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Abstract

Exposure to social media among children is happening at an earlier age, likely before they have fully
developed cognitive, emotional, and digital literacy. While there has been some research on screen time
and use among adolescents, there is a dearth of research on early exposure and developmental
consequences in terms of cognitive, emotional, and family systems. This review analyzes the existing
data on exposure to social media in children and cautiously uses research in adolescence and youth to
determine developmental processes and effects of increased online exposure. Convergent patterns, risk
and protective factors, and explanatory mechanisms were identified based on quantitative and
qualitative findings relying on socioecological and family mediation models. The impacts of being
exposed to social media early depend on the stage of development, use patterns, content, and contexts.
Emotional associations with social comparison, anxiety, mood instability, and disrupted sleep have
been indicated in the literature, but most of these data are from larger youth or adolescent samples.
Early exposure to social media can also be associated with changes in parent-child relationships and
parental boundaries, while active mediation and instructed co-use are associated with better
understandings. The impact of early exposure to social media needs to be understood as a phenomenon
that happens at a system level and is influenced by a parent’s control and mediation of social media use
as well as by the time of exposure. However, longitudinal, culturally sensitive research is required to
provide evidence-based recommendations for parents, policymakers, and digital platform designers.
Keywords: social media exposure; early childhood development; cognitive impact; emotional
well-being; family mediation; parent-child dynamics

1. Introduction

There has been a great advancement in technology, as reflected in recent research conducted on early
media exposure of children. The research on television (TV) watching, educational TV, and the overall
amount of screen time was predominant in the 1990s and the early 2000s, with researchers
concentrating on such outcomes as attention, learning, sleep, language development, and behavior [1].
The media exposure of children during this time was often considered relatively passive, scheduled, and
home-based, and studies often used parent-reported viewing hours, program type, and correlations
with developmental outcomes. The expansion of computers, internet access, and mobile phones and
tablets in the late 2000s and 2010s has shifted the emphasis to interaction that is interactive, mobile,
and “always on” [2]. Researchers began to change their focus from measuring total screen time to the
content consumed, context of screen use, multitasking with screens, autonomy of the child’s use,
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platform-specific design, and considerations from care takers/mediators [3]. For instance, as social
networking applications and websites gained popularity, most notably Facebook, YouTube, Instagram,
Snapchat, and TikTok, features such as liking, peer visibility, following others, and apps that provide
push notifications, along with an algorithmic feed and short-form video, have gained increasing
scholarly interest [4]. These have resulted in children being exposed to more social and incentive-based
content than in previous TV or whole-screen time paradigms. To understand early exposure to social
media, the evidence should be considered in a broader context: why have people shifted to mobile
viewing and algorithmically curated digital content [5]?

More recently, children have entered a new stage of digital environments dominated by generative
artificial intelligence (Al), immersive social technologies, and increasing regulatory focus on their safety
in online environments. Children are exposed daily to new and different ways of communicating
through Al-produced texts, images, videos, and chatbots that are changing how they engage with
information, creativity, misinformation, online risks, and identity presentation [6]. At the same time,
spaces for virtual reality or to meet with other users, like a virtual “metaverse,” offer a new form of
digital communication that is more than just a feed and screen, including avatar-based or immersive
communication that might spark issues of privacy, lack of supervision, social presence, harassment, and
developmental appropriateness. Meanwhile, governments, along with regulators, have begun to
implement stricter child online safety policies, including access limits for underage social media,
government and/or platform-level requirements to protect the underage, and age-assurance [7]. The
development means that it is fast growing to include a more multifaceted type of digital ecological
approach, which can help shape children’s experiences online collectively through algorithmic
recommendation, Al-generated content, immersive interaction, and platform regulation.

Although initially social media were predominantly used by adolescents and young adults, there has
been a growing trend in social media use in younger age groups, as smartphones, tablets, and other
devices have become ingrained in families’ lifestyles. Therefore, children under 12 are more likely to be
introduced to social networking environments, often before they have the cognitive and emotional
abilities to operate within the environment and/or the digital literacy skills to critically engage [8]. But,
unlike old-school screen time, social media combines entertainment with peer comparison and
interaction, algorithmic suggestions, and rewarding feedback. This renders exposure to social media
during early development of a child developmentally different as compared to watching television or
screen time in general. For this reason, previous screen time research is a useful baseline, yet it does not
cover all aspects of development of the interactive and algorithmically curated platforms [9].

