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Abstract

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

Governments are making decisions about
adolescents’ digital lives at pace. Although
research on both the effectiveness of these
decisions and on the relationship between digi-
tal engagement and adolescent mental health
has been growing, the evidence base remains
uneven. Against this background, this report
provides a structured synthesis of what the
international evidence base actually supports,
where its limits lie, and what those limits mean
for policymaking, with sustained attention to
the Greek context.

The report synthesizes 32 major internation-

al evidence-to-policy documents published
between 2017 and 2026, produced by orga-
nizations including the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO), the United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF), the European Commission,

and national governments. From these docu-
ments, 1,099 individual claims and 635 policy
recommendations were extracted, coded, and
systematically compared. The analysis also in-
corporates Greek data sources from the Greek
Safer Internet Centre, the Health Behaviour in
School-aged Children (HBSC) study, the Eu-
ropean School Survey Project on Alcohol and
Other Drugs (ESPAD), and the Child and Ado-
lescent Mental Health Initiative (CAMHI), to es-
tablish baseline conditions and assess how in-
ternational findings relate to the Greek context.
A complementary qualitative component draws
on structured dialogue sessions conducted
through the Youth Engagement Scheme (YES)
of CAMHI, involving approximately 85 adoles-
cents aged 13 to 17 across five Greek cities.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

Public debate, parental guidance, and parts of
the research literature have often approached
adolescent digital risk primarily through the
lens of screen time and overall duration of use.
The evidence reviewed in this report suggests
a more complex picture. Associations between
time online and adolescent mental health are
generally small, inconsistent, and context-de-
pendent. Heavy or prolonged use can still func-
tion as an important signal, particularly when

it displaces sleep, reduces physical activity, or
becomes difficult to regulate. At the same time,
the evidence increasingly points toward the
parallel importance of understanding the qual-
ity, context, and mechanisms of digital experi-
ence, rather than relying on duration alone as a
proxy for harm.

The most consistent risk signals in the litera-
ture concern online bullying and harassment,
exposure to harmful or age-inappropriate con-
tent, appearance-based social comparison on
image-heavy platforms, and sleep disruption
driven by late-night use, notification systems,
and autoplay. These risks concentrate among
older adolescents, particularly girls, and among
those with pre-existing vulnerabilities. Many are
generated upstream through platform design
and recommendation systems in ways that
individuals and families cannot easily control.

A defensible policy approach must therefore
ask not only what risk is being addressed, but
which actors have the authority, capacity, and
responsibility to intervene effectively. The regu-
latory landscape reflects this shift, with at least
114 education systems introducing school-day



phone controls, minimum-age rules moving
from marginal to mainstream, and a growing
number of jurisdictions developing risk-based
platform governance frameworks.

Greece participates in this evolving architec-
ture through the Digital Services Act (DSA), the
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), na-
tional school-device rules, and policy initiatives
around age assurance and online protection for
minors. A central challenge for Greece is en-
suring that this extensive legal and institutional
architecture functions as a coordinated system
in practice across the different authorities and
institutional settings involved in adolescent
digital governance.

The report concludes that the evidence is suf-
ficient to guide action across several domains,
while also pointing to important limitations and
uncertainties within the current evidence base.
Approaches with stronger grounding in the
literature include platform accountability mea-
sures targeting harmful exposures, protections
around sleep and school-day attention, stron-
ger privacy and child-rights safeguards, and
institutional coordination capable of translating
formal legal obligations into consistent prac-
tice. More broadly, the report argues that policy
should remain explicit about uncertainty, assign
responsibility to actors with meaningful lever-
age over digital environments, and treat im-
plementation as something to be continuously
evaluated rather than assumed to work.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis
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Chapter 1
Introduction

The broader context

Governments worldwide are making decisions
about adolescents’ digital lives at an increas-
ing pace. Schools are restricting or banning
phones during the school day, legislatures are
debating minimum ages for social media ac-
cess, and regulators are expanding what they
require from platforms, including risk assess-
ments, safer design standards, and greater
transparency around how content reaches
young users. In Greece, these pressures are
reflected in school policy, in pending legislation
on social media age limits, and in the everyday
experiences of adolescents, parents, caregiv-
ers, and educators.

These decisions are driven by growing global
concern about youth mental health and well-
being as a public health priority. Large-scale
reviews describe child and adolescent mental
health as an increasingly urgent challenge
requiring prevention, early intervention, and
cross-sector responses. Cross-national ev-
idence further suggests that psychological
and somatic complaints among adolescents
worsened following the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic, with important differences across
age, gender, and social context.

These broader trends are also reflected in
Greece. Recent evidence from the Health
Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC)
Greece 2022 study indicate that a substantial
proportion of adolescents report recurring

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

psychological or somatic complaints, with
nervousness, low mood, irritability, and sleep
difficulties among the most commonly report-
ed symptoms. These patterns are not evenly
distributed. Girls consistently report substan-
tially higher levels of anxiety-related symptoms
and loneliness compared to boys, while broad-
er trends also point to a growing intersection
between emotional distress, digital engage-
ment, and disruptions to everyday routines and
recovery.

It is within this broader psychosocial context
that changing patterns of digital engagement
are unfolding. Greek evidence points to rising
levels of problematic social media use among
adolescents, particularly among girls, along-
side increasing difficulties disengaging from
platforms and regulating patterns of use, as
reflected in findings from HBSC Greece (2022)
and the European School Survey Project on Al-
cohol and Other Drugs (ESPAD) Greece 2024
study. In this report, problematic social media
use refers not simply to time spent online, but
to broader patterns of compulsive checking,
unsuccessful attempts to reduce use, neglect
of other activities, and interference with ev-
eryday functioning and relationships. These
patterns suggest a landscape shaped less by
uniform effects than by increasingly concen-
trated forms of vulnerability among specific
groups of young people.

Adolescents do not encounter the internet
as a single thing. They grow up within digital

1



Chapter 1: Introduction

ecosystems: systems that include not only
devices and connectivity but also platform de-
sign, recommendation systems, content flows,
commercial incentives, and privacy practices.
These ecosystems also extend to the offline
conditions that shape how digital experiences
are navigated and managed, including family
relationships, school environments, peer dy-
namics, and access to care. A teenager with a
stable home environment, strong peer rela-
tionships, and a school that talks openly about
digital life is using the same platforms as a
teenager who has none of those things. Their
experiences will not be the same.

The Greek findings also point to forms of pro-
tective capacity already present within adoles-
cents’ everyday environments. A large majority
of adolescents report being able to commu-
nicate openly with their parents, particularly
their mothers, while those who feel supported
by teachers tend to report significantly higher
levels of life satisfaction (HBSC Greece, 2022).
These patterns suggest that family commu-
nication and supportive school relationships
remain important protective conditions within
adolescents’ everyday lives.

Within this broader setting, research finds that
digital environments can increase adolescents’
exposure to established mental-health risk
factors, and consistently identifies associa-
tions between heavy or problematic digital use
and poorer mental health outcomes, including
depression, anxiety, sleep problems, and lone-
liness. However, much of this evidence is cor-
relational rather than causal. That is, when two
things change together — for example, when
higher levels of social media use coincide with
higher levels of anxiety — this does not by
itself tell us that one caused the other. Sev-
eral explanations may be possible: digital use
may contribute to distress, distress may drive
certain patterns of digital use, or both may be
shaped by other factors such as family stress,
peer relationships, school climate, or lack of
offline support. Longitudinal studies increas-
ingly suggest that the relationship runs in both

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

directions: young people experiencing psycho-
logical distress may be more likely to engage
in compulsive or poorly regulated digital
behaviors, while certain forms of engagement
— particularly cyberbullying exposure, harmful
content, compulsive use, and sleep disruption
— may intensify existing vulnerabilities.

This complexity matters for policy. The evi-
dence does not support either blanket reas-
surance or alarm, and causal pathways re-
main difficult to establish with certainty. What
research does show is that the relationship
between digital use and youth mental health is
significant, bidirectional, and shaped by con-
text. Understanding what the evidence can
and cannot tell us — and how digital experi-
ences interact with other known risk and pro-
tective factors — is essential for building policy
that is proportionate, protective, and respon-
sive to young people’s actual lives.

The main problem this report addresses

The decisions being made are consequential,
yet the evidence base informing them remains
fragmented, uneven in quality, and frequently
misunderstood. Prominent findings are often
invoked without their full context, while individ-
ual reports are sometimes interpreted in ways
that overstate what they actually demonstrate.
As a result, policy can move quickly on the ba-
sis of evidence that is incomplete or selective-
ly read, sometimes in directions the research
supports less strongly than proponents sug-
gest, and sometimes away from areas where
the evidence is more consistent and robust.

Public debate and much of the guidance
directed at families still revolve around hours:
how much is too much, and when does use
cross a line. Duration is relevant, especially
when it signals heavy, late-night, or diffi-
cult-to-control use. But it is not a sufficient
account of risk. Total screen time compresses
radically different experiences into a single
number. The evidence becomes considerably
firmer when the question broadens beyond
duration to include experience, focusing on

12



what adolescents encounter online, how those
encounters are structured by platform design,
and how the surrounding context shapes
whether any given exposure becomes harmful.
Policy that reaches for a single lever, whether
an age limit, a device ban, or a time threshold,
risks missing the problem it is trying to solve.

In the Greek context, adolescents’ digital
participation begins early and is increasingly
embedded in everyday life. Recent nationwide
evidence suggests that daily internet use has
become routine across age groups, particular-
ly among secondary school students (Figure
1), while access to social media frequently
begins before formal platform age thresholds
are reached. Around half of students report
first engaging with social media between the
ages of 10 and 12, and roughly two-thirds to
three-quarters acknowledge registering with a
false age in order to gain access (Greek Safer
Internet Centre, 2025). These patterns reveal

a persistent gap between formal age-based

Chapter 1: Introduction

rules and the realities of adolescents’ everyday
digital lives.

