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Block Socml Medla Access for Chlldren

Many Countries have decided to address
the negative impact of social media on
young people, particularly their mental
health and well-being.

“Sara, wake up. It’s time for school,” Swati, the
mother of this 13-year-old, was calling out. After
two or three failed attempts to wake her daughter,
Swati gave up and let Sara miss school. When Arun
returned from his tennis session that morning Swati
expressed concern about Sara using the smartphone
and being on social media platforms for long hours
in the day. Her lack of interest in reading books,
talking to friends and relatives in person was overly
evident. Restricting her screen time and imposing
some rules for using social media platforms had
not been of much help. Swati and Arun were
now evaluating the possibility of taking Sara to a
psychologist to address this concern.

WHY : We want our kids to have a good
childhood and their parents to
know, we are watching their backs.
Limit access to and wuse of
smartphones and social media.
e Ban children from using social
media or opening new accounts.
¢ Children will need parental consent
to open social media accounts.
BUT : It will only create a generation
of young people who will be
more technologically literate in
bypassing these walls. It won't
achieve the desired effects.

HOW : o

Households
repeatedly facing the brunt of access to various
social media platforms through smartphones.
These small worries have snowballed into a
growing global concern. Parents, psychologists

N

with  young children are

- Nivedita Mahajan

and world leaders have agonised over how to curb
the technology's addictive pull on young minds.
Excessive screen time impacts sleep and is a key
driver of child obesity due to increase unhealthy
While social media can
increase the risks of anxiety, depression, loneliness
and FOMO (fear of missing out).

food consumption.

Various countries are now working on
reforming their rules and regulations for using
smartphones with internet access.
including France, Sweden and some U.S. states

Countties

have passed laws to restrict access for minors
without a parent's permission, but the Australian
ban is absolute.

On November 28th, 2024 Australia in its
Social Media Minimum Age Bill, approved a social
media ban for children aged under 16 setting a
benchmark for jurisdictions around the world with
one of the toughest regulations targeting Big Tech.
The law forces tech giants from Instagram and
Facebook owner Meta to TikTok to stop minors
logging in or face fines of up to A$49.5 million
($32 million). A trial of methods to enforce it will
start in January with the ban to take effect in a year.
77% of the population which included parents of
children who had self-harmed due to social media
bullying, advocate the ban.

An expert panel, commissioned by French
President Emmanuel Macron, led by eminent



neurologist and psychiatrist, including education,
law and tech experts, delivered its findings about

smartphones, social media and their negative
impact on young minds. Their report issued
in April 2024 said children under 11 should be
barred from having a cell phone, while the use
of smartphones with internet access should be
prohibited for anyone under 13 years old. Social
media apps should be forbidden for anyone under
15 and minors over 15 should only have access to
platforms deemed "ethical”.

To deal with the geopolitical impact of social
media, ministers in Sweden's government are
considering imposing strict age limits on social
media platforms if tech companies find themselves
unable to prevent gangs from recruiting young
people online to carry out murders and bombings
in the Nordics. Gangs are using social media
platforms as ‘digital marketplaces’ for recruiting
anonymous teenagers as young as 11 years to
commit bombings and murders. It is a very serious
situation.

In India’s attempt to restrict the impact of
social media, children below the age of 18 will
now need parental consent to open social media
accounts, according to the draft rules of the Digital
Personal Data Protection Act, 2023, which were
published by the Centre on Friday, 3 Jan 2025. The
centre has asked the public to send objections and
suggestions. The public can submit their feedback
on mygov.in. The draft rules will be taken into
consideration after February 18th, the Ministry of
Electronics and Information Technology (Meity)
said in the notification. The consent given to a
child by a parent or guardian, for opening social
media accounts needs to be “verifiable”. To verify
consent, fiduciaries must use government-issued
IDs or digital identity tokens, such as those linked
to Digital Lockers.

Opinions are divided

e Any restrictions infringe on the human rights
of young people by interfering with their
ability to participate in society.

e Some youth advocacy groups and academics
warn that any ban or restrictions would
shut off the most vulnerable young people,
including LGBTQIA and migrant teenagers,
from support networks.

e Bans are being challenged in court on free
speech grounds.

Challenges

e The sheer volume of content on social media
makes it difficult to monitor and regulate.

e Anonymity on social media platforms can
embolden users to unethical access and use.

e  Another pain point is social media platforms'
lack of transparency and accountability in
content moderation policies.

e It can be difficult to enforce restrictions on
social media, especially for children who may
find ways to get around them.

e A total ban may drive young people to less
visible, more dangerous parts of the internet.

Possible road ahead
Since the issue impacts geopolitical, social and

individual well-being there is no, one solution.

e  Policy measures have to be drafted considering
the social fabric of each nation.

e Awareness programs have to be run across
schools, colleges and universities in all strata
of society.

e Parents must be educated about the
importance of policy decisions and rope in
their contribution to creating an impact.

e Emphasis on strengthening the family bond
could be key in fighting this menace of social
media.

Rather than putting smartphones and social
media in a dark light a more pragmatic approach
is required. One couldn’t agree more that despite
all their vices, smartphones and social media have
multifarious benefits and are here to stay. We
can empower the young with the knowledge of
these mediums and how they can create wonders
by putting these super-powerful tools to their

optimum benefit. ¢
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