Hafiz et al., 2024). At the same time, major social media platforms such as YouTube (2005), Instagram (2010), Snapchat (2011) and TikTok (2016) made it possible to introduce algorithmically personalised content feed and consistently adjust to children's actions online. These platforms utilize intricate recommendation mechanisms to optimize engagement, including personalized content, social feedback systems, and a steady flow of fresh content (Kar et al., 2025), thereby fostering long-term usage. As such, the contemporary social media are the result of decades of technological development, in which the experiences children have in front of the screen have become more interactive, personalised, portable and deeply embedded in their daily lives. The history of these events is important for context as to why discussions of children's digital wellbeing today are more complicated than the earlier focus on television watching or screen time as a whole.
[bookmark: _Toc233456816][bookmark: _Toc233816503]2.2 Theoretical Background
There are a number of frameworks that provide a theoretical perspective on the ways and why social media can impact children's development. A number of well-known theories provide a theoretical understanding of how and why social media can impact children's development. The Ecological Systems Theory of child development (1979) places child development in a series of concentric circles of environments from the immediate family environment (microsystem) to the larger culture of the family (macrosystem). Social media is used at all of these levels, influencing the interaction between peers and families on the microsystem level and norms relating to appearance, productivity and social comparison on the macrosystem level (Besong, 2024). This approach explicitly recognises that the impact of social media on children must be understood in the context of the broader developmental context in which it takes place (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; McIver, 2025).
This dissertation is of particular relevance to the age of 5–14 years, which is the age group of Piaget's theory of cognitive development (1952). Children in these ages cover preoperational, concrete operational and early formal operational phases in which their ability to pay attention and reason logically, and to critically analyse media content, is still developing (Abd Aziz et al., 2022). These critical periods may be affected by exposure to algorithmically-driven and fast-paced social media content that can impact consolidation of deep cognitive processing and attentional regulation (Nakshine et al., 2022; Ramesh, 2022).
Bandura (1977) has outlined a Social Learning theory, which suggests that children learn behaviours and attitudes by observing models. Children are constantly exposed to influencers, peers, and celebrities on social media, behaviours they might copy or internalise, and body image, emotional norms and risk behaviours (George et al., 2023). This is complemented by Bowlby's Attachment Theory (1969), which indicates that the excessive use of SMC could threaten the secure attachment that is believed to facilitate healthy emotional and social development, as these relationships rely on a caregiver's physical interaction with the child (Joseph et al., 2022). Together, these frameworks emphasise the developmental context in which social media operates, as well as the social and cognitive context of children, suggesting that these factors are all important in shaping the effects of social media that were summarised in subsequent chapters.
[bookmark: _Toc233456817][bookmark: _Toc233816504]2.3 International Context
Children's use of social media is a global phenomenon, but how common it is in a nation, how it is regulated, and the documented consequences of such use vary (Ezeji & Uwizeyimana, 2025). According to research by the Pew Research Centre, roughly 46% of teen internet users in the United States say they use the internet nearly every day in the U.S. (Vogels et al., 2022), and platforms such as YouTube, TikTok, Instagram and Snapchat are among the most accessed by teens in this country. Similar trends have been reported in other parts of Europe, Australia and parts of Asia, due to the growing number of devices and the availability of mobile data. These trends were exacerbated worldwide by the COVID-19 pandemic, as the closure of schools and social distancing during the pandemic shifted children's educational and social activities to digital devices, raising overall average daily screen time, which will likely have lasting impacts that are not yet known (Chaput et al., 2020; Nakshine et al., 2022).
Given the increasing concern about possible harm, the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the American Academy of Paediatrics (AAP) have issued guidelines on screen time for children. The AAP advises children under 18 months of age not to engage in recreational screen time and to restrict the amount of screen time for children 2-5 to 1 hour per day, but in a quality and contextually appropriate way for older children (AAP, 2016). The 2019 guidelines also recommend reducing sedentary screen time, especially during the early years of childhood (WHO, 2019). Pregnant women continue to have scant access to these recommendations, particularly in low- and middle-income countries, revealing a mismatch between evidence-based recommendations and their use (Mayrink & Silveira, 2023).
There have been wide differences among national authorities in how they responded. China has imposed a three-hour cap on the online gaming time for under-18s, while the legislation in Australia in 2024 banned children under 16 from creating social media accounts — one of the strictest regimes internationally. There are a number of states in the United States that have enacted legislation mandating parental consent for minors' social media usage (Kar et al., 2025). The legislative changes indicate a general international agreement that self-regulation by the platforms has proved to be inadequate. There is, however, tension between protection and rights in the international debate on this issue, as critics argue that too restrictive a regulation is hard to implement and may even deter children from accessing the real educational and social benefits of digital participation (Livingstone, 2009).
[bookmark: _Toc233456818][bookmark: _Toc233816505]2.4 National and Local UK Context
Children's access to social media is widespread and starts at a younger age within the UK (Livingstone & Sylwander, 2025). According to the latest Ofcom data, the majority of children aged 5-7 are now regular tablet users and by age 11, most children own a smartphone and are active on social media. Early adolescence is when usage becomes almost universal: Ofcom found that 89% of children aged 8-17 use YouTube, 53% use TikTok, 46% use Instagram and 44% use Snapchat, with a significant proportion of the latter some of which are under the minimum age set by the platforms (Ofcom, 2023). This pattern is highly indicative that the current age verification systems are therefore not effective in use.
The UK Government has acted legislatively with the Online Safety Act 2023, which introduces new duties on social media platforms to better safeguard children from harmful content and to more effectively enforce age restrictions. As the regulatory body, Ofcom is creating codes of practice to cover algorithmic amplification, engagement-extending design features and children's data collection (UK Government, 2026). Excessive screen time has been linked by public health agencies, such as NHS England and Public Health England, to reduced levels of physical activity, and poorer sleep among school-age children, and a rise in presentations for mental health services, including anxiety, low self-esteem and body image issues, although researchers note that it is challenging to methodologically prove direct causality (Nakshine et al., 2022).
The findings of Orben and Przybylski (2019), who conducted large-scale research in the UK, have greatly influenced academic discussion on social media and wellbeing in adolescent years. The broad research carried out by Orben and Przybylski (2019) has had a significant impact on academic debate in the UK, with their findings showing that the link between social media use and wellbeing in teens is statistically significant but not very strong. It has been claimed that such a small population-level effect may cause substantial harm to sensitive subgroups and that longitudinal studies with an experimental design should be conducted to elucidate mechanisms (Incognito et al., 2026). The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH, 2019) found that there is no evidence to support any one single universal time limit for screen time; however, they did recommend that families should focus on sleep, physical activity and face-to-face interactions rather than screen time. There is also a socioeconomic context, as children from lower-income families are more likely to be exposed to excessive screen time, as they have fewer leisure options and less parental ability to monitor and mediate screen time (Joseph et al., 2022). This inequitable risk distribution further emphasises the public health and equity significance of the current study.