At the same time, patterns of digital engage-
ment are not uniform. Around four in ten
secondary school students report spending
more than three hours online on weekdays,
with usage increasing further on weekends,
suggesting that higher-intensity engagement
concentrates within specific groups and time
periods rather than being evenly distributed
across adolescents. Alongside concentrated
heavy use, a substantial proportion of students
report encountering harmful or inappropriate
content, often unintentionally, while many also
report limited or no parental monitoring. Col-
lectively, these conditions define the broader
landscape within which Greek policy respons-
es are taking shape: early access, routine
circumvention of age rules, concentrated
heavy use among specific groups, uneven su-
pervision, and significant exposure to harmful
content.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

Activity in the YES programme, Athens.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Figure 1

Daily internet use is becoming the default among Greek youth

Each card shows 100 students; colored squares represent those who report using the internet
every day. Daily use increased in both groups: primary school 39%-> 49% and secondary school

77% > 86%.

Primary school

39% = 49%
+10 pts since 2019

. Daily users in 2019

Secondary school

77% - 86%
+9 pts since 2019

. Increase by 2025

Source: Greek Safer Internet Center 2019 and 2025 nationwide surveys.

Adolescents’ digital participation in Greece
spans a diverse and rapidly evolving range of
platforms, activities, and forms of engage-
ment rather than a single, uniform pattern of
screen use. Recent evidence from the 2025
Greek Safer Internet Centre survey indicates
that most children under 13 are already ac-

tive on platforms such as TikTok, Instagram,
and YouTube, despite formal age restrictions.
Earlier national data from 2018-2019 provide a
useful baseline: among students aged 10-17,
Instagram (33%) and YouTube (27%) were the
most frequently used platforms, followed by
Messenger, Viber, Facebook, Skype, and Snap-
chat. Given the rapid evolution of digital envi-
ronments, these figures are best understood
not as stable patterns of use, but as indicators
of how quickly adolescents’ online ecosystems
shift over time.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

More recent evidence moves the focus away
from individual platforms and toward broad-

er patterns of engagement. Data from the
Child and Adolescent Mental Health Initiative
(CAMHI) distinguish between different types
of screen activity, showing that streaming

and video consumption, along with gaming,
account for the largest shares of extended
use. Similarly, a 2024 survey conducted by the
Social Action and Innovation Centre (KMOP)
among children aged 9-12 indicates that daily
social media use is widespread, while en-
gagement with online gaming environments is
also common. Rather than pointing to a single
dominant form of digital participation, these
findings describe a digital environment shaped
by overlapping and constantly shifting forms of
engagement.

14



How countries are responding

The international response to these concerns
is already substantial and continues to ac-
celerate. At least 114 education systems have
introduced national restrictions or bans on
phones in schools, ranging from France’s 2018
legislation to Greece’s own binding school-de-
vice rules introduced in 2024. Minimum-age
rules for social media access have also moved
from the margins into the policy mainstream.
Australia has implemented an under-16 rule,
Indonesia and Malaysia have adopted similar
measures, and active debates are now unfold-
ing across Europe, North America, and beyond.
In Greece, the government presented draft
legislation in April 2026 proposing to prohibit
social media access for under-15s, alongside
age-verification requirements expected to take
effect from January 2027.

The broadest and arguably most consequen-
tial shift, however, has been toward platform
governance: requiring platforms to assess and
mitigate the risks generated by their systems
rather than focusing solely on the removal of
illegal content after harm has already occurred.
The European Union’s (EU) Digital Services
Act (DSA), in force since 2024, represents the
most developed example of this approach,
requiring large platforms accessible to minors
to adopt appropriate and proportionate mea-
sures relating to privacy, safety, and security.
Comparable regulatory logics are also visible
in the United Kingdom’s Online Safety Act,
Brazil's Digital Statute for Children and Adoles-
cents, and emerging frameworks in Australia
and Singapore.

Yet the evidence base informing these re-
sponses is not evolving at the same pace as
the policy decisions being made. Much of
what is currently known about the relationship
between digital environments and adolescent
mental health still rests primarily on observa-
tional data and cross-sectional surveys. As a
result, the gap between understanding how
harm may be produced and knowing which
interventions effectively reduce it remains sub-

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis
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stantial. Contemporary policy responses are
increasingly being designed within that gap.

How this report is structured

The report is organized into seven chapters
that move from context and evidence to regu-
lation, governance, and policy implications.

Following the introduction, Chapter 2 presents
the methodological framework of the report,
including the evidence-synthesis approach,
the review of major Greek data sources, and
the youth engagement component incorporat-
ing insights from dialogue sessions. Together,
these elements establish the evidentiary and
analytical basis for the chapters that follow.

Chapter 3 examines what the evidence most
clearly supports in regard to the risks and ben-
efits of digital engagement and their relation-
ship with adolescent mental health, while also
addressing the important uncertainties that
remain. It then considers how policy should
reason under conditions of incomplete knowl-
edge. Rather than treating all forms of digital
engagement as equivalent, the chapter distin-
guishes between different types of exposure,
mechanisms, and risk pathways, while also
identifying the limits of the current evidence
base.

Chapter 4 maps the contemporary regulato-
ry landscape, examining how governments
and institutions are responding across differ-
ent policy domains, including school-device
restrictions, age-based access rules, platform
governance, privacy protections, and digital-lit-
eracy interventions. Particular attention is given
to the broader international shift toward up-
stream forms of platform regulation.

Chapter 5 turns to the Greek context. It exam-
ines the country’s existing legal and institution-
al framework, the distribution of responsibilities
across regulatory authorities, and the practical
challenges involved in translating formal ob-
ligations into a functioning governance sys-
tem. Particular attention is given to questions

15
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Activity in the YES programme, Athens.

of enforcement, institutional coordination,
school-level implementation, and the relation-
ship between EU-level regulation and national
policy initiatives.

Chapter 6 brings together a fuller account

of perspectives emerging from the adoles-
cent discussion sessions conducted through
CAMHTI’s Youth Engagement Scheme (YES),
examining how young people themselves de-
scribe digital environments, social media use,
online risk, restrictive measures, and the role of
schools, families, and peers in everyday digital
life. Positioned as a complementary qualitative

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

component alongside the broader evidence
synthesis, the chapter situates these discus-
sions within the wider policy and regulatory
questions explored throughout the report.

The report concludes in Chapter 7 by synthe-
sizing the main findings of the analysis and
outlining the ingredients of a broader evi-
dence-informed policy agenda. It also iden-
tifies key limitations in the current research
landscape and highlights areas where further
empirical and policy development remain nec-
essary.

16



What this report offers

The evidence on adolescents and digital
environments is real, uneven, and frequently
misread. Prominent findings are often invoked
without their full context, while individual
studies are sometimes interpreted in ways
that overstate what they actually demonstrate.
At the same time, the field itself evolves more
quickly than research cycles can easily ac-
commodate, meaning that policymakers are
increasingly called to act on knowledge that

is incomplete, contested, or already partially
outdated. This report responds to that chal-
lenge through a systematic examination of the
available international guidance base, identify-
ing what the evidence most clearly supports,
where its limits lie, and what those limits mean
for how policy should be designed, interpreted,
and justified.

That analysis rests on two features that dis-
tinguish the report from most existing re-
views. The first is comparative rather than
document-by-document: it examines where
international evidence and policy guidance
converge, where disagreement persists, and
how strongly policy directions are supported
by the evidence on which they rely. The sec-
ond is contextual: it places those international
debates within the Greek setting, using nation-
al evidence and adolescent perspectives to
ground broader policy questions in the actual
conditions of digital life in Greece.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

Chapter 2: Methods
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Chapter 2

Methods

This report combines several complementa-
ry methodological components: a structured
synthesis of international policy and guidance
documents, a review of major Greek and
Greece-specific data sources, and a youth en-
gagement component incorporating dialogue
sessions conducted across Greece. Each
serves a distinct purpose within the broader
analysis. The international synthesis identifies
what the evidence and policy guidance base
most clearly supports, where important limits
remain, and how different sources converge
or diverge in their conclusions. The Greek data
provide national context on patterns of dig-
ital engagement, exposure, and adolescent
wellbeing, helping to situate these broader
debates within the realities of contemporary
digital life in Greece. The youth engagement
component, in turn, grounds the analysis in
adolescents’ lived experiences, offering insight
into how digital environments, social pres-
sures, and policy proposals are understood
and navigated in everyday life. Together, these
components are intended to complement one
another rather than function as stand-alone
forms of evidence.

2.1. Evidence synthesis

The corpus comprises 32 evidence-to-poli-
cy documents published between 2017 and
2026 (Table 1). These include intergovernmen-
tal reports from organizations such as WHQ,
UNICEF, and the Organisation for Economic

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

Co-operation and Development (OECD); pro-
fessional and clinical guidance from bodies
including the American Academy of Pediatrics,
the Royal College of Psychiatrists, and the
American Psychological Association; govern-
mental strategies and advisories, as well as
parliamentary or expert committee reviews.
Documents were included if they met three
criteria: they focused on children or adoles-
cents in digital environments; they synthesized
evidence and/or policy recommmendations rath-
er than presenting isolated commentary; and
they were produced by institutions with a clear
public role and identifiable authorship. Primary
empirical studies, technical reports without an
explicit policy orientation, industry-produced
material, and media commentary were exclud-
ed. The purpose was not to evaluate individual
studies directly, but to examine how influen-
tial policy and guidance documents interpret
the evidence base, where their conclusions
converge, where important limits are acknowl-
edged, and where meaningful disagreement
remains.
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Table 1
Overview of the documents covered by the Meta-Synthesis

Document

Issuer

Year

What it is

Social Media and Youth Mental Office of the U.S. Surgeon 2023 Advisory/statement. Government

Health: The U.S. Surgeon General’s General (HHS) (United States). Primary audience:

Advisory Policymakers.

Digital Ecosystems, Children, and American Academy of 2026 Position/consensus statement.

Adolescents: Policy Statement Pediatrics Professional body (United States).
Primary audience: Clinicians/
health systems.

Children & Young People’s Mental Organisation for 2018 Evidence-to-policy report.

Health in the Digital Age: Shaping Economic Co-operation Intergovernmental (OECD

the Future and Development (OECD) countries). Primary audience:
Multi-audience.

