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Evaluating Sue Palmer’s
Theory of “Toxic Childhood”.

@' STRENGTHS OF PALMER’S THEORY

n Highlights the Impact of Consumerism: One of Palmer’s strongest arguments s that children are increasingly
exposed to advertising and consumer culture. Sociologists have noted that companies target children through
television, social media and online platforms, encouraging materialistic values and creating pressure to
consume products/brands. This supports Palmer’s claim that childhood has become more commercialised.

Supported by Evidence on Screen Time: Research has found links between excessive screen use and problems
such as reduced physical activity, sleep disruption and mental health difficulties. Palmer’s concern about

‘screen saturation’ appears relevant in a society where many children spend significant amounts of time online.
This suggests her theory identifies genuine social changes affecting childhood.

Draws Attention to Physical and Mental Health Issues: Palmer highlights issues such as childhood obesity,
anxiety and stress. Rising concerns about young people’s mental health and sedentary lifestyles suggest that

some aspects of modern childhood may have negative consequences. Her work encourages policymakers,
educators and parents to consider children’s overall well-being rather than focusing solely on academic achievement.

Challenges the March of Progress View: Palmer provides a useful critique of the March of Progress perspective,
which argues that advances always improve life. While children’s rights, education and healthcare have improved,
Palmer reminds sociologists that social change can create new problems alongside these benefits.

WEAKNESSES OF PALMER’S THEORY

Romanticises the Past: A major criticism is that Palmer idealises childhood in previous generations. Childhood in the past
was not always better; many children experienced poverty, poor healthcare, child labour and limited educational
opportunities. Critics argue that Palmer exaggerates how different childhood was and overlooks historical disadvantages.

Overly Deterministic: Palmer often presents children as passive victims of technology and consumer culture. However,
the New Sociology of Childhood argues that children are active social agents who make choices and interpret media in
different ways. Many children use technology creatively for learning, communication and self-expression rather than being
harmed by it.

Ignores the Benefits of Technology: Technology can provide educational resources, social connections and opportunities
for self development. Online learning platforms, educational videos and communication tools can enhance children’s
experiences. Palmer tends to focus on negative effects while underestimating these benefits.

Limited Consideration of Social Class: Palmer largely presents toxic childhood as a universal experience. However,
sociologists such as Diane Reay and Ann Oakley argue that childhood experiences vary according to social class,
gender and ethnicity. Some children may be more affected by poverty and inequality than by screen time or consumerism.

Lack of Strong Causal Evidence: Although Palmer identifies correlations between modern lifestyles and childhood
problems, it s difficult to prove direct causation. For example, increased anxiety among young people may result from
multiple factors, including economic uncertainty, family circumstances and educational pressure, rather than technology
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alone.

Use sociological concepts and evidence to support your judgement.

@ THINK SOCIOLOGICALLY!  "Vhen evelusting theories, ook at both the strengths and weaknesses.
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m Qoncluﬁsion: Based on the arguments ahave do you think Sue Palmer's

perspective on modern childhood is valid?

Justify your response based on what you think is the most compelling argument.

SIGT KN Reflection: with reference to the work of Sue Palmer

9 Write one sentence to describe what a sociologist is
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o OPTIONAL EXTENSION TASK

Enrol for free with Tutor2u and complete the ‘Introduction

0 AQA A ociol

Give yourself a big head start in A level Sociology by completing this course.

02U Subjects  Course .
[  Started 4 b INTRODUCTION

| course contene

[ Ee e ‘ ©  Welcome to AQA A-Level
| Soioogy
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About this course

Level: Alevel
Exam board: AGA | Subject: Socilogy

o EXTENSION TASK

What are the three main skills (Assessment objectives) that are you required to demonstrate in AQA A level
Sociology?

o
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(2]
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A LEVEL SOCIOLOGY

The purpose of this transition booklet is to boost your readiness for A level Sociology by ...