[bookmark: _Toc233461078][bookmark: _Toc233816506]
CHAPTER 3: METHODS
[bookmark: _Toc233461079][bookmark: _Toc233816507]3.0 Introduction
In this chapter, the methodology that was applied during this dissertation is described. It gives a good justification for the use of a systematic review design, how it found the databases and the data collection, how it used to select studies and exclude studies, how it analysed the data and what ethical issues it considered in conducting the review. These components make the review rigorous, transparent and reproducible (Gunnell et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc233461080][bookmark: _Toc233816508]3.1 Research Design
The methodology used in this study is a systematic review that will examine literature that has been peer-reviewed and the relationship between social media and children's screen time and development. A systematic review was chosen as it is a structured and repeatable way of summarising the evidence from a range of sources, avoiding bias and giving a broad picture of the current evidence (Gunnell et al., 2022). This is especially relevant as there are many different fields of research on children's use of social media, different study designs, age groups and outcome measures, and a systematic review allows for patterns and conclusions to emerge that might not be discernible from individual studies.
The study is based on secondary data, and no new primary data was collected, nor were participants involved in any stage of the study. The design will correspond to the ethical guidelines set before the study began and is appropriate for a dissertation that attempts to chart and critically integrate an existing body of evidence. The use of secondary data also enables the review to access a much greater and broader evidence base than would be possible using primary data collection within the time and resources available (Cheong et al., 2023). The review includes articles published after 2015 and therefore includes peer-reviewed articles and government reports as well as reliable academic texts that are relevant to the contemporary patterns of children's social media usage (Muppalla et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc233461081][bookmark: _Toc233816509]3.2 Data Collection
A systematic literature search was carried out in four databases: UWTSD Library database, PubMed, Google Scholar and ProQuest. These were chosen because of their wide coverage across the health sciences, social sciences, and education disciplines, and because they were easily accessible to peer-reviewed literature that could be used to answer the research question.
The search terms used were keywords and Boolean operators such as: 'social media AND children', 'screen time AND child development', 'social media AND cognitive development', 'children AND digital media AND wellbeing', and ‘screen time AND mental health AND children'. Results were collected, and double entries were removed before the screening process. Citation chaining, reviewing the reference lists of the key articles, was also utilised to find additional relevant articles that were not obtained through the initial search (Kar et al., 2025).  17 studies were included in the thematic analysis that fulfil the inclusion and exclusion criteria.
[bookmark: _Toc233461082][bookmark: _Toc233816510]3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
The literature reviewed was properly selected using inclusion and exclusion criteria, which help to ensure the appropriateness and relevance of the literature to the research questions.
Inclusion Criteria
1. Peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports, and credible academic sources
1. Studies focused on children and young people aged 5–14 years
1. Publications available in the English language
1. Studies published from 2015 onwards
1. Research examining social media use, screen time, or their cognitive, emotional, or physical developmental effects
Exclusion Criteria
1. Non-peer-reviewed sources, including opinion pieces, blogs, and newspaper articles
1. Studies published before 2015
1. Research focused exclusively on adults aged 18 and over
1. Publications in languages other than English
1. Research not directly related to social media use or screen time among children
Identification of studies via databases and registers


Records removed before screening:
Duplicate records removed  (n = 35)
Records marked as ineligible by automation tools (n = 0)
Records removed for other reasons (n = 0)
Records identified from*:
Databases (n = 240)
Registers (n = 0)


Identification







Records screened
(n = 205)
Records excluded**
(n = 115)





Reports sought for retrieval
(n = 90)
Reports not retrieved
(n = 5)


Screening




Reports assessed for eligibility
(n = 85)
Reports excluded (n= 20)
Wrong Population/Age Group (n = 8)
Irrelevant social media screen time (n = 7)
Did not meet publication time (n = 5)







Studies included in review
(n = 17)