Childhood in a Digital World: UNICEF Innocenti — 2025 Evidence-to-policy report.

Screen time, skills and mental Global Office of Research Intergovernmental (Global).

health and Foresight Primary audience: Multi-audience.

A Digital Decade for children and European Commission 2022 Policy framework.

youth: the new European strategy Intergovernmental (European

for a better internet for kids (BIK+) Union). Primary audience:
Policymakers.

Health Advisory on Social Media American Psychological 2023 Advisory/statement. Professional

Use in Adolescence Association body (United States). Primary
audience: Multi-audience.

Digital media: Promoting healthy Canadian Paediatric 2019 Position statement. Professional

screen use in school-aged children Society (Digital Health body (Canada). Primary audience:

and adolescents Task Force) Clinicians/health systems.

Indian Academy of Pediatrics Indian Academy of 2022 Clinical guideline. Professional

Guidelines on Screen Time and Pediatrics (IAP) — body (India). Primary audience:

Digital Wellness in Infants, Children Guideline Committee Multi-audience (families,

and Adolescents on Digital Wellness and pediatricians, schools).

Screen Time

College Report CR225: Technology Royal College of 2020 Evidence-to-policy report.

use and the mental health of Psychiatrists Professional body (United

children and young people Kingdom). Primary audience:
Multi-audience.

Social Media: Children/tamariki Royal Australasian 2025 Position statement. Professional

and Young people/rangatahi College of Physicians body (Australia & Aotearoa New

(Position statement) (RACP) Zealand). Primary audience: Multi-
audience.

Addressing the digital WHO Regional Office for 2025 Policy brief. Intergovernmental

determinants of youth mental Europe (WHO European Region). Primary

health and well-being: policy brief audience: Health ministries/public
health agencies.

Social media and adolescent National Academies of 2024 Consensus study report. Other

health

Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

(United States). Primary audience:
Multi-audience.
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Document

Issuer
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What it is

Child & Adolescent Mental Health
and Digital Technology: Ecosystem
Landscape (Landscape &
Recommendations Report)

A focus on adolescent social
media use and gaming in Europe,
central Asia and Canada: Health
Behaviour in School-aged Children
international report from the
2021/2022 survey (Vol. 6)

Investigating Risks and
Opportunities for Children in a
Digital World: A rapid review of the
evidence on children’s internet use
and outcomes

How’s Life for Children in the
Digital Age?

The State of the World’s Children
2017: Children in a Digital World

The health impacts of screen time:
a guide for clinicians and parents

#StatusOfMind: Social media and
young people’s mental health and
wellbeing

Screen-based activities and
children and young people’s
mental health and psychosocial
wellbeing: a systematic map of
reviews

Children and screens: Groupe

de Pédiatrie Générale (Société
francaise de pédiatrie) guidelines
for pediatricians and families

Students, digital devices and
success

Prospira Global
(commissioned by Safe
Online for Mental Health /
Safe Online; with support
from Weave Wellbeing)

WHO Regional Office
for Europe (HBSC
international network)

UNICEF Office of
Research — Innocenti

OECD (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation
and Development)

United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF)

Royal College of
Paediatrics and Child
Health (RCPCH)

Royal Society for Public
Health (RSPH) and Youth
Health Movement (YHM)

Department of Health
Reviews Facility (EPPI-
Centre, UCL; London
School of Hygiene and
Tropical Medicine) —
commissioned by NIHR/
DHSC

Groupe de Pédiatrie
Générale (GPG), Société
Francaise de Pédiatrie
(SFP)

OECD - Directorate for
Education and Skills
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2026

2024

2021

2025

2017

2019

2017

2018

2018

2024

Other (commissioned landscape
report). Global, including focus

on Global South / LMIC contexts.
Primary audience: Multi-audience.

Evidence-to-policy report.
Intergovernmental (Europe, central
Asia and Canada; 44 countries/
regions). Primary audience: Multi-
audience.

Rapid evidence review.
Intergovernmental (Global).
Primary audience: Multi-audience.

Evidence-to-policy report.
Intergovernmental (OECD
countries). Primary audience:
Multi-audience.

Evidence-to-policy report.
Intergovernmental (Global).
Primary audience: Multi-audience.

Clinical/parent guide. Professional
body (United Kingdom). Primary
audience: Clinicians; parents/
caregivers.

Evidence-to-policy report.
Professional body / NGO (United
Kingdom). Primary audience:
Multi-audience.

Evidence-to-policy report.
Government-commissioned
(United Kingdom). Primary
audience: Policymakers.

Public health guideline.
Professional society (France).
Primary audience: Pediatricians;
parents/caregivers.

Evidence-to-policy report.
Intergovernmental (OECD
countries, PISA 2022). Primary
audience: Multi-audience.
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Document

Issuer

What it is

Finite time to learn and play:
Whole student development and
students’ digital leisure outside of
school

Menos Telas, Mais Saude (#Less
Screens #More Health): Guidance
Manual

Social media usage and
adolescents’ mental health in the
EU

The impact of media and digital
technology on children and
adolescents

European Centre for Algorithmic
Transparency roundtables:
Minors’ health and social media
- an interdisciplinary scientific
perspective

The influence of social media on
the development of children and
young people

Screen use and health in young
people (POSTnote 635)

Screen time: Impacts on education
and wellbeing: Government
Response

Mobile Devices and Children’s
Development: The Case for School
Restrictions

Addressing the digital
determinants of youth mental
health and well-being: policy
brief — Web annex: Findings from
an evidence review and policy
mapping

Organisation for
Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD)

Sociedade Brasileira de
Pediatria (SBP) — Working
Group on Health in the
Digital Era

European Commission
— Joint Research Centre
(JRC)

The Royal Australian and
New Zealand College of
Psychiatrists (RANZCP)

European Commission

- Joint Research Centre
(European Centre for
Algorithmic Transparency,
ECAT)

European Parliament -
Policy Department for
Structural and Cohesion
Policies (requested by
CULT Committee)

The Parliamentary
Office of Science and
Technology (POST),
UK Parliament

House of Commons
Education Committee

Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB),
Department of Research
and Chief Economist

WHO Regional Office for
Europe
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2025

2019

2025

2018

2025

2023

2020

2025

2025

2025

Policy paper (OECD Education
Policy Perspectives, No. 130).
Intergovernmental (OECD/PISA
2022 countries). Primary audience:
Education policymakers; school
system leaders.

Guidance manual. Professional
society (Brazil). Primary audience:
Parents/caregivers; clinicians
(pediatricians).

Policy brief (evidence-to-policy).
Intergovernmental (European
Union). Primary audience:
Policymakers/regulators.

Position/consensus statement.
Professional society (Australia &
Aotearoa New Zealand). Primary
audience: Clinicians/health
systems.

Scientific report (expert
roundtable synthesis).
Intergovernmental (European
Union). Primary audience: Multi-
audience.

Commissioned study / evidence
review. Intergovernmental
(European Union). Primary
audience: Policymakers/regulators
(EV).

Policy brief (parliamentary
evidence briefing). Government
(United Kingdom). Primary
audience: Policymakers/
parliamentarians.

Government response (Select
Committee special report).
Government (United Kingdom).
Primary audience: Policymakers/
parliamentarians.

Working paper (IDB Working
Paper Series). Intergovernmental
(81 countries, PISA 2022). Primary
audience: Policymakers.

Web annex to policy brief.
Intergovernmental (WHO
European Region). Primary
audience: Policymakers/public
health agencies.
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The analysis proceeded in two stages. First,
claims and recommendations were extracted
from each document into a shared registry. In
total, 1,099 claims and 635 recommendations
were identified. For the purposes of this anal-
ysis, a claim is defined as a discrete proposi-
tion advanced by a source document about
the evidence. For example, an assertion about
prevalence or trends, a statement regarding an
association or mechanism, a causal claim, or
an acknowledgment of uncertainty or limita-
tion. A recommendation refers to a proposed
action directed toward a specific actor, such
as governments, platforms, schools, families,
clinicians, or researchers. Both claims and
recommendations were extracted at the level
of individual propositions rather than doc-
ument-level summaries, allowing the same
source to support, qualify, or complicate differ-
ent arguments across different thematic areas.
The extraction process combined structured
prompts with human review: documents were
processed individually, entries were manually
checked, and an additional layer of cross-re-
view verification was applied to maintain con-
sistency across the dataset.

Second, the extracted material was organized
in a way that allowed systematic comparison
across documents. Individual claims were
grouped into 52 broader claim families, each
capturing a recurring substantive theme within
the literature, such as the relationship between
sleep disruption and digital engagement or
the association between online harassment
and mental health outcomes (Figure 2). Each
claim was then coded according to how it
related to the core proposition of its respective
group, including whether it supported, qual-
ified, nuanced, or contradicted it. Additional
information was also recorded regarding the
type of evidence cited, the clarity of the un-
derlying references, and whether uncertainty,
limitations, or evidentiary gaps were explicitly
acknowledged within the document.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

Chapter 2: Methods
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Figure 2. From knowledge
to guidance: how the
evidence and recommen-
dations of 32 internation-
al policy documents are
distributed across the-
matic domains and target
actors.
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AAP (2026)

NASEM (2024)

OECD Shaping future (2018)

IAP (2022)
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RSPH (2017)

WHO Europe Annex (2025)
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EC JRC (2025)

24



endation

Balanced, age-appropriate use

Risk-targeted mediation

‘Ongoing parent communication

Multstakeholder standards

Platform accountability

Platform transparency

Evidence-informed guidance

Age assurance & minimums

Child privacy & ad limits

Longitudinal & causal designs.

=
Shared evidence infrastructure
e,

Standardise measurement

- Online safety education

Digital skils curricula
Trade-off device policies

Teacher prof. development
Childrights due diigence
Meaningful user controls
Detection & response
Safety-by-design

Better content moderation
Integrate into routine care.