Another concern is the rise of algorithmic content delivery. Previous research on screen time has largely
been based on a time-centric approach to defining children’s exposure to media usually selected by a
caregiver, which assumed a linear form of media. Rather, apps such as YouTube are increasingly
dependent on recommendation algorithms, brief videos, endless scrolling, and feedback based on
engagement to customize and maintain visibility. The exposure of children is now not just influenced by
the time they spend on the internet alone but also by algorithm sequencing, personalization, and
patterns of reinforcement, which were not considered in the models of “screen-time” that were fully
envisaged beforehand [10,11].
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Childhood is a sensitive time of brain development, formation of identity, and social learning. The
executive functions, impulse control, and emotional regulation systems in children during early and
middle childhood are still in the process of maturation. As they are increasingly exposed to social media,
there are questions about how this exposure at such a young age affects the developmental process.
Even as social media offers new ways of communicating and self-expression, it also poses threats to the
critical period of rapid neurological and social development [12,13]. Figure 1 presents a conceptual
model summarizing how platform design features interact with children's developing cognitive and
emotional systems within the family and broader sociocultural context to produce risk or protective
developmental pathways. This review aims to review the existing evidence on early exposure to social
media and its associations with children’s cognitive, emotional, and family-system development.
Specifically, it seeks to: (1) examine how early exposure to social media relates to the development of
attention, working memory, and executive function; (2) evaluate associations between early social
media exposure and emotional and mental-health outcomes, including self-esteem, mood, and social
comparison; (3) explore how early exposure shapes family dynamics, parental mediation practices, and
parent-child relationships; (4) identify risk and protective factors, including developmental stage,
content type, and context of use, that moderate these outcomes; and (5) highlight gaps in the current
evidence base, particularly the scarcity of direct data on children under 12 years, in order to inform
future longitudinal and culturally sensitive research.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of early social media exposure and child development. Platform design features (such as
algorithmic recommendation, short-form video, infinite scroll, visible metrics, push notifications, Al-generated content) act on
children's developing cognitive systems (attention, working memory, executive function) and emotional systems (self-esteem,
social comparison, emotion regulation), producing either a risk pathway (attentional fragmentation, anxiety, sleep loss,
reliance on external validation) or a protective pathway (guided co-use, digital literacy, healthy boundaries). Both pathways are
moderated by the family system (parental mediation, technoference, household boundaries) and embedded within the broader

sociocultural and regulatory context, with their relative dominance shifting across developmental stages.
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2. Methodology

This is a narrative review where a structured, transparent search strategy was used. Database searches
were conducted between January 2015 and July 2026 (final update in August 2026), a period selected
to capture the emergence and growth of research on interactive, algorithmically curated social media,
as distinct from earlier screen-time research. Foundational theoretical works predating this window
were identified through backward referencing.

Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, ERIC, and APA PsycInfo were searched, chosen for their combined
coverage of psychology, education, and health sciences literature. Search terms combined (“social
media” OR “digital media” OR “screen time” OR “screen use”) AND (“children” OR “child” OR “early
childhood”) OR (“cognitive development” OR “emotional development” OR “family dynamics” OR
“parent-child relationship”).

Studies were included if they: examined children/adolescents up to 18 years old (with particular
attention to under 12); addressed social media, digital media, or screen-based exposure; reported
cognitive, emotional/mental-health, or family-system outcomes; were peer-reviewed empirical studies,
reviews, or meta-analyses; and were published in English. Studies were excluded if they were
television-only/non-interactive screen studies, non-peer-reviewed commentaries, studies limited to
clinical/diagnosed populations, or studies without full-text access.

Titles and abstracts were screened for relevance, followed by full-text review of eligible studies, with
backward referencing supplementing the database search. Given the heterogeneity of designs and
outcomes, findings were synthesized narratively by developmental domain (cognitive,
emotional/mental health, family system), interpreted by methodological approach, developmental
stage, exposure type, and contextual moderators.

3. Impact of Social Media Exposure

The results are reported in the developmental domain to shed light on the relationship between
exposure to social media at a young age and cognitive, emotional, and family-level outcomes. The
evidence within every domain is interpreted with respect to the approach to methodology, stage of
development, type of exposure, and moderators of context.

3.1 Impact on Cognitive Functioning

Cognitive development is a process that entails gradually enhancing mental operations that enable
children to process information, take control over their actions, and undertake increasingly more
complicated learning activities. During childhood, there are still developing processes highly
susceptible to factors such as the environment, the highly stimulating nature of social media and the
so-called cognitive systems (attention, working memory, and executive functioning) [14,15].