Included



[bookmark: _Toc233461083][bookmark: _Toc233816511]3.4 Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was employed to analyse the data obtained from the literature selected. This approach was selected due to the ability to identify, analyse, and report recurring patterns (or themes) across a body of evidence (George et al., 2023), which is suitable for moving beyond summarising the individual studies and into integrated insights that span the wider literature.
Themes were discovered inductively from the data and did not follow preconceived notions, which kept the analysis literally grounded instead of on a basis of assumptions. The four main themes were identified, consistent with the goals of the study: (1) levels and patterns of children's (5–14 years) social media use; (2) associations between children's social media use and overall screen time; (3) cognitive, emotional, and physical developmental impacts of excessive screen time; and (4) recommendations for children, parents, educators, and policymakers. The findings and discussions in Chapter 4 are organised around these four themes.
[bookmark: _Toc233461084][bookmark: _Toc233816512]3.5 Ethical Considerations
Since this dissertation is a secondary and systematic review approach and not directly involved with participants, the ethical risks in this research are minimal. No personal information was gathered, and no individuals were recruited, observed or interviewed throughout the process. Secondary data does not involve informed consent, confidentiality or possible participant distress, which would be key points in any primary data collection study. The research was carried out in accordance with the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice and UWTSL Research Data Management Policy and was approved before the review began.
This dissertation is based on information from publicly available sources, and all sources have been fully referenced in a Harvard style manner to meet the requirement for academic integrity. Research materials were kept securely in the UWTSD Office 365 system with password protection, and will only be accessed by the researcher and dissertation supervisor; these will be removed after submission.
[bookmark: _Toc233816513]
CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
[bookmark: _Toc233816514]4.0 Introduction
In this chapter, the results of the systematic review are given, and a critical discussion of the results is conducted in the context of the existing body of research evidence. The findings are grouped into four themes, based on the thematic analysis described in Chapter 3: (1) social media usage patterns and levels among children aged 5–14; (2) understanding the relationship between social media use and general screen time; (3) the cognitive, emotional and physical developmental effects of high screen time; and (4) recommendations for children, parents, educators and policymakers. It starts with an explanation of the features of the literature chosen for analysis, followed by the presentation and subsequent discussion of each theme in the literature. The discussion section below is a reflection on the importance of the findings throughout the lens of the identified theoretical frameworks in Chapter 2, as well as a critical evaluation of the limitations and strengths of this systematic review.
[bookmark: _Toc233816515]4.1 Results
[bookmark: _Toc233816516]4.1.1 Characteristics of the Literature Selected
Systematic search was performed in four academic databases – the UWTSD Library, Search PubMed, Google Scholar, and ProQuest. About 240 sources were initially identified. After the removal of duplicate publications and the inclusion/exclusion criteria stated in chapter 3, 85 sources were included in the final review. Out of these 85 sources, 17 studies were included in the thematic analysis. These included peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports and governmental policy documents or trusted academic books and grey literature texts. However, all sources were released in the last seven years (between 2015 and 2026), with the majority (around 73%) of these publications coming after the COVID-19 pandemic (between 2020 and 2026), reflecting the significant upsurge in research interest in this field since the pandemic, when children's digital media use significantly rose across many countries (Chaput et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc234850995]Geographically, literature was largely sourced from the United Kingdom and the United States, as well as other European countries, with a small amount from Asia Pacific or Middle East settings, offering national grounding and an internationally comparative perspective. Triangulation of evidence occurred largely because of variation in study design—from cross-sectional surveys to longitudinal cohort studies, experiments, and existing systematic reviews and meta-analyses (Kim, 2021). As far as age range included, most of the studies were about children ages 8-14, and fewer were about children ages 5-7, which indicated that there is a relative lack in the literature of studies on the youngest children in the selected age group. The most commonly cited social media apps were YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, and Snapchat, predominantly in platform-specific studies, showcasing the diversity of the social media landscape in which children learn and operate in real life (Lee, 2025). Outcomes reported varied in the literature and included duration of screen time, cognitive outcomes (academic achievement, attention, and working memory), emotional and psychological wellbeing, sleep quality and physical activity.
Table 1: Table of Findings
	Author/s and publication year 
	Aim
	Methodology and sample size 
	Key findings 

	1 Vogels, Gelles-Watnick and Massarat (2022)
	To examine US adolescents’ access to digital devices and their use of major social-media platforms.
	Nationally representative online survey of 1,316 adolescents aged 13–17 and one parent for each adolescent
	YouTube was used by 95% of adolescents; TikTok, Instagram and Snapchat were also widespread. About 46% reported being online almost constantly

	2 Kar et al. (2025)
	To synthesise evidence on the effects of screen time on children’s physical, cognitive, emotional and social development.
	PRISMA-informed systematic review of 46 studies involving children and adolescents aged 0–18; no single participant sample
	Excessive screen time was associated with poorer sleep, reduced activity, attention difficulties and socio-emotional problems; educational and supervised use could be beneficial

	3 Nakshine et al. (2022)
	To review the effects of increased screen exposure on physical health, psychological wellbeing and sleep.
	Narrative literature review; no original participant sample was recruited
	High screen exposure was linked with sleep disruption, obesity, inactivity, anxiety, depression, musculoskeletal problems and social isolation, although causality was not established

	4 Radesky et al. (2022)
	To investigate the prevalence, timing and contextual variation of YouTube/video-sharing platform use among preschool children.
	Longitudinal observational study using passive mobile-device sensing in approximately 200 children aged 3–5 years
	Viewing was frequent and commonly occurred in mornings and evenings; usage differed according to child characteristics and household context

	5 Joseph et al. (2022)
	To assess the effects of screen time and mobile dependency on cognition, socialisation and behaviour in early childhood during COVID-19.
	Descriptive quantitative survey of 511 parents of children aged 3–6 across five districts of Kerala, India
	Greater screen use was associated with mobile dependency, socialisation difficulties, cognitive changes, alienation and behavioural problems