Early dentification & MH support
Seffmanagement anline
Help-seeking & reporting
Balanced approach

Train cross-sector professionals

Strengthen referral pathways

Recommendation

Parents /
Caregivers

Regulators /
Government

Research /
Knowledge system

Schools /
Education

Platforms /
Tech industry

Health services

Youth

Health/Child protection

/Justice services

Principle/cross-cutting

Chapter 2: Methods

Note: The figure displays 1,072 of 1,099 claims grouped into 42 families (of 52 coded) and
582 of 635 recommendations grouped into 28 families (of 35 coded). The families shown
are those flagged for inclusion in the main figure; less frequent families were omitted for

legibility but are retained in the full dataset.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis
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Across the corpus, 96.9% of claims were cod
ed as demonstrating good or moderate levels
of evidence transparency, while 71.7% included
some explicit or implicit acknowledgement of
limitations or uncertainty. Policy recommen-
dations were subsequently organized into 35
broader groups, each representing a distinct
type of policy action. Individual recommen-
dations were coded according to their target
actor, policy instrument type, and the extent to
which they were explicitly linked to evidence
within the source document. Where such link-
ages were clearly established, recommenda-
tions were also connected back to the under-
lying claims on which they relied.

This structure makes it possible to identify
where different documents converge, where
important disagreements remain, and how
strongly particular recommendations are
supported by the evidence they reference.

It also preserves the qualifications and cau-
tions attached to individual conclusions, which
are often lost when findings are summarized
without reference to their original context or
evidentiary basis.

The synthesis approaches these documents
as policy-facing interpretations of the evidence
rather than as primary research studies in
themselves. It does not re-analyze the under-
lying empirical literature. Instead, its findings
describe where the broader guidance base
converges, where disagreement or uncertainty
remains, and how different institutions inter-
pret the available evidence. The strength and
limitations of the underlying primary research
are examined separately in Chapter 3.

2.2. Review of Greek data sources

Alongside the international evidence syn-
thesis, the report draws on major Greek and
Greece-specific data sources relating to ado-
lescents’ digital lives, mental health, and online
experiences. These include nationwide survey
evidence from the Greek Safer Internet Centre,
coordinated by the Foundation for Research

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

and Technology — Hellas (FORTH), the Greek
findings of the HBSC study and ESPAD, as well
as survey material produced through CAMHI
and other relevant Greek organizations and
research initiatives.

These sources are used descriptively through-
out the report to establish baseline conditions,
patterns of digital engagement and exposure,
emerging trends, and broader contextual
features of adolescent digital life in Greece.
The purpose is not to generate stand-alone
causal claims, but to situate the international
evidence base within the contemporary Greek
context and to assess whether broader inter-
national patterns are also reflected nationally.

The Greek datasets reviewed differ substan-
tially in methodology, sampling strategy, age
coverage, and substantive focus. Some con-
centrate primarily on internet use and online
safety, others on adolescent wellbeing and
psychosocial symptoms, while others examine
more specific dimensions of digital engage-
ment, including gaming, social media prac-
tices, or screen-based activities. Throughout
the report, findings from these sources are
interpreted in light of their respective meth-
odological limitations and are not treated as
interchangeable forms of evidence.

2.3. Youth dialogue component

The report includes a qualitative component
based on structured discussion sessions
conducted with adolescents across Greece
through the Youth Engagement Scheme (YES),
a youth participation programme operating
within CAMHI. Launched in 2022, YES operates
through five Youth Advisory Groups (YAGS)
linked to CAMHI regional centres in Athens,
Thessaloniki, Alexandroupolis, loannina, and
Heraklion. Participants are adolescents aged
13 to 17 who are selected through an open ap-
plication process conducted in public schools
across the country in coordination with the
Hellenic Ministry of Education, Religious Affairs
and Sports. The groups operate on an annual
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cycle aligned with the school year. Since its
launch, the YES programme has conducted
133 YAG sessions, with the systematic partici-
pation of approximately 360 adolescents over
four years.

The YAGs involve adolescents from diverse
socioeconomic backgrounds and school
settings, including teens with a wide range of
individual characteristics and experiences. The
large majority of participants are girls, reflect-
ing broader gendered patterns in structured
youth civic engagement initiatives. An import-
ant criterion for participation is a wilingness to
commit to consistent participation throughout
the school year, which inevitably introduces a
degree of self-selection.

The groups meet regularly with the support
of experienced coordinators and facilitators,
while participants are also connected to edu-
cators or trusted adults within their school or
community setting. Alongside the core YAG
meetings, the YES programme supports addi-
tional participatory and peer-to-peer dialogue
activities in schools and community spaces,
extending discussion around adolescent men-
tal health and wellbeing to a wider network

of young people. Since 2022, approximately
5,600 adolescents have participated in these
YES activities across Greece.

During the 2025-2026 school year, discus-
sions focused on “Adolescent Communica-
tion”, including digital coommunication and so-
cial media use. Within this framework, targeted
discussions on digital environments were
conducted across all five cities during March
2026 for the purposes of this report, involving
approximately 85 adolescents aged 13 to 17
participating in that year’s YES groups. Partic-
ipation was voluntary, and attendance varied
across sessions due to school schedules and
other practical factors.

Discussion sessions were guided by a shared
set of open-ended questions covering social
media and platform use, perceived benefits

and harms, online participation, sleep, school

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis
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life, harassment, peer dynamics, proposed re-
strictions, and the role of parents and schools.
Facilitators adapted the pace and emphasis of
discussion to each group, and not all topics re-
ceived equal attention across sessions. Some
discussions also included smaller-group activ-
ities and peer voice recordings. The resulting
material consists of coordinator and facilitator
notes, city-level summaries, translated meet-
ing notes, partial transcriptions, and follow-up
reflections. Recording practices were not fully
standardized, as the natural flow of discussion
was often prioritized over the production of
verbatim transcripts. Facilitators consistently
described participants as reflective and com-
fortable engaging in dialogue around broader
social and public questions. While this contrib-
uted to material of considerable depth, par-
ticipants’ perspectives cannot be treated as
representative of adolescents in Greece more
broadly. Alongside the discussion sessions,
smaller groups of adolescents also contribut-
ed to podcast recordings developed around
themes of digital life, social media, and com-
munication.

Within the report, youth perspectives generat-
ed from the aforementioned process are used
selectively and for clearly bounded analytical
purposes. These perspectives are synthesized
primarily in Chapter 6, while quotations and
observations are used more sparingly through-
out relevant thematic sections of the report.

In the latter instances, the YES material helps
ground broader policy discussions in adoles-
cents’ lived experiences in Greece and clarify
dynamics often described more abstractly in
policy documents. It is presented in terms of
recurring thematic patterns across discussions
rather than as representative or systematically
comparable findings, and is not used to esti-
mate prevalence, establish causal claims, or
generalize to the wider adolescent population.
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Chapter 3

What the

Evidence Shows

Evidence matters in this field because policy
is being asked to act on questions that are
urgent, consequential, with answers that are
easy to oversimplify. Decisions about school
phone restrictions, social media access,
platform duties, and adolescent protections
affect everyday life for young people. Yet the
evidence informing those decisions is not all of
the same kind, nor does it answer every ques-
tion equally well. Some forms of evidence are
better suited to identifying scale and pattern;
others are more useful for examining associa-
tions and plausible pathways. Stronger claims
about causality or intervention effectiveness
require different forms of evidence altogether.
A serious reading of the field therefore begins
by distinguishing between the kinds of claims
the evidence can support and those it cannot
yet settle.

The documents synthesized in this report sit at
the evidence-to-policy interface: they are not
primary studies, but interpretive documents
that translate research into guidance for pol-
icymakers, clinicians, educators, and families.
Across the 1,099 extracted claims, the most
common forms of evidence cited were:

o Surveillance/descriptive evidence
(20.4%)

o Rapid/scoping/narrative syntheses
(17.6%)

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

0 Expert consensus (12.8%)

o Systematic reviews/meta-analyses
(9.7%)

Evidence capable of evaluating causality or
the effectiveness of interventions appeared
much less frequently in the reviewed literature.
Longitudinal designs accounted for 2.3% of
cited studies, and experimental or quasi-ex-
perimental evidence for 0.7%. This distribution
matters for how findings should be interpret-
ed. The evidence base is generally stronger

in identifying patterns, trends, and recurring
associations than in establishing direct causal
effects or determining how effective particular
interventions are likely to be in practice. Large-
scale monitoring and survey data can help
identify prevalence patterns and emerging
concerns, while stronger claims about impact
and effectiveness require a substantially higher
evidentiary threshold, one that the field has not
yet widely met.

Chapter 3 reads the evidence on those terms.
It first identifies what the evidence most clearly
supports regarding the harms and risks asso-
ciated with digital engagement, then turns to
what the evidence cannot yet settle in relation
to causality, pathways, and trade-offs, be-

fore examining what the evidence suggests
about the potential benefits of digital use and
the protective factors that shape outcomes.
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Against this backdrop, the chapter finally con-
siders how policy should reason under con-
ditions where convergence in the evidence is
real, but certainty remains incomplete.

3.1. Where the evidence is most
consistent regarding harms and
risks

3.1.1. Digital engagement and the dis-
placement of protective activities

Duration remains clinically and policy rel-
evant, but its meaning depends on what it
represents. Large-scale evidence illustrates
the limitation of treating total time online as a
standalone measure: in a specification-curve
analysis across three datasets totaling 355,358
adolescents, digital technology use explained
at most 0.4% of the variation in well-being, far
too little to justify treating total time online as a
stand-alone proxy for mental-health risk (Or-
ben & Przybylski, 2019). Longitudinal diary-style
research points in the same direction, finding
little indication of stable longitudinal or day-to-
day associations between young adolescents’
digital technology use and mental-health
symptoms (Jensen et al.,, 2019). Associations
between time online and adolescent wellbe-
ing are typically small, inconsistent, or strongly
shaped by context. This cuts against one of
the most common policy instincts: the search
for a universal hourly threshold.