A major determinant of cognitive development is maturation of attention, the ability to focus on a
specific activity and filter out distracting information. Gaining the ability to listen is the basis for almost
all academic and real-life processes, including extended listening in the classroom and multi-step
processes. Nevertheless, the attentional networks of children are still maturing and, thus, are
specifically vulnerable to quick, extremely salient visuals, which is a characteristic of social media
content [16,17].
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Memory, the mental “notebook” that helps children to process information, understand instructions,
find solutions to problems, and acquire new information, is closely connected with attention. The main
challenge when it comes to working memory is sustained attention; with constant attention being
pulled away by digital distractions and/or notifications, children may not be able to hold on to
information long enough to be productive with it. These distractions have the potential to disrupt
learning effectiveness and performance on tasks that involve extended mental activities [18]. Children'’s
executive functioning, which refers to a set of higher-order abilities, also develops as they grow and
helps them to plan, organize, manage impulses, and persevere to work through challenges. These skills
are dependent on the maturation of the prefrontal cortex, which is still developing during early and
middle childhood. Any environment that continuously rewards quick reactions and constant novelty
(such as social media) can put additional strain on developing executive functioning and lead to
behaviors that are based on a goal-oriented basis [19,20].

There is a need to understand the cognitive meaning of early exposure to social media according to
developmental levels. The main concern with the youngest (toddlers to preschool-aged children) who
are still developing their attentional control and self-regulation abilities is exposure to screen-based
stimulation, short-form video, and caregiver-mediated digital content [21]. In middle childhood,
children begin to be more independent in dealing with digital platforms, and sustained attention,
working memory, and impulse control are increasingly important. The results involving adolescent
samples are incorporated in the review to explain mechanisms that appear later in life, including
reward sensitivity, multitasking, and engagement driven by peers, but they cannot be considered to be
directly comparable to those of younger children [14,22].

The Adolescent Brain Cognitive Development (ABCD) Study is a longitudinal study that provides
relevant evidence for overall screen-media exposure because it involves young children and is tracked
during adolescence. The research based on ABCD has investigated the correlation between general
screen activities and cognitive, behavioral, mental health, sleep, and academic outcomes [23,24]. While
these findings are helpful to summarize overall developmental patterns of screen exposure, they do not
directly measure the contribution of the social media platform, algorithmic feed, short-form video, or
the engagement design features themselves. Recent research identified associations between screen
use and mental health, academic performance, sleep, and peer outcomes, while other research
suggested that it is important to identify specific types of screen use instead of treating it as a single
variable. More recent longitudinal studies based on ABCD indicate that screen time in late childhood
can be prospectively linked to the subsequent manifestation of mental health symptoms, but the effects
are small in most cases, with differences depending on the modality and context of screens [25,26].
Some studies on screen exposure generally focus on attention and cognition; however, there are some
interesting platform-specific studies that suggest new demands with certain aspects of social media.
One of the concerns, in particular, is attention, because the social media environment is made up of
high-intensity stimuli. There are some traits that could underlie fluctuations in attention and may be
more prevalent on modern content platforms, specifically TikTok, YouTube Shorts, and Instagram
Reels: short videos, flickering images, infinite scrolling, fast-paced feeds (recommended content), and
constant push notifications [27]. Reconceptualization of this fast-paced content is suggested as a
potential source of short-lived, discontinuous patterns of engagement that lead to lower focus on less
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interesting activities. This, over time, can also cause issues with attention in activities that require
extended patience (reading, homework, and following classroom instructions). Multitasking is also
encouraged by social media with the barrage of messages and updates, which makes users more likely
to switch to another type of social media and activity. Multiple studies indicate relationships between
the use of digital media and attentional problems, but the results vary in terms of age group, the
definition of exposure, and outcome measure [28-30].

3.2 Impact on Emotional/Mental Health

There may be a relationship between early exposure to digital and social media and emotional
development. However, there is not much direct evidence in children younger than 12 years. Childhood
is an emotionally sensitive time of life, as children are still developing the ability to read emotions, deal
with stress, and social feedback [14,31]. On social media, users can actually see feedback through
pictures, likes, comments, reactions, and comparative results. However, little research exists on these
platform-specific experiences among adolescents, rather than younger children. The digital aesthetics
that come with such applications may elicit very strong emotions from children. Social media can be
woven into children’s emotional experiences so that when they take increasing responsibility for
managing communications on the Internet, they learn about themselves, about others, and how to
manage their emotions [32,33].

The effects of emotions also depend on the stage of development. In early childhood, all engagement
with social media is indirect (e.g., via caregivers), and concerns at this stage center on emotional
co-regulation, exposure to overstimulating content, and sleep disturbance/display of dependency on
this media for soothing/care [34,35]. During middle childhood, children pay more attention to peers’
reactions, rejection on the internet, and praise given through digital devices, and they have become
more conscious of issues arising from self-esteem and peer comparison. Issues of identity formation,
appearance, peer acceptance, cyberbullying, and fear of missing out (FOMO) are more pronounced
during adolescence. Hence, results involving adolescents are incorporated only to put developmental
patterns and processes in perspective that may escalate with age and not to imply that they will have
the same effects on younger children [36].