	6 Muppalla et al. (2023)
	To update evidence on excessive screen time and its developmental consequences, while identifying management strategies.
	Narrative review of existing research; no original participant sample
	Excessive and passive screen use was associated with attention, language, sleep and socio-emotional difficulties; co-viewing and high-quality educational content could reduce harm

	7 Chaput et al. (2020)
	To summarise the evidence underpinning the 2020 WHO guidelines on physical activity and sedentary behaviour for children aged 5–17.
	Evidence synthesis drawing on systematic reviews used by the WHO guideline-development group; no single participant sample
	Higher physical activity benefited fitness, cognition and mental health, whereas excessive recreational screen time and sedentary behaviour were linked to poorer outcomes

	8 McIver (2025)
	To examine how screen exposure may influence children’s cognitive development, particularly attention and learning.
	Doctoral dissertation listed in ProQuest; the publicly accessible record does not provide a reliably verifiable sample size or full methodological detail
	The study reports that prolonged and poorly regulated screen exposure may adversely affect attention, memory and wider cognitive development

	9 Orben and Przybylski (2019)
	To test the robustness and magnitude of associations between digital-technology use and adolescent wellbeing.
	Specification-curve analysis across three large datasets comprising 355,358 adolescents
	Digital technology use showed a statistically significant but very small negative association with wellbeing, explaining no more than about 0.4% of the variation

	10 George et al., (2023)
	To review how excessive screen use affects young people’s health, relationships, productivity and development.
	Narrative literature-based review; no original participant sample
	Heavy screen exposure was associated with obesity, sleep problems, anxiety, depression, impaired relationships and reduced productivity, but causal evidence was limited

	11 George, George and Baskar (2023)
	To assess the social, behavioural and health implications of the shift from analogue tools to ubiquitous mobile technology.
	Conceptual and narrative review; no participant sample
	Mobile technology improved convenience and communication but was also linked with dependency, distraction, sedentary behaviour and reduced face-to-face interaction

	12 Ramesh (2022)
	To explain major theories of cognitive development and their implications for human behaviour and learning.
	Theoretical book chapter reviewing Piagetian, information-processing, ecological and related perspectives; no empirical sample
	Cognitive development is shaped by biological maturation, experience and social context; the chapter does not directly test social-media or screen-time effects

	13 Liu et al. (2022)
	To investigate how phases of cognitive presence influence learning performance in massive open online courses.
	Quantitative analysis of online learner interactions and performance in a MOOC; the accessible abstract does not clearly report the exact sample size
	Higher-level cognitive processes, particularly integration and resolution, were associated with stronger learning outcomes; the population was not children aged 5–14

	14 Röhlke (2026)
	To test whether first mobile-phone acquisition displaces sleep, physical activity and enrichment activities among young adolescents.
	Longitudinal Australian time-use data analysed using a difference-in-differences design among adolescents aged approximately 10–13; exact sample requires the full article
	Mobile-phone acquisition was associated with changes in how young adolescents allocated time, providing stronger displacement evidence than cross-sectional studies

	15 Ishaq (2024)
	To investigate associations between video gaming and attention, memory and problem-solving abilities in young people.
	Quantitative correlational design; the accessible journal record does not provide a reliably verifiable sample size
	Moderate or strategic gaming was associated with some cognitive benefits, whereas excessive gaming was linked to distraction and poorer attentional control

	16 Michelle (2025)
	To review relationships among social comparison, self-esteem and online behavioural dynamics.
	Narrative review; no original participant sample was reported
	Upward comparison with idealised online profiles was associated with lower self-esteem, inadequacy and appearance concerns; supportive interaction could sometimes provide reassurance

	17 Mukherjee et al. (2024)
	To review mechanisms, consequences and interventions relating to sleep deprivation, with emphasis on mild cognitive impairment and Alzheimer’s disease.
	Narrative review focused mainly on older adults; no single participant sample
	Sleep deprivation was linked with impaired memory consolidation, reduced alertness, mood disturbance and neuroinflammation; applicability to children is limited