Time compresses radically different experi-
ences into a single number. Data from Greek
youth reveal heterogeneous exposure by type
of activity (Figure 3). Reviews stressing these
distinctions, for instance, between “active” use,
involving reciprocal interaction, and “passive”
use, involving scrolling and browsing, further
weaken the case for total time as the primary
metric. Passive browsing is more consistently
associated with poorer well-being outcomes,
while active use shows a more mixed profile,
including potential benefits (Godard & Holtz-
man, 2024; Verduyn et al., 2022). An hour
online might involve sustained homework

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

support, a distressing harassment incident,
passive entertainment, or an anxiety-driv-

en check of social notifications late at night.
These are not equivalent forms of exposure
and are unlikely to have equivalent implications
for adolescent mental health.

Self-reported time estimates are also un-
reliable, often diverging substantially from
logged behavior. A meta-analysis found only
moderate agreement between self-reported
and logged digital media use, suggesting that
many time-based estimates are considerably
less precise than they appear (Parry et al.,
2021). The concept itself emerged in the era
of television and does not translate cleanly

to contemporary multi-device environments,
where schoolwork, social life, entertainment,
and conflict may all occur on the same screen
within the same hour.

Findings from the 2025 Greek Safer Internet
Centre survey point in a similar direction. High
levels of digital engagement are widespread. A
substantial share of secondary-school stu-
dents in Greece report spending more than
three hours online per day on weekdays, with
even higher levels observed on weekends.

Yet only a subset of adolescents explicitly
describe their use as excessive or difficult to
manage. Approximately one in four second-
ary-school students report that they use social
media excessively and would like support in
reducing their use. This gap between wide-
spread engagement and self-identified diffi-
culty suggests that intensity alone is insuffi-
cient to capture risk. What appears to matter
more is the subjective experience of control
and the extent to which use interferes with
everyday functioning.
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Figure 3

How Greek children actually spend their digital time

Most children spend less than two hours per day on most digital activities, but streaming/video
and gaming account for the largest shares of extended use. Activities such as streaming/video
viewing and gaming account for the highest shares of extended daily use, while others, like video
chatting or browsing, are typically brief or occasional. These patterns support policy responses
that distinguish between types of digital activity, rather than treating all digital use as the same

exposure.
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Time becomes informative when it signals
something specific. The two most consistent
signals are sleep disruption and the displace-
ment of developmentally protective activities,
including physical activity, in-person social
connection, and unstructured rest. Time starts
to matter when late-night use shortens sleep,
when digital engagement crowds out physical
activity or face-to-face interaction, when it
replaces opportunities for recovery, or when
phone use intrudes into in-person encounters.
What matters is not raw duration alone, but
what digital engagement displaces, interrupts,
or intensifies.

Research on mobile-device presence sug-
gests that even when smartphones are not
actively used, their visible availability during

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

face-to-face interaction can reduce per-
ceived conversation quality, closeness, and
empathy. Related work on phubbing, defined
as snubbing a co-present person by attend-
ing to one’s phone, similarly suggests that
phone-mediated interruptions can undermine
belonging and evoke feelings of exclusion
(Przybylski & Weinstein, 2013; Misra et al., 2016;
Chotpitayasunondh & Douglas, 2018; Hales et
al., 2018).

Emerging Greek evidence reflects a similar
distinction between different forms of engage-
ment. A cross-sectional study of young adults
in Greece found that more passive forms of
social media use were associated with lower
self-esteem and higher depressive symptoms,
whereas more active and interactive forms of
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engagement showed a more positive pro-

file (Leimonis & Koutra, 2022). The findings
further suggest that passive browsing and
consumption-based patterns of use may be
experienced differently from more reciprocal or
participatory forms of online interaction.

As discussed in a later section, insights from
the YES group discussions add important
qualitative depth to these findings. Participants
often described time spent online as signifi-
cant, yet their accounts also suggest that dig-
ital engagement is experienced in ways that
cannot be fully captured through quantitative
measures alone. Even relatively brief periods
of use may be sufficient to encounter dis-
tressing or harmful content, while the meaning
and impact of time online often depended on
context, purpose, and emotional experience.

“You see war one moment and some-
thing ridiculous the next. Many times,
there is a feeling that we get lost in
there, and when we come out, it feels
as if we have lost all our time.”

3.1.2. Experience-based exposures pro-
duce clearer signals

Evidence is clearest where it concerns spe-
cific experiences adolescents encounter
online. The most policy-relevant and recur-
rent findings concern well-established youth
mental-health risks, particularly bullying and
harassment, harmful or age-inappropriate
content, and, with greater qualification, social
comparison pressures.

Across the evidence base, online bullying
and harassment constitutes one of the most
consistent and stable risk patterns. A scop-
ing review of social-media studies found cy-
berbullying to be consistently associated with
depression among children and adolescents,
making this one of the most robust findings

in the literature (Hamm et al., 2015). Associ-
ations with anxiety, depressive symptoms,
loneliness, and lower wellbeing remain broadly
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stable across the corpus. The qualifications
are important: definitions vary, most evidence
is self-reported, and online and offline peer
dynamics are often difficult to disentangle. Yet
the broader pattern remains consistent, and
the underlying mechanism is familiar. Humili-
ation, exclusion, and chronic social threat are
well-established exposures linked to distress
during adolescence.

Longitudinal work further suggests that cy-
berbullying is not simply co-occurring with
heavy social media use, but may form part of
the pathway through which it relates to poorer
mental health, alongside sleep disruption and
reduced physical activity (Viner et al., 2019).
Digital environments alter the scale, per-
sistence, and visibility of these experiences. A
hostile message that might once have circu-
lated among a small group of classmates can
now reach hundreds of peers, remain visible
over time, and follow adolescents beyond the
school day.

A similar pattern appears in relation to broad-
er exposure to online risks, where Greek data
further illustrate how harms are unevenly
distributed and often begin early. Survey data
from the HBSC 2022 wave show that 95% of
adolescents experienced cyberbullying in the
previous two months, with both victimization
and perpetration increasing compared to earli-
er waves. Reports of digital bullying are already
present at younger ages, with similar propor-
tions of boys and girls aged 11 reporting such
experiences (Figure 4).

Findings from the 2025 Greek Safer Internet
Centre survey point in a similar direction, doc-
umenting both direct and indirect exposure

to online harm. While a notable proportion of
students report personally experiencing cyber-
bullying, even larger shares report witnessing it,
particularly among older students. Across these
findings, online risk appears less as an isolated
incident than as part of a broader digital envi-
ronment in which exposure, whether direct or
indirect, has become relatively common.
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Figure 4

Recent cyberbullying among adolescents in Greece, HBSC 2018 and 2022
Reported cyberbullying rose for both girls and boys at every age between 2018 and 2022.
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Source: HBSC Greece (2018 and 2022). Cyberbullied at least once or twice in the past couple of months.

These patterns are also reflected in the YES
group discussions discussed later in the report,
where participants describe experiences involv-
ing deception, identity manipulation, targeted
harassment, the non-consensual use of per-
sonal photos, and fake-profile creation.

“] had a friend who, at one point, some-
one created a hate account about him
on TikTok and posted things encourag-
ing him to commit suicide.”

Exposure to harmful and age-inappropriate
content is another recurrent concern. Here,
the literature is less settled than in the case

of cyberbullying. An earlier systematic review
identified both harmful and potentially sup-
portive functions of self-harm-related online
content, whereas more recent review evidence
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expresses greater concern about repeated
image-based exposure and forms of social
reinforcement (Dyson et al.,, 2016; Susi et al.,
2023). Across the evidence base, such content
is treated as a plausible risk pathway, particular-
ly when exposure is repeated, developmentally
inappropriate, or amplified by recommmendation
systems that continue serving similar material.
The qualifications are also familiar: definitions
remain broad, what counts as harmful varies
across age and context, and exposure itself is
difficult to measure.

The nationwide survey, conducted by the Greek
Safer Internet Centre between November 2023
and March 2024 with a sample of 4,800 ado-
lescents aged 12-18, provides a detailed pic-
ture of adolescents’ exposure to online risks in
Greece. The findings suggest that such expo-
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sure is both widespread and varied. Nearly half
of adolescents report encountering online vio-
lence as bystanders, while around one in eight
report experiencing it directly. Different forms

of harmful interaction also appear embedded
within everyday digital practices: almost one in
four adolescents report that personal images or
videos have been shared without their consent,
while more than one in ten report having felt
pressure or coercion to share personal con-
tent online (Box 1). A separate 2025 Panhellenic
survey by the same Centre, focused on online
habits among 2,500 students aged 10-18, com-
plements this picture by showing that harmful
or inappropriate content exposure is common
across school stages, often accidental, and

Box 1

sometimes reinforced by recommender sys-
tems that extend time online (Box 1).

Beyond direct victimization, the survey high-
lights the broader digital environment in which
these experiences occur. Significant pro-
portions of adolescents report exposure to
gender-based harassment and other forms

of online abuse, including incidents targeting
gender expression and identity, while many also
report limited familiarity with concepts such

as hate speech or with available reporting and
response mechanisms. Online risk therefore ap-
pears less as a series of isolated incidents than
as part of broader everyday patterns of interac-
tion, visibility, and content-sharing.

Online violence, coercion, and safety perceptions among Greek

adolescents

A nationwide Greek survey suggests that exposure to online violence, coercive inter-
actions, and gender-based abuse is widespread among adolescents, both as direct
experience and as part of the broader digital environment.

* 49% of adolescents reported having witnessed online violence as bystanders.

¢ 13% reported having personally experienced online violence.

* 44% witnessed incidents of gender-based harassment or abuse online.

¢ 11% reported having personally experienced gender-based harassment or abuse.

® 24% reported non-consensual sharing of personal images or videos.

* 11% reported feeling pressure or coercion to share personal photos or videos online.

® 46% reported not feeling safe online.

* 39% reported not knowing how to report incidents of online violence.

® 34% of primary-school children and 61% of secondary-school students reported encoun-

tering harmful or inappropriate content.

* In the majority of cases (over 60%), this exposure was reported as accidental.

* Among secondary-school students, 49% recognized a potential risk when platforms re-
peatedly showed them content similar to what they were already watching.

* Among those who saw this as risky, 39% said that this practice led them to spend more

time online than they had intended.

