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The sci ence behind the head lines: Should chil dren be banned from social media apps? Is digital health care exclud ing
those most in need? And why more screen ing isn’t neces sar ily the best approach for tack ling pro state can cer.

“Data gathered in 168 coun tries across 18 years sug gests there’s no causal rela tion ship between the intro duc tion of
the inter net and the well being of young people”
What’s the most e�ect ive way to pro tect chil dren’s men tal health? The answer that’s been echoed by waves of
politi cians across the world over the last two dec ades is to ban them from social media. Such calls have, under stand -
ably, seen a recent resur gence in the UK. They fol low the murder of 16-year-old Bri anna Ghey and the rev el a tion
that her teen age killers had fre quently shared viol ent videos on social media apps.
As Con ser vat ive MP Miriam Cates recently argued, such a crime illus trated how such apps pose a ‘ser i ous threat’ to
child safety and wel fare.
At �rst, it feels easy to agree with Cates. Speak ing as a par ent, we all want our chil dren to be safe, and years of news -
pa per head lines have sug ges ted that social media is the cause of a chil dren’s men tal health crisis. The thing is, the
best sci enti�c evid ence we have so far simply doesn’t sup port this nar rat ive.
IS THERE PROOF IT HARMS CHILDREN’S MENTAL HEALTH?
Social media has been with us for some time and most users engage with it in ways that bring many pos it ives. Young
people today use it to con nect to oth ers or pur sue their hob bies. And when tra gedies hap pen – like a murder – they
can use social media to show sup port for those a�ected.
The best evid ence we have today sug gests it’s unlikely to impact their life sat is fac tion. In fact, global men tal health
sur vey data gathered in 168 coun tries across 18 years sug gests there’s no causal rela tion ship between the intro duc -
tion of the inter net and the well being of young people. These data sug gest that 99.6 per cent of a child’s well being
has noth ing to do with how much time they spend on a device.
It’s clear that if you’re aged between 10 and 20, your social media use will increase if your life sat is fac tion decreases.
But the oppos ite isn’t neces sar ily true – in most groups, the more time a child spends on social media doesn’t mean
their life sat is fac tion will decrease. Fun da ment ally, there is very lim ited solid evid ence that demon strates social
media causes men tal health issues in chil dren. And without estab lish ing a causal link, a ban seems non sensical –
akin to ban ning car airbags because they’re asso ci ated with car acci dents.
ARE MOST CHILDREN ADDICTED TO SOCIAL MEDIA?

Politi cians are claim ing social media apps are caus ing irre par able harm to our young sters. The
sci ence, however, says oth er wise
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‘Addic tion’ is a very loaded term. And, espe cially in the con text of smart phones, it’s used in a way that doesn’t con -
sider the di� er ence between a bad habit and an object that’s poten tially harm ful. After all, if you’re ‘addicted’ to
any thing you fre quently spend time with, you could be said to be addicted to your bed, your car or even your friends.
That was the con clu sion of one invent ive (and tongue-in-cheek) 2021 study in which research ers took a ques tion -
naire meant to identify people with gambling addic tion and, to prove a point, made one big change: repla cing the
word ‘gambling’ with ‘friends’. So ques tions were along the lines of: Do you often spend time with your friends in
order to for get about per sonal prob lems? Do you think about your friends even when you’re not with them? Have
you even gone as far as ignor ing your fam ily to spend time with your friends?
If you answered yes to all of the above, it’s likely you – like the major ity of par ti cipants in the study – have what the
research ers wryly called ‘o� ine-friend addic tion’ (they were quick to point out this very concept was ‘far cical’).
Ulti mately, social
media may lead to some bad habits in chil dren, but it’s not the same as a life-alter ing addic tion. You’ll �nd it much
easier to get a child o� Roblox than a truly addict ive sub stance.
IS IT POSSIBLE TO ENFORCE A SOCIAL MEDIA BAN?
It’s di�  cult to �nd a way of ban ning social media apps for chil dren that wouldn’t a) viol ate exist ing laws, or b) be
mor ally ques tion able. For starters, every child, accord ing to the UN Con ven tion on the Rights of the Child, has the
right to have fun in the way they want to – this includes social media. That’s before we ques tion how a ban would
inter fere with a child’s free speech. There’s also no way to eval u ate if such a ban would be e�ect ive, as shown by
South Korea’s failed ‘Cinder ella law’.
In 2011, the coun try’s National Assembly became wor ried about chil dren using social media and online games. So,
cit ing fears about their men tal health, sleep qual ity and aca demic per form ance, they for bade chil dren from using
the inter net between the hours of mid night and 6am. This ban stood in place for 10 years. Dur ing that time, the res -
ult of the law became clear: it had prac tic ally no e�ect. It did little to limit inter net use, saved chil dren only two
minutes of sleep each night and provided no change in test scores.
IS THERE A HEALTHY WAY FOR KIDS TO USE SCREENS?
It’s import ant, as par ents, to sca� old all activ it ies that enter our chil dren’s lives. You wouldn’t buy a child a bicycle
and let them learn by them selves in a busy street. Social media is the same. Ideally, par ents should be engaged. They
should help their child self-reg u late their beha viour to help them pre pare for adult hood. Social media and screens
will still be there when they grow up and it’s cru cial they acquire the skills to man age that usage in future. Unfor tu -
nately human ugli ness isn’t going to go away and stick ing chil dren’s heads in the sand is unlikely to be the solu tion.