[bookmark: _Toc233816517]4.1.2 Theme 1: Levels and Patterns of Social Media Use Among Children Aged 5–14
The first theme is related to how involved children 5-14 years of age are in their social media and the nature of their involvement. Despite the fact that terms of service for various social media typically prevent children from accessing these services before a certain age, the evidence consistently reveals that children have begun to be involved with children's social media at a younger age than this age, and that their usage significantly increases during the transition from primary to secondary school.
According to the UK-specific data from Ofcom 2023, 89% of 8-17-year-old children use YouTube, 53% use TikTok, 46% use Instagram and 44% use Snapchat. Many of these are under the age platforms imposed, typically 13, revealing deficiencies in age verification systems. The global trend is similar (Vogels et al. 2022), where 98% of teens in the United States reported using the internet every day, with YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram being the top three platforms. Together, they suggest a worldwide trend of mass adoption of social media by young people early in life, well ahead of the establishment of laws that aim to regulate their access.
A key factor linked to the present study is the algorithmic design and how this strategy contributes to maintaining and growing the amount of time people use the product. Kar et al. (2025) state that the social media platforms today implement state-of-the-art recommendation mechanisms that suggest social media content customised to the preferences and behaviours of social media users. Some of these systems are configured to optimise connection by providing different kinds of aspects delivery along with course social validation functions like likes and comments, and continuous connection stimuli. Children 5–14 years old, whose prefrontal cortex is not yet fully developed, which controls impulses and makes decisions, are especially attracted by the algorithmically optimised content, and without environmental support will have an even greater difficulty in regulating themselves (Nakshine et al., 2022).
There are marked differences in usage among ages, gender and socioeconomic groups. The 5-7 age group is more likely to view a passive entertainment product (e.g., YouTube video) with a certain amount of co-viewing or supervision by their parents. Children in the age range 8-12 can have greater access to content for independent viewing and have more access to a wider selection of interactive platforms for use (Radesky et al., 2022). Nearly all children are using it by the time they are early adolescents, and it is largely unsupervised (Ofcom, 2023). There are also clear differences between the genders; women are more likely to use Instagram and Snapchat, and they are more likely to engage in social comparison behaviour – men are more likely to use YouTube and social games (George et al., 2023). The UK Government's National Consultation (2026) on Children's Online experiences showed that much of their independent access is through their personal smartphone, and digital boundaries are hardly possible in the home.
Another important area of this theme is socioeconomic variations in access and use. Inequities in access and time spent using social media platforms are partly due to a lack of alternatives in children's leisure activities and the inability to sustain parental control of digital devices, and are more prevalent among children of lower socio-economic status families, as found by Joseph et al. (2022). The socioeconomic gradient in exposure is of special importance because it overlays the pre-existing educational and health inequalities and links with them, and therefore could contribute to the magnification of these inequalities. The overall picture of levels and patterns of social media use shows a social media landscape with early, intense and pervasive use, which is largely underprepared by current regulations and safeguarding frameworks.
[bookmark: _Toc233816518]4.1.3 Theme 2: Associations Between Social Media Use and Overall Screen Time
The second theme focuses on children's daily screen time and its correlation with social media use. This distinction is analytically useful because social media is part of the larger landscape of kids' digital engagement, and it's important to understand how much time social media takes up relative to all the other parts of kids' online activity to determine where policy and parenting interventions are most likely to be effective.
Studies have been conducted that show time on social media can play a very large and increasingly important part in the total amount of screen time consumed by children daily. In a study conducted by Muppalla et al. (2023), it was found that children using social media every day are likely to have much more total screen time than those who use screens more for non-social media (such as educational software or scheduling people out). Social media stands out amongst other forms of screen engagement for its interactive, participatory and socially rewarding characteristics, which explains its qualitative uniqueness and enhanced power as a driver of time accumulation. Children's experience of disengaging from media is even more challenging with social media, where self-regulation is difficult due to the fact that, unlike fixed-schedule broadcast TV, it is available round the clock, and it is highly personalised and creates a peer social pressure of being connected.
COVID-19 presented a big real-world opportunity to examine the links between SMT and STS. During the time of school closures and social restrictions, there was significant growth in the amount of time children spend using screens, as social media and video-calling were the major methods for socialising with peers (Chaput et al., 2020). Several children previously living by household digital rules experienced an abrupt and quick change during the pandemic; and, evidence also suggests that the greater levels of use during the pandemic are not temporary, but have remained above 'normal' levels post-pandemic (Nakshine et al., 2022). The latter was especially relevant to conditions in the UK, where there was an uptake in the use of social media by children of primary school age during the pandemic.
Although not specifically pertaining to social media platforms, the WHO (2019) and AAP (2016) guidelines on screen time are a useful reference point. WHO suggests that children under the age of five should have none of this type of activity, and children at 5 years should be limited to 1 hour. However, many school-age children (ages 8-12) are spending a cumulative 3-5 hours a day in front of screens, and social media is a key player in daily consumption. With social media, games and other internet use, the daily screen time of early adolescents (13-14 years) often ends up at more than 6 hours a day (Chaput et al., 2020). These far exceed the guideline recommendations and involve changes in sleep, exercise and family relationships.
The overlap between social media and the overall amount of screen time is not as straightforward as might be thought; social media seems to act as an accelerator to digital behaviours. Children who use social media aren't just replacing it with other screen time; they are increasing the total amount of screen time they consume, especially between dinner and bedtime, McIver (2025) said. Based on a massive UK data sample, Orben and Przybylski (2019) found a statistically significant link between digital technology use and adolescent wellbeing outcomes; however, they also stated that, given the population's level of digital technology use, the effect size was small. Subsequently, debate has been on whether this broad conclusion is masking some larger effects across smaller subpopulation groups, even if overall effects are small, which is of broad public health significance, including children who are already vulnerable to mental health issues, socially isolated children, and girls in early adolescence (George et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc233816519]4.1.4 Theme 3: Cognitive, Emotional, and Physical Developmental Impacts of Excessive Screen Time