@ Encouraging you to be inquisitive about the changing social world around you
o Understanding that Sociology is about debate. There is rarely one right answer.

9 Developing your own ‘sociological voice’ - your ability to express your ideas in
academic sociological language

Task 1) Watch and Respond

m Watch one of the following TED Talks that s relevant to Sociology.

1) ° The wisdom of sociology: Sam Richards

2) ° Why you don't care about Inequality: Dr Jonathan Mijs

RSPl Summarise the main message of the talk in three main points

What if they were thinking
(try and include sociological terms or concepts in each point). like a sociologist?
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Watch and Respond

REMN Watch one of the following programmes.

» Michael Moore Robert Louis Theroux:
% e
pe Capitalism: 2 Inside the
Aloye A love story Chlk{ of % Manosphere
our time Lous THeRoux
(Netflix) (Netflix)

(YouTube)

SEWN Respond by answering one of the following questions in 150 words.

o What is the key message of this film and what is your view on this?
e What does this film say about gender or class inequality in society today?

@  What does this film have to say about how society has changed over time?

THINK SOCIOLOGICALLY!  Sociology is about questioning the world around us

There are rarely simple answers — back up your ideas with examples and reasons,
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Read, understand and make a judgement on the following text.

contemporary Western societies are experiencing a ‘toxic childhood’
because rapid technological, cultural and economic changes are negatively

- Sue Palmer’s Toxic Childhood
= In Toxic Childhood: How the Modern World is Damaging Our Children and
What We Can Do About It (2006), Sue Palmer argues that many children in

affecting their physical, emotional, social and cognitive development. Palmer
HOW THE MODERN WORLD

claims that childhood has become increasingly unhealthy due to a

Is D AM AGI N G combination of factors that together create a “toxic cocktail’ of influences.

AND WHAT WE cAN that many aspects of modern life are creating new risks for children despite

Do ABD UT IT material improvements and greater access to education and technology.

00000

Identify 5 ingredients to the ‘toxic cocktail' of influences on modem ) 5
A T e e e S S Sue Palmer published her book in 2006.

Palmer challenges the March of Progress view of childhood, which argues
that children's lives have steadily improved over time. Instead, she suggests

A central theme of the book is the impact of technology and screen-based entertainment. Palmer argues that excessive
exposure to television, computer games, smartphones and other digital media reduces opportunities for face-to-face
interaction, imaginative play and the development of communication skills. She believes that 'screen saturation”
contributes to shortened attention spans and weaker social relationships.

Another key concept is the decline of outdoor play. Palmer argues that children today spend less time playing freely outside
than previous generations. She links this trend to rising levels of childhood obesity, poorer physical health and reduced
opportunities to develop independence, risk assessment skills and social competence. Free play is viewed as essential for
healthy child development.

Palmer is also concerned about the commercialisation of childhood. She argues that children are increasingly targeted by
advertisers and consumer culture. Through marketing, branding and media influences, children are encouraged to define
themselves through consumption. This creates materialistic values and exposes children to pressures that previous
generations did not experience.

The book discusses the schoolification of early childhood, where formal learning and academic targets are introduced at
younger ages. Palmer argues that young children are often pushed into structured educational activities before they are
developmentally ready. She believes this can reduce creativity, independence and the natural benefits of play-based
learning.

Finally, life also plays an important role in Palmer's analysis. She suggests that increasingly busy lifestyles, long working
hours and parental stress can reduce the amount of quality time parents spend with their children. Combined with poor diet,
lack of exercise and sleep deprivation, these pressures can contribute to behavioural and developmental difficulties.

Overall, Toxic Childhood presents the argument that modern childhood is increasingly shaped by harmful social and cultural
influences. Palmers key concepts—screen saturation, commercialisation, declining outdoor play, schoolification and family
stress—highlight the ways in which contemporary society may be undermining children’s wellbeing and development.

Can you think of another ‘ingredient’
that has contributed to ‘toxic childhood’
in that time?
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