In young children, longer screen time has been linked to worse mental health, increased behavioral
issues, poor sleep, and worse academic performance, although these relationships vary with the type of
screen activity. Screen exposure at ages 9-10 can be associated with internalizing symptoms
(depression, anxiety) and externalizing symptoms (ADHD, oppositional defiant, conduct) over 1 and 2
years of follow-up [37,38].

General evidence on “screen time” can provide a broader, non-specific background acceptance of effects
of social media, but should not be interpreted as evidence of social media-specific effects. For example, a
national survey representing the entire youth population (2-17 years old) in the U.S. found that
increased screen use is associated with worse psychological well-being, such as decreased emotional
stability, lower curiosity, and difficulties in making new friends and maintaining friendships [39,40].
Long screen time was found to be associated with a higher risk of depression or anxiety, as well as
increased potential for mental health treatment among adolescents (14-17 years). Several studies also
highlight that the relationships are typically small and that they are also moderated by screen content,
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context, age, gender, and replacement of sleep or physical activity. Other more recent longitudinal data
also indicate that sleep disturbance is a possible cause of the relationship between evening or leisure
screen time and future depressive symptoms, particularly in adolescent girls [41,42].

The social comparison, visible feedback, FOMO, cyberbullying, and appearance-based content evidence,
by contrast, deals with studies of social media use among adolescents rather than children. Young
children are heavily reliant on feedback from others to understand their own worth, and this can be
reinforced by social media [43,44]. Social judgment is public, observable, measurable, and immediate
on digital platforms, and everyday acts of approval and disapproval are transformed into the digital
space. For children who have to work through the complicated identity formation process, online
engagement quantitative indicators (likes, comments, and number of followers) might take
disproportionate significance [45]. Online peer feedback is a type of reflected appraisal that helps
young people to perceive themselves and how they are perceived by others, which consequently affects
self-concept and self-esteem. These metrics are more critical for children who are forming a sense of
identity. Online feedback can be understood as significant judgments, which result in increased
self-consciousness and inadequacy. The social media interactions that are qualitative in nature, like the
valence of feedback and the inclination towards social comparisons, may compound the preoccupation
with the external appraisals being experienced by youth [46,47]. Adolescents have higher sensitivity to
negative feedback than positive feedback, which is correlated with lower self-esteem and higher
identity distress. Furthermore, the digital domain could also be a place of virtual social mirroring, and
idealized images and filtered portrayals of others are possible points of comparison of self-worth,
bringing a potential for identity confusion and a sense of inadequacy. These results have found
mechanisms that can be more pertinent when children are approaching adolescence but fail to
determine similar effects in younger children [48,49].

3.3 Impact on Family System

Social media not only affects children’s everyday lives, but it also brings modifications to family life. The
new generation of digital technology is now entrenched in home life, and parents and children need to
navigate the evolving landscape of interactions, attention, and communication [50]. Such digitally
mediated processes are often quite distinct from those of previous generations, and they alter people’s
experiences of transitions in terms of family, boundaries, and bargaining of presence and availability
within everyday life. For younger children who are developing a sense of relationships, these changes
could affect their understanding of parental participation, presence, and boundaries in the family.
Whether in conjunction or independently, how the family uses social media, as well as the potential that
children have for using it, can change the perceived expectation of time, attention, and bonding and act
as catalysts or tensions within the family system [50-52].

The impact of digital media on family life also varies at different levels of development. They are
essentially selected family members, choice of caregiver (e.g, a screen to help the child relax),
co-viewing, and early “routine.” The need for more freedom begins during middle childhood; thus,
setting rules, getting parental mediation, and regular boundaries are quite important [53]. By
preadolescence and adolescence, negotiations between family and privacy, communication with peers,
access to platforms, and dealing with online risks are subjects of discussion. This disparity in growth is

© 2026 Cytelix Press LLC.| 34


https://cytelixpress.com/advances-in-educational-studies/

Advances in Educational Studies | Volume 1, Issue 1

important because how parents operate can affect how they look at the children with regard to their
age, independence, and proficiency in the digital world [31,54].