The third and more in-depth theme focuses on the developmental impact of too much screen time on children between the ages of 5 and 14, first on cognitive, then the emotional and physical aspects. This is a major theme that is addressed within the dissertation and most directly addresses the developmental objectives of the study.
4.1.4.1 Cognitive Impacts
Children from ages 5–14 experience cognitive development, such as the maturation of language capability, reasoning, problem-solving, and working memory. In line with Piaget's (1952) theory of cognitive development presented in Chapter 2, children at this age are in the concrete operational and emerging formal operational stages of thought – the time when the ability to sustain attention, to think and reason logically, and to reflect on their thinking are being developed. Social media is characterised as fast-paced, fragmented and novel, content that may not be the right kind of environmental stimulation for these developmental processes.
Muppalla et al. (2023) have undertaken an extensive review of the impact of excessive screen time on child development and have found consistent evidence linking overuse of social media to reduced attentional control, issues with working memory and a lack of deep reading and sustained attention. The latter effects were stronger in children with high digital device use in the first two hours of the morning and the last two hours before they went to bed, times that are also included in the neurological literature as critical times for memory consolidation. Similarly, Ramesh (2022) stated that children's attentional systems can be trained to always look out for new, stimulating content, making it difficult for them to the pace of structured learning in the classroom.
This downstream effect of these cognitive changes can be observed as academic performance (Liu et al., 2022). Multiple studies have identified negative relationships between high social media consumption and academic achievement (shorter-term tasks of literacy and numeracy; Joseph et al., 2022). A partial but important mechanism of explanation comes from the displacement hypothesis, which states that time spent on social media displaces other activities that are important contributors to educational outcomes, such as homework, reading and sleep (Röhlke, 2026). Nonetheless, the cognitive evidence base overall is not solely negative, as Ishaq (2024) has identified some interactive, digital engagement methods (including structured problem-solving games with a social component) as promoting spatial reasoning and attentional flexibility. A separation of Passive Social Media Consumption and active, goal-directed digital behaviour is thus an important contrast in both research and parental guidance.
4.1.4.2 Emotional and Psychological Impacts
Probably, the most salient and discussed domain in the current literature is the emotional and psychological impacts of social media use. Social media puts kids at risk of social comparison, peer judgment, and images that are tailored in support of idealised versions of themselves, all of which can have negative consequences on children's self-esteem, body image, and ability to manage their emotions.
George et al. (2023) outlined three main ways social media impacts children's emotional wellbeing negatively. First, there are social comparisons that occur where people compare themselves to others or influencers on the internet, to their appearance, lifestyle and self-efficacy or status perception, they create feelings of inadequacy and low self-worth (Michelle, 2025). Secondly, there has been clear psychological damage resulting from cyberbullying and online harassment and links with anxiety and depression symptoms. Third, screen-mediated communication is detrimental to fostering interpersonal skills and emotional intelligence, which children learn from physical interactions with others (friends and caregivers). Social comparison effects are also well established for girls in early adolescence, with a constant feed of the image and lifestyle of modelling on platforms like Instagram and TikTok that are almost unattainable for the majority of children (George et al., 2023).
NHS England has documented the rise in presentations for anxiety, depression, body image issues and low self-esteem among children and adolescents in the UK, with clinicians pointing to social media as one of the factors in a significant number of these cases. The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH, 2019) recognised that although direct causal inferences have methodologically proved difficult to make due to the presence of confounding factors, there has been a recurring trend that suggests there are significant associations between the high consumption of SND and worse mental health measures in children of school-going age. There is another theory to consider, Bowlby's Attachment Theory (1969), as explained in Chapter 2. If social media use takes priority over responsive caregiver-child interaction throughout the early and middle childhood years, it can interfere with the fundamental attachment processes that have been proven to help a child's ability to regulate their emotions and build interpersonal trust (Joseph et al., 2022).
4.1.4.3 Physical Health Impacts
This third sub-dimension of this theme focuses on the physical health effects of the overuse of screens and social media. A physical effect that was most consistent amongst the papers was sleep disruption. Nakshine et al. (2022) showed a strong association between high evening screen time, encompassing social media use, and short sleep time, poor sleep quality and delayed sleep onset among children and adolescents. The mechanisms of this relationship are biological and behavioural; the blue light emitted from the screens disrupts the ability to produce melatonin, which is a hormone that triggers the body to sleep, and the psychological stimulation of social media interactions interact with and without the chance to respond; feeling stimulation from social media interaction such as waiting for responses from others and processing social comparison information keeps the mind alert and cognant, which is opposed to sleep.
The effect of being sleep deprived on a chronic basis is great and clear for 5 to 14-year-olds. Lack of sleep can lead to poor concentration, decreased cognition, increased emotional sensitivity and diminished immune function—especially detrimental at important times of neurological and physical development (Mukherjee et al., 2024). The second significant physical health issue recorded in the literature is physical activity displacement. Based on the Kar et al' (2025) study, investigators concluded that children who spent more time using social media and digital screens were significantly less active than children who did not use social media and/or were less active than their peers, with many children not meeting the WHO (2019) guidelines of sixty minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity per day. Time spent sitting, such as watching screen time, has been associated with childhood overweight and obesity, musculoskeletal issues from maintaining poor posture while using the devices and cardiovascular health risks over time. Thus, all the evidence in cognitive, emotional and physical aspects has indicated risks of excess screen time in childhood, especially due to the use of social media.
[bookmark: _Toc233816520]4.2 DISCUSSION
[bookmark: _Toc233816521]4.2.1 Discussion of Findings
In response to the central question of research, which was stated in the first chapter of the study, the findings of this systematic review document that social media is a powerful and multidimensional factor impacting the screen time and overall development of children aged 5-14. Combined the factors which emerged through the thematic analysis articulate a cohesive direction: the themes indicate that children are utilizing social media platforms earlier and more often than intended by the platform rules or public health guidelines; indicate that exposure to social media is one contributing factor that has led to an increase in total screen time; and imply that the implications for children's attention, emotional, and physical wellbeing are real and supported by various international lines of evidence.