Sources: Greek Safer Internet Centre (FORTH), Nationwide Survey on Adolescents’ Online Experiences, conducted
November 2023-March 2024, N=4,800 adolescents aged 12-18; 2025 Panhellenic survey of 2600 students aged

10-18
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A more conditional but recurring concern

is social comparison, particularly inim-
age-heavy environments organized around
appearance and feedback. Review-level
evidence supports this mechanism. Social
networking site use has been associated with
body-image concerns and disordered-eating
outcomes, particularly in appearance-focused
contexts (Holland & Tiggemann, 2016). At the
same time, selection effects complicate inter-
pretation, as adolescents already concerned
about appearance may be more likely to seek
out or remain in comparison-heavy environ-
ments, making it difficult to separate cause
from reinforcement. The more specific pattern
is therefore not simply social media use itself,
but appearance-based comparison and feed-
back-seeking. In adolescent samples, these
behaviors are associated with higher depres-
sive symptoms, with stronger associations
observed among some subgroups of girls
and more socially invested adolescents (Nesi
& Prinstein, 2015). Experimental studies sug-
gest that exposure to beauty ideals on social
networking sites can negatively affect body
image, while longitudinal work indicates that
appearance-related social media conscious-
ness predicts later depressive symptoms
(Fioravanti et al., 2022; Maheux et al., 2022).

Insights from the YES dialogue sessions echo
these dynamics, capturing how adolescents
themselves describe the pressures of com-
parison and the blurring of appearance and
reality in social media environments, as will be
explored in more detail in a later section.

“The beauty standards promoted on
social media are harmful. You can’t
really tell the difference between
appearances and what is actually real.”

3.1.3. Sleep is a clear and actionable pathway

Sleep is among the better-supported and
more directly policy-relevant pathways. A
major systematic review linked social media
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use with poorer sleep quality, shorter sleep
duration, and worse mental-health outcomes
among young people, particularly depression,
anxiety, and psychological distress (Alonzo et
al., 2021). More broadly, adolescent sleep dis-
turbance has also been associated with more
severe outcomes, including suicidal ideation
and behavior (Gowin et al., 2024; Baldini et
al,, 2024). When the literature moves beyond
broad associations toward identifiable mech-
anisms, sleep disruption emerges as a recur-
rent and well-supported link between digital
habits and adolescent wellbeing. It connects
late-night engagement, notification-driven
interruption, and the displacement of recov-
ery routines with changes in mood, attention,
stress tolerance, and daily functioning.

Sleep is developmentally central during ado-
lescence and is also among the few mech-
anisms that are both visible and modifiable.
Changes in sleep timing and quality are rela-
tively observable and responsive to conditions
that policy can plausibly influence, including
notification systems, autoplay features, and
household or school routines. This makes
sleep both a reliable indicator and a practical
target for intervention. Importantly, it is also
one of the few pathways supported by some
intervention evidence: reducing evening device
use or stopping phone use before bedtime
has been associated with longer sleep dura-
tion and improved next-day vigilance among
adolescents (Perrault et al., 2019; Bartel et al.,
2019).

Greek HBSC trend data provide important
local context (Box 2). Between 2014 and 2022,
the proportion of adolescents reporting diffi-
culties falling asleep more than once a week
increased markedly across all age groups and
for both sexes (Box 2). The increase is par-
ticularly pronounced among girls, for whom
sleep difficulties become increasingly common
with age, while among boys the rise is more
moderate but still clearly evident across all age
groups.
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Box 2

Greek HBSC sleep trends (2014-2022)

Proportion of adolescents reporting difficulties getting to sleep more than once a week

Girls
Age 11 12% > 29%
Age 13 18% » 39%
Age 15 21% » 38%

Boys
8% > 22%

1% % 23%

13% » 23%

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children Greece (HBSC Greece), 2022

The relationship between digital use and
sleep is likely bidirectional, and this matters for
interpretation. Adolescents who are already
distressed may turn to their phones at night
for distraction, reassurance, or escape from
unwanted thoughts. Late-night phone use can
then delay sleep, fragment rest, and intensify
the fatigue and mood instability that contribut-
ed to the behavior in the first place. Recogniz-
ing this reinforcing dynamic does not diminish
its policy relevance; rather, it highlights sleep
as a point where individual behavior, platform
design, and household and school environ-
ments converge.

3.1.4. Concentrated risk behind modest
averages

One of the most important findings is that
modest average effects do not imply modest
harm. This concentration is not random: lon-
gitudinal evidence suggests possible devel-
opmental “windows of sensitivity,” with poorer
later life satisfaction concentrated mainly
among girls aged 11-13 and boys aged 14-15
rather than distributed evenly across adoles-
cence (Orben et al., 2022).

Digital environments do not operate as a sin-
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gle exposure with uniform effects. Risk varies
across developmental stage, prior vulnerabil-
ity, peer context, household resources, and
platform design. This helps explain why pop-
ulation-level associations may appear small
even when harms are substantial for particular
adolescents or patterns of exposure. Reviews
further suggest that adolescents with pre-ex-
isting anxiety, depression, eating difficulties,
or nonsuicidal self-injury may be more vul-
nerable to negative digital experiences and
their consequences than peers without these
vulnerabilities (Kostyrka-Allchorne et al., 2023).
Similarly, children with attention-deficit/hyper-
activity disorder (ADHD) appear more likely to
engage in problematic digital media use (Wer-
ling et al., 2022).

Greek data also point to important gendered
patterns in adolescents’ digital experiences and
emotional wellbeing (Box 3; Figure 5). While
problematic social media use appears at rela-
tively similar levels in early adolescence, differ-
ences become substantially more pronounced
with age, particularly among girls. Indicators of
emotional distress follow a similar pattern, with
girls consistently reporting higher levels of anxi-
ety-related symptoms and loneliness.
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Figure 5

The gender gap in problematic social media use emerges in early ado-
lescence

Girls and boys report similar levels at 11; from 13 onward girls rise sharply while boys stay flat.
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Source: HBSC Survey, 2022. Note: Problematic social media use is defined as answering “yes” to 6 or more of the 9 items on the Social
Media Disorder Scale.

Box 3
Gender differences in emotional distress among Greek adoles-
cents

HBSC Greece 2022 findings emotional distress are unevenly distributed across ad-
olescence, with differences becoming increasingly pronounced among girls as age
increases.

* Anxiety-related symptoms: 28.6% (boys), 55.3% (girls)
e Loneliness: 10.7% (boys), 22.8% (girls)

Source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children Greece (HBSC Greece), Adolescents’ Psychosocial Health in
Greece: 2022 Findings and Trends (2023).
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The same pattern of differential vulnerabili-

ty extends to clinical depression, self-harm,
and suicidality. CAMHI 2022 data show that
approximately one in ten Greek children and
adolescents score above the clinical threshold
for major depressive disorder, while rates of
non-suicidal self-injury increase sharply during
later adolescence, reaching more than one in
four among 17-year-olds. Earlier nationwide
research also identified high levels of probable
depression among older adolescents, along-
side notable rates of suicidal ideation (Basta et
al., 2022; CAMHI 2022). Both intensive use and
indicators of problematic engagement appear
substantially higher among older adolescents.
These findings point to a broader mental
health context within which adolescents’
digital experiences are unfolding. More gen-
erally, the evidence is strongest in identifying
recurring patterns of concern and plausible
risk pathways, while remaining more limited in
supporting simple or universal causal explana-
tions.

Broader mental health indicators in Greece
reinforce this picture. HBSC Greece 2022 data
show that 59.6% of adolescents report at
least two psychological or somatic symptoms
occurring at least twice a week, with nervous-
ness, low mood, irritability, and sleep difficulties
among the most commonly reported. Greek
data also indicate rising levels of depressive
symptoms and sleep disturbance across
survey waves, particularly among girls. Adoles-
cent sleep disturbance has more broadly been
associated with severe outcomes, including
suicidal ideation and behavior, making the
sleep pathway particularly important not only
as a quality-of-life concern but also as a pos-
sible route to more serious harm. These pat-
terns describe a population already carrying a
substantial psychosocial burden, within which
digital environments operate as one contribut-
ing and amplifying factor rather than the sole
source of distress.

At the same time, the evidence points to a
more differentiated picture than one of uniform
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harm. The same platforms can be beneficial
for one adolescent and harmful for another.
Digital spaces can provide connection and
belonging that is unavailable offline, particularly
for adolescents who are isolated, experience
stigma, or are navigating identity questions
that feel unsafe to raise in their immediate
social environment. Most documents, as well
as the YES dialogue discussions, acknowledge
such instances directly. Concentrated harm
among vulnerable subgroups justifies targeted
attention and response, while the real benefits
digital participation provides for some adoles-
cents place constraints on blanket restriction
approaches. A more detailed analysis of the
positive aspects of adolescent’s social media
use, against which any curb on their autono-
mous use should be evaluated, takes place in
Section 3.3.

3.2. What the evidence cannot yet
settle regarding causality, path-
ways, and trade-offs

The evidence reviewed in this report points in
a broadly consistent direction, while revealing
specific limitations to what current research
can confidently establish. Much of the existing
knowledge is based on large-scale surveys,
descriptive evidence, research syntheses, and
expert assessments that help identify recur-
ring patterns in adolescents’ digital lives and
wellbeing. However, the kinds of studies better
suited to determining whether digital use
directly precedes changes in mental health,
particularly longitudinal and experimental re-
search, remain comparatively limited within the
broader evidence base. In a significant num-
ber of cases, the evidentiary basis for specific
claims is also not clearly specified.

Importantly, the documents themselves are
generally cautious in how they present their
conclusions. Most findings are framed in terms
of associations, tendencies, or possible links
rather than direct causal effects, while many
explicitly acknowledge uncertainty, complexity,
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or methodological limitations. The evidence is
therefore more effective at identifying recur-
ring patterns of concern and plausible risk
pathways than at supporting simple or univer-
sal causal explanations.

