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Introduction

Young people are spending more time than ever on
social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok,
YouTube, Snapchat, and other emerging apps. While
these platforms can be enjoyable and helpful, they
also pose significant risks. For example, many young
people are contacted by strangers online,! exposed
to illegal/harmful content or are drawn into endless
scrolling. In addition, new threats such as deepfakes,
doxing, and non-consensual “deepnudes” driven
by the Al revolution are also on the rise, creating
new challenges.?

These developments together with mental health
and wellbeing concerns have recently moved
the Australian government to raise the minimum age
of social media accounts from 13 to 16.3 Although
the Australian social media ban has been criticised
both by civil society* and academia,® it has inspired
many throughout the world to consider adopting
similar measures.

Itis encouraging that the online safety and wellbeing
of young people have become a priority in Europe.
We believe that stronger measures are needed to
safeguard young people and that social media plat-
forms must be held accountable for young people’s
online safety and wellbeing. However, we are
worried about the current political narrative which
pushes for blanket, one-size-fits-all restrictions on
young people’s social media use. With this motion,
we instead call for a balanced, evidence-based
approach to the issue by guaranteeing youth agency
and addressing harmful elements whilst at the same
time safeguarding young people’s digital rights.

Current responses

In recent years, European institutions, governments,
and online platforms have taken steps to make
social media safer, often as part of broader digital
strategies. At the EU level, this broader strategy
can be found in the Better Internet for Kids Plus-
strategy.® The strategy aims to ensure that children
are protected, respected, and empowered onling, in
line with the European Digital Principles.”

To enhance the protection of young people, several
pieces of EU legislation were adopted, most impor-
tantly the Digital Services Act (DSA),2 the General

Data Protection Regulation (GDPR),? the Audiovisual
Media Services Directive (AVMSD),'® the Al Act," and
the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive'? (soon to
be transformed into the Digital Fairness Act).’®

Under public and institutional pressure, social media
platforms have introduced new measures to protect
minors. Instagram launched “Teen accounts"'4
with parental controls and age-appropriate filters;
YouTube expanded its YouTube Kids features;'® and
TikTok' and Snapchat'” strengthened teen privacy
and safety settings, with TikTok also banning certain
hashtags and filters.'®

However, recent governmental measures are taking
things a step further. Some measures include
guidelines for parents,'”® smartphone bans in
schools,?? and in some cases social media bans?'
or digital curfews.

Furthermore, the EU is continuing its work on
the Digital Fairness Act and developed a blueprint
age verification solution to aid (sub)national author-
ities.22 But a shift was made with Von der Leyen's
State of the EU speech, in which she echoed the calls
for an EU-wide social media ban similar to the afore-
mentioned Australian ban and announced that she
will commission a panel of experts to advise her by
the end of the year on the best action for Europe.2®

It is true that current legislation alone falls short
of protecting young people from harmful content.
However, some of the proposed responses threaten
to undo the many extensive steps the European
Union has taken to protect, respect, and empower
young people in the digital age.?* In addition, some
of the proposed measures risk ultimately missing
their goal, due to a forbidden fruit-effect and likely
circumvention through Virtual Private Networks
(VPNSs) or other instruments.2® As a consequence
of fear taking over from reason, young people are at
risk of being worse off than they are now.

Our vision

Against that context, and considering the serious-
ness of the issue, we believe the following.
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Young people at the centre:
agency and rights

Young people must be at the centre of digital poli-
cymaking. The current debate on imposing extra
restrictions on young people's social media use is
a perfect example of talking about youth without
youth: youth participation, with some exceptions,
is largely absent.?® Not involving young people, for
example in the announced expert group commis-
sioned by Von der Leyen, risks missing the realities
of their online lives and may lead to ineffective rules
that are easily bypassed or that undermine trust
in authorities.