Ofcom (2023) and the UK Government (2026) have both reported that children can and do access social media on a regular basis at ages that are under the legal limit for doing so, clearly highlighting the lack of protection for younger children when using social media platforms. Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (1979) offers a good explanation for this when it draws attention to the macrosystemic level, which encompasses the policies, regulatory tools and cultural norms that influence the wider context in which children grow up. Whilst the Online Safety Act 2023 is a substantive and substantial piece of legislation to move the UK's macrosystemic approach to online safety forward, the pressures identified in this review will largely be key factors in determining whether impactful change in how safe children are online will be made.
However, it is not advisable to understand the relationship between social media use and screen time as simply an additive one, but rather as a qualitatively different form of engagement which is algorithmically designed. Based on Piaget's (1952) development, the demands of attention and self-regulation made by social media environments far surpass the developmental capacities of concrete operational children, who lack the skills to critically assess algorithmically curated information, control processes of social comparison, or participate in self-regulated online activity. The developmental mismatch may be a big reason that, even in households that are aware of the screen time guidelines, there is still low compliance with them. In important ways, children's way of thinking today is not an appropriate fit to the platforms and interfaces they are using, and so this is not just a problem for parents, but a fundamental issue that requires a fundamental change at the platform level, where this change must happen via the regulatory procedures.
The emotional and psychological elements have a contextual significance in the UK, where the National Health Service (NHS) is buckling under the pressure of increased demand for mental health support for children and young people. The links between high levels of use of social media and various studies identifying anxiety, depression and body image concerns noted among girls in early adolescence are in line with the social learning framework proposed by Bandura (1977, see Chapter 2). The constant revolving door of children's social media feeds is a constant flow of observational models and attitudes and values around appearance, social status and behaviour, which are absorbed and internalised. If these models are unrealistic or not conducive to the learning process, the learning outcomes are also problematic. That's not exactly a call to ban children from using any social media whatsoever, nor is it to say that only kids should be the subject of actual regulation, but the message is that the content of these sites – and how sites amplify certain content in particular – ought to be much more closely controlled, especially when it comes to younger users.
Analytically important finding and implications for health equity: the socioeconomic gradient in exposure and outcome. The evidence points to the fact that lower-income children are at an increased risk of potential developmental harm related to their social media experiences as a result of fewer alternatives, lower digital literacy within the home, and less access to mental health support resources. This pattern reflects and potentially amplifies wider social determinants of health. Public health—and policy—interventions to address the harms of social media and excessive screen time should seek to be accessible and impactful for all social and economic demographics, but not presume that family-level behaviour change is enough or equally attainable.
[bookmark: _Toc233816522]4.2.2 Strengths of the Research
This systematic review has several methodological strengths that lend credibility and value to the results. First, the use of a systematic review design helps to review the literature in a structured, transparent, and reproducible manner, in line with the methodological expectations of Gunnells et al. (2022). The process would involve using four academic databases (UWTSD Library, ProQuest, PubMed, Google Scholar) and using citation chaining, which makes the search much easier to accept that nothing important or contradictory has been overlooked and therefore adds to the comprehensiveness of the evidence base.
Second, it is anchored in a clearly identified population (in the UK context, children aged 5–14), an exposure (social media use) and explicitly defined developmental outcome domains: screen time, cognitive, emotional and physical development, which enables meaningful synthesis and comparison of studies with different designs. The incorporation of UK-specific and international literature allows for findings to be placed within their international context, whilst maintaining policy relevance.
Third, the approach followed for thematic analysis of the data is suitable for synthesising a variety of evidence that includes quantitative and qualitative types of study designs. The four themes found were cohesively aligned to the theoretical frameworks outlined in Chapter 2, such as Bronfenbrenner's (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, Piaget’s cognitive developmental stages, and Bandura's Social Learning Theory, which allowed for analytical cohesions and theoretical integration throughout the dissertation. Lastly, full transparency of inclusion/exclusion criteria, ethics and data management, provided by the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice, has increased the integrity and reproducibility of research.
[bookmark: _Toc233816523]4.2.3 Limitations of the Research
Whilst strong, these are some of the limitations of this review that need to be noted. Second, it is important to take into account that the results of this secondary systematic review are dependent on the quality, completeness and potential bias of the primary studies identified. Some of the studies in the literature used self-report screen time and social media use, which can result in underreporting of SVA and could be influenced by recall bias and social desirability bias (Muppalla et al., 2023). Consider future primary studies using actual data from devices to measure exposure so that it would be more objective and verifiable, therefore augmenting the evidence base.
Second, causal directionality in the causal relationships reported in this mapping exercise is limited by the largely cross-sectional nature of many studies. Separate from whether social media usage leads to the cognitive, emotional, and/or physical impairments they've shown, or whether the child with the impairment is more likely to overuse social media as a coping or compensatory strategy, it's still hard to conclude. Experiments with the longitudinal design are required to answer this question. Thirdly, most literature used has been from the UK, the USA and Europe, and findings may not readily be transferred to settings that are culturally, economically and technologically different.
Also, the evidence base for the younger age group (5–7) is much less than for the 10-to-14-year cohort, and a gap in the evidence bases exists, which should be addressed by future research in the early childhood cohort, particularly because of its developmental importance. Lastly, due to the changing landscape of social media technologies, the results of studies before 2022 may not capture the technologies, features, and AI recommendation systems affecting children today.
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CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION
[bookmark: _Toc233816525]5.0 Introduction
This chapter concludes the dissertation with a set of practical, research-based recommendations for parents, educators, and policy makers, followed by a conclusion that discusses the aim and all four objectives of the study, as well as the central research question. This chapter summarises some of the main findings that have resulted from the systematic review and interprets their implications for child development and public health at large.