One of the most noticeable shifts in today’s families is the use of tablets, phones, and other electronic
devices to govern children's behaviors. Caregivers make use of iPads, YouTube videos, or applications
for children as a convenient source of amusement, a trivial time killer, and as a de facto “babysitter” in
very practical terms [55]. Parents commonly spend time with children using digital media as a
stress-reduction or entertainment activity as digital devices and streaming become more prevalent in
everyday life. Although screens can be a quick distraction or relaxation, there is increasing research on
what people often refer to as incidental developmental costs: frequent use of screens to calm emotions
[56,57]. Recent studies have demonstrated that using digital media regularly as a regulation strategy is
associated with reduced opportunities for caregiver-child co-regulation, a key factor for the acquisition
of adaptive emotion regulation in early and middle childhood. By replacing interpersonal care with
digital media, children might lose opportunities to practice self-soothing, imaginative play, and learn to
interpret and react to minor cues of social interaction, which are important aspects of social-emotional
competence [58]. Moreover, prospective research has identified increased screen dependence in
calming (especially negative emotional) states to predict increased levels of internalizing symptoms
and worse executive functioning in the future, indicating that reliance on screens to calmly respond to
negative emotions could be inadvertently recreating the reliance on external stimulation instead of the
acquisition of internal coping responses [59].

Along with the increasing reliance on digital media, many families are finding it hard to establish and
enforce restrictions on digital media. The latest recommendations of the American Academy of
Paediatrics (AAP) highlight the fact that the regulations of screens in the home are not clearly discussed
or implemented, especially when the parent is stressed, tired, and has to balance work and family [60].
A family systems perspective would reveal that such inconsistency may also bring about ambiguity in
expectations and roles, and this will more likely result in conflict and negotiation regarding screen use.
Children may develop strange habits when boundaries are different in various situations, or based on
different caregivers, and require more resorting to technology than is normal, which can make life
difficult [61]. Such processes can impair the self-regulation process by transferring behavioral control
to external stimuli. The unpredictable nature of technology boundaries has been associated with
disrupted sleep and reduced face-to-face interaction and shared activities among family members,
which are critical spaces for emotional regulation, social learning, and family bonding over the years
[62]. Figure 2 summarizes how the cognitive, emotional, and family-level patterns described above
shift across developmental stages, from caregiver-mediated exposure in early childhood to increasingly
autonomous, peer- and reward-driven engagement in adolescence.
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Figure 2. Developmental progression of cognitive, emotional, and family-level correlates of social media exposure across early
childhood (0-5 years, caregiver-mediated), middle childhood (6-11 years, growing autonomy), and adolescence (212 years).
Columns show the three domains reviewed: cognitive (attention, memory, executive function), emotional/mental health
(self-esteem, mood, social comparison), and family dynamics (mediation, boundaries, co-regulation). Adolescent-stage entries

draw on adjacent literature and illustrate developmental trajectory rather than confirmed effects in younger children.

4. Conclusion

The growing influence of social media in children cannot be perceived as a system of independent
effects on cognition, emotion, or family life, but as a system of dynamic development. Nevertheless,
there is a disproportionate distribution of the available evidence by age groups. These patterns of
reaction to the platform differ with the developmental stages of children, particularly with their
underdeveloped skill sets of digital literacy, executive functioning, emotional control, and attention.
Therefore, cognitive and emotional consequences go hand in hand: impulsive use may lead to higher
dependence; receiving emotional feedback that is salient to oneself may lead to increased stress,
self-consciousness, or dependence on others’ validation; comparison may result in increased stress,
self-awareness, or external validation; online presence may increase stress or feelings of disconnection.
More evidence is required to make a definitive conclusion.

Families play an important role in this context. Family routines, parent mediation, digital literacy,
socioeconomic status, and family boundaries impact children's interaction, expression, and behaviors
with social media. Interestingly, the effect of exposure alone is not mediated by family systems but is
replicated at subsequent exposure levels. For example, ad hoc rules, technoference by parents, or
screens as a comfort may be considered normal, with more frequent and/or less regulated use, but
active mediation, co-use, and boundaries may reduce risk and encourage more developmentally
appropriate practices with screens. The mutual dependence means that exposure to social media can
change family interaction patterns and vice versa, such as family interaction patterns that can
predetermine how the exposure will be more or less structured, supportive, or problematic. Lastly,
future studies need to explore the effects of emerging types of algorithmic platform design, such as
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recommendation systems, short-form video feeds, both engagement metrics and push notifications, and
infinite scrolling, on children over time; whether developmental risks are mediated primarily by total
screen time or by all of these features of platform design; whether mediation by parents, co-use, and
culturally-specific family norms can decrease the impact of these features of platform design, or
whether they should be designed to create developmentally appropriate, culturally responsive, and
child-centered digital experiences.
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