For many young people, online and offline worlds
are inseparably linked: social media is not only
a tool but also a space for connection, information,
entertainment, creativity, and identity-building.?”
This is especially true for vulnerable or marginal-
ised groups, such as LGBTQ+ youth, young people
with a disability, young people with a migration
background or those on the move, for whom
online communities may provide social support
networks.2®8 Recognising and safeguarding their
rights in the digital environment, including the right
to participate, to be informed, to explore, play, and
connect online, is therefore essential.

Evidence-based approach

Young people need actions that are grounded in
evidence, reducing harmful aspects of social media
while safeguarding its users, especially those from
vulnerable backgrounds. Research into the effects
of social media on youth wellbeing has expanded
rapidly in recent years. Results are mixed: some
studies find small positive effects, others negative
or none at all.?® But we cannot ignore the harms that
do occur. For some young people, daily exposure
online contributes to anxiety,3° loneliness,3! sleep
problems,32 or unhealthy behaviours.33

At the same time, research shows that these harms
are rarely universal. Their impact depends on factors
such as a young person’s digital skills,34 the level
of parental media literacy,3® or vulnerabilities in
the home environment.38 Overly restrictive, one-size-
fits-all solutions risk doing more harm than good: in
trying to remove risks, we may also take away what
is valuable for many young people.

Decisions about social media should not be driven
by fear or political urgency, but by solid evidence.
The Digital Services Act's new provisions on
researcher access to platform data37 are a critical
step: they can give us the knowledge we need to
design smart, balanced interventions that genuinely
improve young people's online experiences.

Supportive environments

Supportive environments are the foundation of safe
and meaningful digital participation. Young people
need the skills, guidance, and spaces that allow
them to navigate risks, seize opportunities, and
thrive online.

Media literacy and critical thinking should be seen
as a life skill. Media literacy, and specifically platform
literacy, offers protection and helps young people
anticipate risks, filter content, cope better, and feel
more in control.38 Media literacy equips them to
make independent choices rather than just follow
rules, turning them into active participants instead
of passive users. Importantly, many young people
themselves ask for these skills - they want to be
empowered, not restricted.3°

Adults should be seen and trained as mentors, not
controllers. Parents, teachers, and youth workers
have a unique role to play as trusted guides. To fulfil
this role, they need training, tools, and confidence,
provided through formal and non-formal education.
Supportive mentorship creates a safer and more
constructive digital culture than surveillance or
control alone.

Currently, many agencies are working on digital
rights and wellbeing, offering invaluable insights and
shaping the present and future of our digital world.
Those agencies, such as the Safe Internet Centres,
provide young people with both skills and safe
reporting channels for illegal or harmful content.
To remain effective, they need stable support and
funding to respond to new risks and strengthen
critical thinking among youth.

Youth organisations and leisure spaces are essential
for inclusion and wellbeing. Social media allows
youth work to connect with young people and
especially minority groups, such as LGBTQ+ youth
or those with a disability, who may not find support
elsewhere. At the same time, physical spaces for
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play, creativity, and community remain vital. Together,
these environments reinforce resilience both online
and offline.

Balanced approach (protect,
respect, and empower)

A balanced approach to young people’s digital
lives must rest on the three pillars of the EU’s
Better Internet for Kids+ strategy: protect, respect,
and empower. Respect and empowerment are
essential, but they cannot be achieved without
meaningful protection.

The primary responsibility to offer digital protec-
tion should rest with platforms, not with young
people themselves. Protection should focus on
giving young people real control over their online
experiences. This means default privacy settings,
effective reporting and moderation tools, and
design changes that limit excessive or manipulative
features such as autoplay, streaks, loot boxes, or
push notifications. Additional measures, such as
a viewing guide highlighting potential risks#® can
help young people and families navigate platforms
with greater confidence. Age verification has been
mentioned as a form of protection but also poses
security risks and could exclude vulnerable groups,
such as undocumented youth.#!

Crucially, protections must avoid blanket, one-size-
fits-all restrictions. Young people are not a homo-
geneous group, and such measures risk creating
a taboo around the topic of social media use
in households.