[bookmark: _Toc233816526]5.1 Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc233816527]5.1.1 Recommendations for Parents and Families
Parents and caregivers can impact their young child's digital environment, with consistent experiences and behaviours within the home itself being important ways to mitigate the risks of excessive social media use. Given the well-established association between after-dusk screen use and sleep difficulties in children, one of the best actions families can take is to create device-free bedrooms and have some clear rules about digital use during the hour leading up to bedtime. Designate times for family to spend on other activities, such as sitting down for a meal together, getting outside, or reading aloud, to reinforce the patterns and relationships that are important for young children's cognitive and emotional functioning, serving as a balance to the “time sink” of algorithmically-driven platforms.
Open and age-appropriate conversations about the way social media operates, how invisible algorithms can keep users engaged, and how much of it is a filtered view can help children build the critical awareness to be safer online. Additionally, parents should foster the same type of online behaviour they hope to see in children, since children tend to be sensitive to the online behaviour of their important role models. Available parental control features for devices and platforms can be a helpful tool and should be used in conjunction with ongoing conversations.
[bookmark: _Toc233816528]5.1.2 Recommendations for Educators and Schools
Schools play a pivotal role in children's lives and as a key partner in supporting young people to learn, understand and use digital technology in a healthy way. Information literacy education should be integrated into the curriculum from the primary level and go beyond online safety work to include knowledge of the functioning of the algorithms used by social media, critical evaluation of content on social media, understanding social comparison processes and signposting and support-seeking when things go wrong online. Such learning works best when it is developmentally suitable, is regularly refreshed to recent developments in the digital landscape and taught by staff who have a comfort level with these aspects.
Schools should have a clear and consistent policy on the use of smartphones during the school day (including break and lunch time) that is agreed with pupils, parents and staff and understood and accepted by all. Signs of social media impact, such as sleep disturbances, mood or self-esteem swings, cyberbullying, and a reluctance to engage with others, should be known, and teaching staff and school counsellors should be trained to respond to them in a supportive and safeguarding informed manner. Schools and families should have regular communication on what it means to enjoy a healthy digital lifestyle, so that there is a concordant and reinforcing approach toward digital wellbeing at home, and then at school.
[bookmark: _Toc233816529]5.1.3 Recommendations for Policymakers and Platform Regulators
At the systemic level, the most impactful change will be driven by government action and layout from the platform developers. Policymakers should focus on the effective implementation of current laws and regulations with a specific emphasis on platforms' accountability for their child users' protection, limitations on problematic and harmful content and for eliminating features that are intentionally designed to increase engagement at the expense of child wellbeing. Algorithmic recommendation systems of platforms with large under-18 user bases should be mandated for independent audit and public reporting of the results.
National public health campaigns can raise awareness and thereby help families make more informed decisions – by investing in clear, evidence-based, and practicable guidance for the community, for schools, and for healthcare professionals on how to manage questions of screen time and social media. Addressing the socioeconomic context of digital risk must also be taken into consideration: digital literacy programs, parenting support, and mental health services, among others, require appropriate funding in communities with high exposure to children, where there are few protective factors. Taking forward longitudinal UK research would enhance the evidence base for future policy, especially for the 5 to 9 age range, where there is little evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc233816530]5.2 Conclusion
The main purpose of this dissertation was to explore and assess the effects of Social Media on children aged 5-14 years and on their development in general. Each of the four objectives of this systematic review was addressed sequentially, with a progressive widening of the breadth of the results to answer the research question.
The first aim—to gauge how much children between 5 and 14 years are using social media—found that children start using social media early and use it widely and often beyond the age limits that social media platforms enforce and the screen time limits recommended by public health organisations. Access to social media amongst children aged ten and above is near universal and increasing amongst children aged five to nine, indicating a cultural and technological change which existing safeguarding structures are not in tune with.
The second aim – to examine the links between social media use and general screen time – showed that social media is not just part of the overall picture of children's digital lifestyles but is actually a massive driver of overall daily screen time. Its interactive, algorithmically personalised and socially reinforcing design is meaningfully different from previous passive screen media, and its role in increasing screen time, particularly during the evening, is continually corroborated by the reviewed evidence.
The third objective, to review the impacts of excessive screen time on children's cognitive, emotional and physical health, showed the most complete evidence. Research shows that in each of these three areas of development, too much time spent on social media has been linked to serious harm: a decrease in attention ability, problems at school, increased anxiety, low self-esteem, feeling bad about oneself compared to others, problems with sleep, and physical inactivity. These risks are not evenly spread, and children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, girls in their early adolescence and children with pre-existing vulnerabilities are at higher risk.
The fourth objective – Parent, educator and policy recommendations – has been discussed in the previous section on practical guidance, and recommendations have been made for each of the three groups. These recommendations are informed by the evidence cited throughout this dissertation and are targeted at household, institutional and systemic levels.
In response to the main research question—“What is the effect of social media usage on the screen time and overall development for children ages 5-14?” — this dissertation finds that the effects are great, multifaceted, and largely ignored by the existing protection framework. Social media makes a huge addition to children's overall time spent behind screens—it has true and documented harmful effects on children's cognitive, emotional, and physical development, at a critical time in their lives. Empowering algorithmically optimised, limited-accountability platforms is not fair, nor is it sufficient, for children to be protected from harm by platform, family and school.
This challenge will likely require coordinated efforts by platform developers, regulators, public health professionals, and educators. Children deserve digital environments which are created with their wellbeing in mind, not against it. In systematically synthesising the present evidence in support of that goal, this dissertation has highlighted the need and urgency to further pursue the fields of research, policy change, and public health action in this rapidly changing and evolving research area.
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