One core interpretive challenge is that digital
use and mental health influence each other
in ways that are difficult to disentangle. As
discussed in section 31, adolescents who are
already struggling may turn to digital environ-
ments for reassurance, distraction, or connec-
tion, increasing their exposure to potentially
harmful content or interactions. Those same
environments may then worsen distress
through harassment, comparison pressure, or
disrupted sleep. Both processes can operate
simultaneously.

This bidirectional logic is not limited to sleep.
Longitudinal and review evidence on social
media use more broadly suggests that direc-
tion often remains difficult to isolate: adoles-
cents experiencing distress may be drawn
toward particular forms of digital engagement,
while those same forms of engagement may
reinforce distress through comparison, feed-
back-seeking, peer exclusion, harmful expo-
sure, or difficulty disengaging (Course-Choi

& Hammond, 2021; Keles et al., 2020; Orben

et al,, 2024). Studies that distinguish types of
social media use are especially relevant here.
For example, longitudinal work on Instagram
has described reciprocal relationships be-
tween different forms of use and adolescents’
depressed mood, while other longitudinal ev-
idence links appearance-related social media
consciousness with later depressive symp-
toms (Frison & Eggermont, 2017; Maheux et
al.,, 2022). This supports the report’s framing of
digital engagement as potential cause, conse-
quence, or amplifier, depending on the ado-
lescent, the platform context, and the pathway
involved.

Several reviews converge on the same lim-
itation: the field is much better at identifying
associations than estimating causal magni-
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tude, largely because most studies remain
observational and exposure measures are
inconsistent (Course-Choi & Hammond, 2021;
Keles et al., 2020). Platform design features
such as recommendation systems, notifica-
tion structures, and visibility mechanics are
widely treated as plausible amplifiers of ex-
posure, yet independent access to platform
data remains limited and systems evolve faster
than research cycles. Some of this uncertain-
ty is structural rather than reassuring: plat-
form-specific mechanisms are likely to remain
difficult to test cleanly without access to actual
usage and recommender-system data (Orben
et al,, 2024). Content effects are also difficult to
estimate consistently, while intervention evi-
dence remains limited across most domains.
The evidence base is therefore considerably
stronger in identifying associations and plau-
sible mechanisms than in determining which
policy responses reduce harm without gen-
erating unintended consequences elsewhere,
such as social connection and autonomy.

Drawing by Yannis Iskenderidis, member of the YES team in Thessaloniki.
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Digital ecosystems also evolve faster than
most evidence cycles. Platforms continuous-
ly update features, while adolescent norms
around specific apps shift rapidly. By the time
a synthesis reaches policymakers, some of
what it describes may already have changed.
This is one reason the documents repeatedly
emphasize transparency and accountability as
prerequisites for effective policy.

3.2.1. Cause, consequence, or amplifier?

A central question the evidence cannot an-
swer cleanly is not whether digital use and
poor mental health are linked —they often
are— but what kind of link this represents. An
association means two things tend to appear
together. A causal effect means one helps
produce the other. The two are not the same.
If adolescents who spend more time in com-
parison-heavy online spaces also report higher
levels of distress, that may mean those spac-
es are contributing to distress. But it might
also mean that adolescents who are already
distressed are more likely to seek out those
spaces, or that another factor, such as fam-
ily stress, peer conflict, or offline adversity, is
shaping both simultaneously.

A third possibility is that digital environments
may function as amplifiers. That means they
do not create a problem from nothing, but can
intensify existing difficulties. An adolescent
who is already anxious, lonely, or low in mood
may turn to their phone at night for distraction,
reassurance, or connection. This can increase
exposure to harmful content, comparison
pressure, conflict, or disrupted sleep, which
may then deepen the original distress. In this
kind of reinforcing loop, cause and conse-
quence operate in both directions.

This is also how the report interprets problem-
atic social media use. Some measures used

in surveillance research are explicitly addic-
tion-like in structure, emphasizing impaired
control, withdrawal-like feelings, salience,
relapse, or negative consequences. But the
same observed pattern may also reflect mal-
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adaptive coping, emotional regulation under
distress, loneliness, anxiety, peer exclusion, or
another underlying difficulty. The report there-
fore treats problematic social media use as a
meaningful indicator of burden and functional
interference, not as evidence that all such cas-
es represent a discrete addiction disorder.

A small but important experimental literature
points in the same direction. In one random-
ized study, limiting Facebook, Instagram, and
Snapchat use to approximately 30 minutes per
day over three weeks reduced loneliness and
depressive symptoms among undergraduates
compared with usual use (Hunt et al., 2018).
Another study found that several days of
abstinence from online social networking sites
reduced perceived stress, with stronger ef-
fects among excessive users (Turel, Cavagna-
ro, & Meshi, 2018). More recent randomized
evidence involving young people with anxiety
or depressive symptoms found that voluntarily
reducing social media use to one hour per day
over three weeks reduced loneliness com-
pared with unrestricted use (Goldfield et al.,
2026).

These studies do not resolve the broad-

er causal question. Samples remain limited,
interventions are short, and the findings do
not directly test statutory age restrictions or
platform regulation. They do, however, suggest
that reducing difficult-to-control or intensive
social media use can produce measurable
short-term improvements in some outcomes,
particularly loneliness, depressive symptoms,
and stress. This strengthens the case for
treating such patterns of use as clinically and
policy relevant when they are linked to dis-
tress, displacement, or loss of recovery time.
Also, these studies’ more direct relevance is
to policies targeting problematic, intensive, or
difficult-to-control platform use.

Surveillance and descriptive evidence, which
accounts for the largest share of evidence
types across the synthesized documents
(20.4%), consistently shows heavy or diffi-
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cult-to-control use co-occurring with experi-
ences and disruptions linked to poorer wellbe-
ing, making it a practical signal worth tracking
even where the causal role of duration itself
remains uncertain.

This is why the evidence is firmer on pathways
than on precise causal estimates. A pathway
refers to the route through which digital ex-
periences may affect wellbeing, for example
through sleep disruption, chronic peer threat,
comparison pressure, or the displacement of
routines that support recovery. These mech-
anisms were not invented by digital-media
research itself. They build on a much broader
body of evidence showing that poor sleep
affects mood and attention, that humiliation
and exclusion contribute to distress, and that
the erosion of restorative routines undermines
functioning.

3.2.2. Knowing the problem is easier than
knowing what helps

Science does not answer all questions in the
same way. It is often good at showing that

a problem exists, or that two things tend to
appear together. It becomes much less cer-
tain when the question shifts to whether a
rule, safeguard, or design change will actually
improve adolescents’ wellbeing. That is a more
difficult kind of question. Answering it well
requires comparing what happens with an in-
tervention to what would likely have happened
without it, while separating the effects of the
intervention from everything else changing
around it.

This is especially difficult in digital environ-
ments. Platforms continuously update fea-
tures, adolescents adapt quickly, and policies
are implemented differently across schools,
services, and platforms. A school phone re-
striction may reduce distraction in one setting
but work less effectively in another because
enforcement, substitution, and school culture
differ. An age-assurance system may reduce
one risk while creating privacy concerns,
exclusion errors, or new ways of circumvent-
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ing the rule. A platform change may reduce
one form of exposure while shifting attention
elsewhere.

This is why the documents are generally
firmer in identifying problems than in ranking
solutions. The evidence is more consistent in
showing that bullying, harmful content, sleep
disruption, and late-night use matter than in
determining which interventions work best,
for whom, and at what cost. The uncertainty
therefore lies less in whether harms exist than
in questions of effectiveness, feasibility, rights
implications, equity, and unintended conse-
quences. The practical implication is not that
policy should wait for perfect proof, but that
interventions should be treated as propos-
als to evaluate rather than as self-validating
answers.

3.2.3. Experts agree more on the risks
than on the tools

Science can show that a problem is real be-
fore it can show which solution works best.
The documents are more aligned on the main
risks than on the best response. This is be-
cause policy choices depend not only on likely
benefit, but also on feasibility, enforcement,
privacy, equity, autonomy, and what might be
lost along the way.

Age assurance is a clear example. Most docu-
ments accept the principle of age-appropriate
protection. But age-assurance systems, de-
signed to estimate or verify whether a user is
old enough, raise difficult practical questions.
Can age be checked reliably without collecting
excessive personal data? What happens when
adolescents are wrongly excluded or misclas-
sified? And will stronger age gates genuinely
reduce harm, or simply shift use into less regu-
lated spaces?

School device policies reflect a similar pattern.
There is broad agreement that distraction and
attentional fragmentation are real problems in
schools. What remains less settled is whether
strict bans work better than more proportion-
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ate restrictions once real-world conditions are
taken into account. More fundamentally, some
policy choices require balancing competing
goods that evidence alone cannot rank. Safety
may conflict with privacy. Protection may limit
autonomy. Reducing one risk may also remove
opportunities or support structures for some
adolescents.

3.3. What the evidence suggests
regarding benefits, protective fac-
tors, and preserving opportunities

A credible reading of the evidence cannot be
built only on harms. The risks associated with
digital environments are real and concerning,
but they coexist with genuine benefits embed-
ded in contemporary adolescent life. Digital
ecosystems are now part of the social, edu-
cational, and developmental infrastructure of
adolescence. Treating online life as primarily
dangerous risks both misrepresenting young
people’s lived experience and encouraging
blunt responses that reduce some harms
while also removing sources of connection,
support, and opportunity.

This creates a difficult short-term policy di-
lemnma: governments may be tempted to ask
whether social media, as currently designed,
are more beneficial than harmful overall. The
evidence reviewed here is not well suited to
that kind of single net verdict. Benefits and
harms are distributed unevenly across ado-
lescents, platforms, contexts, and forms of
use. The more useful policy question is which
conditions of digital participation should be
preserved because they support connection,
learning, self-expression, or help-seeking;
which conditions should be constrained be-
cause they expose adolescents to foreseeable
harm; and what safeguards are needed while
evidence and implementation continue to
develop. These questions will also take time to
answer fully. Policy should therefore proceed in
a timely but proportionate way: acting on plau-
sible and developmentally significant pathways
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of harm, preserving demonstrable benefits
where possible, and building in monitoring and
revision as implementation generates new
evidence. Adolescents themselves often de-
scribe social media as a source of connection,
self-expression, and support, particularly when
use is reciprocal and identity-affirming rath-

er than appearance-driven or conflict-heavy
(O'Reilly et al., 2023).