Calls to action

1. Guarantee youth agency
in digital policymaking

Calling on the EU, (sub)national authorities and
online platforms to actively empower young people
as co-creators of digital policy, making sure their
perspectives shape the rules and protections that
affect them. This means granting meaningful influ-
ence through representation on expert panels, formal
participation in policy consultations, and structured
involvement in decision-making processes. Young
people are experts in their own digital experiences,

and their insights are essential for creating effective,
rights-based, and practical digital policies.

2. Safeguard young people’s
digital rights

Calling on EU, (sub)national authorities and online
platforms to protect young people’s rights online,
balancing the right to be protected with the rights
to be informed, to participate, to privacy, to explore,
play, and connect online. We shouldn’t forget that
the online world is inseparable from the physical
world. Children's right to protection should be
considered in a balanced manner in relation to their
other rights, making sure that protection does not
undermine other rights.

3. Discourage disproportionate
responses, like blanket
social media bans

Calling on EU and (sub)national authorities to
reject blanket, one-size-fits-all restrictions on
young people’s social media use, ensuring that
policies address online risks without restricting
access, exploration, or digital agency. Authorities
should prioritize the effective implementation and
enforcement of existing rules before considering
the introduction of new measures.

4, Address harmful elements,
while preserving benefits

Calling on EU and (sub)national authorities to
take fair and evidence-based actions to reduce
the harmful effects of social media, while protecting
young people’s rights, freedom, and wellbeing.
Platforms should, in principle, refrain from using
addictive design. They should design their services
with safety in mind, and give young people choices
and control over their social media accounts. This
includes default privacy settings, age-appropriate
filters, and tools that help young people control their
own screen time. Authorities must have the power
to make sure platforms follow these rules and hold
them accountable, using evidence to show what
truly protects and supports young users.
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5. Improve media literacy for
young people and adults

Calling on EU and (sub)national authorities to invest
in media literacy programs that help both young
people and adults use social media and digital tools
safely and responsibly. These programs should
teach how to spot misinformation, protect personal
data, and understand how online platforms work.
Schools should be able to provide practical lessons
that relate to students’ everyday online experiences.

6. Enable parents, teachers, and
youth workers as online guides

Calling on EU and (sub)national authorities to
provide parents, teachers, and youth workers with
practical tools, training, and support so they can
confidently guide young people online. Instead of
just monitoring or controlling usage, adults should
be empowered to mentor children in navigating
social media, developing digital skills, and making
safe, informed choices.

7. Support agencies that
safeguard digital rights and
promote online wellbeing
for young people

Calling on EU and (sub)national authorities to make
sure that agencies keeping an eye on platform
compliance and privacy have the support and
financing they need to keep young people safe
online, work closely with EU institutions, and enforce
rules that protect young people while respecting
their rights online. Authorities should also help these
agencies involve young people in a meaningful way,
so their experiences and perspectives can actually
shape decisions and how platforms are monitored.

8. Strengthen youth organizations
in the digital world

Calling on EU and (sub)national authorities to
support youth work and civil society in their daily
activities, recognizing that these spaces increas-
ingly rely on digital platforms to connect with young
people, organize activities, and carry out advocacy.
Digital spaces need to be safe and accessible so
youth workers can continue empowering young
people, fostering civic engagement, and creating
online environments where young people can

participate, learn, and collaborate safely. Authorities
must guarantee reliable access to secure digital
tools, platforms, and resources, protecting youth
organizations from arbitrary restrictions, even when
their work challenges the status quo.

9. Invest in youth spaces
where offline freedom
complements digital life.

Calling on (sub)national and local authorities to
co-create qualitative physical leisure space together
with young people. Digital life should remain
a choice and a complement to real-world experi-
ences instead of a substitute. Offline spaces should
give young people safe places to meet, organize,
and express themselves. Creating inclusive and
accessible leisure spaces where young people can
simply be young strengthens both their offline and
online resilience.
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