The strongest benefits identified across the
evidence base concern social connection,
support, and belonging. Online spaces can
help adolescents maintain friendships, feel less
isolated, and access forms of recognition or
companionship that may be unavailable offline.
These benefits appear especially important for
adolescents who are geographically isolated,
socially marginalized, living with disability or
chronic illness, or navigating stigma or iden-
tity questions in unsupportive offline environ-
ments. For some minority groups, online social
support has been shown to buffer the effects
of online and offline victimization, including
among LGBT youth (Ybarra et al., 2015). At the
same time, the environments that provide sup-
port can also intensify comparison, exclusion,
and pressure; benefit is therefore conditional
rather than universal.

This understanding of social media was also
strongly reflected in the YES discussions. Par-
ticipants frequently described social media not
simply as an additional form of communica-
tion, but as a primary infrastructure of con-
temporary social life: a space through which
friendships are maintained, communication
across distance is sustained, and new con-
nections are formed around shared interests
and experiences. A fuller account of these
discussions appears in Chapter 6.

A second group of benefits concerns learning,
constructive engagement, and skill develop-
ment. High-quality, goal-directed digital use
can support learning, creativity, self-expres-
sion, and broader participation. Some doc-
uments also frame digital engagement as a
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route to competencies that matter beyond
adolescence, including digital literacy, com-
munication skills, and future opportunity. At
the same time, these benefits remain highly
dependent on quality and context. Distracted,
fragmented, or primarily comparison-driven
forms of engagement can undermine the
same domains that more purposeful use may
strengthen.

Benefits are most likely to emerge when cer-
tain protective factors are present, including
supportive adult scaffolding, stronger digital
and media literacy, purposeful and develop-
mentally appropriate use, and digital ecosys-
tem conditions designed to reduce frictionless
harm. Digital literacy and online resilience may
function as protective moderators, helping
young people recognize, interpret, and man-
age online risk more effectively (Vissenberg et
al.,, 2022). This is an important translation point
for policy: preserving opportunity does not
mean leaving adolescents alone to manage
risk, but creating conditions in which sup-
portive interaction, learning, and help-seeking
become easier than harmful exposure.

3.4. How to reason from this evi-
dence

A synthesis that is honest about uncertainty
while remaining specific about mechanisms
produces a pathway model rather than a
simple causal story. Digital ecosystems can
expose adolescents to harassment, harmful
or age-inappropriate content, comparison
pressure, compulsive checking, and sleep
disruption; they can also support connec-
tion, belonging, learning, self-expression, and
help-seeking. The evidence does not place
these possibilities in a single causal sequence.
Prior vulnerability, peer dynamics, household
resources, school context, platform affor-
dances, and moment of use interact: digital
engagement may precede distress, follow it,
or amplify it. The value of a pathway model is
therefore practical rather than deterministic.
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It helps identify where policy can intervene

at different time horizons, through immedi-
ately available measures such as school-day
rules, sleep-protective routines, reporting and
redress systems, and privacy safeguards, while
also building longer-term pressure for safer
platform design and more accountable digital
environments.

The same ecosystems can therefore gener-
ate both risk and support, sometimes through
closely related features. A group chat can
sustain belonging or amplify harassment; a
recommendation system can support dis-
covery or intensify harmful exposure; a noti-
fication can maintain connection or disrupt
sleep. Neither side of this picture cancels the
other out. The policy task is to identify which
conditions make harmful pathways more likely,
which conditions preserve protective uses,
and which actors are best placed to change
those conditions - recognizing that some

Activity in the YES programme, Alexandroupolis.
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levers, such as school rules, reporting tools, or
sleep-protective routines, can operate sooner,
while deeper changes to platform design and
governance require longer-term regulatory
pressure and enforcement.

Platform design and governance conditions
are one central upstream layer in this pathway
model. They shape what adolescents are likely
to encounter, how persistent harmful inter-
actions become, and what forms of friction

or support exist around risky pathways and
harmful exposures. These conditions influence
exposure profiles, which vary substantially
across adolescents depending on develop-
mental stage, peer context, household re-
sources, and pre-existing vulnerability. Expo-
sures then affect daily functioning, particularly
sleep and attention, which in turn connect to
mental-health outcomes. At every stage, the
broader context shapes the result.

Interventions that target mechanisms and
exposures are better aligned with the evidence
than interventions that target proxies. Screen
time limits function as a proxy: they may
sometimes reduce harm indirectly, but they

do not directly engage with the processes
that generate it. Harassment reduction, sleep
protection, platform accountability, and design
governance address those mechanisms more
directly. The evidence is also considerably
clearer on the pathways through which harm
may arise than on which interventions reduce
it. That gap, between what is known about risk
factors and what is known about the effects
of responses/interventions, is where policy
judgment must operate.

A crucial distinction follows. Absence of ev-
idence is not the same as evidence of ab-
sence. On many of the hardest questions, in-
cluding how much distress is caused by digital
exposure itself, how much specific design fea-
tures contribute, and which interventions work
best, the field still lacks decisive evidence.

But that does not amount to proof that the
risks are absent, negligible, or safe to ignore.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

Policy is not made against a neutral back-
ground: when evidence remains incomplete,
policymakers are choosing between acting on
structured but imperfect knowledge or allow-
ing existing exposure conditions to continue
by default. In fast-moving digital environments,
the status quo is not neutral; it already distrib-
utes risks and benefits in particular and often
uneven ways.

The most mature way to reason from this
evidence is to treat interventions as testable
hypotheses rather than moral positions. Seri-
ous policy should specify the pathway it aims
to change, identify the outcomes that ought to
shift if it works, and make visible the collateral
effects that must also be monitored. It should
resist two symmetrical mistakes: treating
every plausible concern as if it were already
proven, and treating incomplete evidence as

if it demonstrated safety. In a field like this,
good policy is neither reckless nor passive. It is
proportionate, pathway-based, explicit about
uncertainty, and designed to learn.

The next subsection makes this decision
logic more explicit by outlining how evidence,
uncertainty, institutional responsibility, and
accountability should be connected before a
policy response is treated as defensible.

3.5. From evidence to accountable
public judgment

The preceding analysis reaches the point at
which evidence review becomes institution-
al judgment. Evidence can discipline deci-
sion-making, but public institutions must still
allocate risk, authority, and responsibility. That
allocation is unusually difficult in adolescent
digital policy because the relevant conditions
are distributed across multiple domains at
once, including platform architecture, data
practices, school environments, household
routines, peer relations, health systems, com-
mercial incentives, and child-rights obligations.

The decisive question is therefore not only

44



what the evidence supports, but where the
capacity to change the relevant conditions ac-
tually lies. Every intervention carries an implicit
theory of responsibility. A school-phone rule
assigns responsibility to schools and ministries
for maintaining a supervised environment. Age
assurance distributes responsibility across
governments, platforms, identity infrastruc-
tures, regulators, and families. Platform-gover-
nance duties assign responsibility to services
that control design, defaults, recommmender
systems, reporting tools, and advertising prac-
tices, while also requiring public institutions
capable of effective supervision. Family-facing
tools place part of that responsibility within
households, but their effectiveness depends
on resources, literacy, trust, and the surround-
ing platform environment.

This actor architecture matters because the
most visible point of intervention is not always
the point of greatest leverage. A measure can
be politically intelligible while engaging the
underlying mechanism only indirectly. Another
may be less visible yet more consequential
because it changes defaults, incentives, data
access, complaint pathways, or supervisory
capacity. The policy question is therefore also
institutional: which actor has the knowledge,
authority, operational control, democratic legit-
imacy, and accountability required to address
the pathway at issue?

Different actors bring different forms of au-
thority to that judgment. Researchers can clar-
ify mechanisms, uncertainty, and evaluation
design. Adolescents, families, teachers, and
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clinicians reveal how risks and protection are
experienced, negotiated, bypassed, or made
meaningful in practice. Governments and
parliaments authorize trade-offs and allocate
resources. Regulators translate public obliga-
tions into supervision, information requests,
enforcement, and redress. Platforms control
many of the technical conditions through
which exposure is structured. Civil society and
professional bodies provide scrutiny, contes-
tation, and safeguards against both overreach
and under-protection.

The standard of justification should vary
according to the type of measure being
considered. Targeted, reversible, and mecha-
nism-specific interventions can be defended
earlier when the concern is plausible, wide-
spread, and developmentally significant. By
contrast, measures that restrict access, require
verification, collect sensitive data, or create ex-
clusionary effects demand a stronger eviden-
tiary and public-interest justification, alongside
more visible safeguards. Delay must also

be justified when plausible risks are already
distributed at scale and fall unevenly on more
vulnerable adolescents.

Table 2 sets out this decision structure. It iden-
tifies the chain of reasoning that a defensible
policy position should be able to sustain: the
pathway of risk or benefit involved, the evi-
dence supporting it, the actor with the great-
est leverage, the trade-offs being accepted,
the instrument selected, the accountability
mechanism in place, and the conditions under
which revision should occur.

Activity in the YES programme, Athens.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis
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Table 2

Decision structure for defensible adolescent digital policy

Decision move

Question for policy

What gives
the decision
discipline

lllustration in
adolescent digital
policy

Main actors

Specify the
route of risk or
benefit

Qualify the
evidence

Locate
leverage

Judge
proportionality

Select the
instrument

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

What condition is
the policy trying to
alter?

How strong,
specific, and

decision-relevant is

the evidence?

Where in the
system can the
condition actually
be changed?

What burden on
rights, autonomy,
privacy, access, or
equity is justified?

Which measure
best fits the route,
evidence, leverage

point, and trade-off

profile?

The policy
identifies the
route through
which harm

or benefit is
expected to arise.

The response

is scaled to the
evidentiary status:
established,
plausible, mixed,
emerging, or
insufficient for

the proposed
measure.

The policy
distinguishes
visibility from
leverage

and directs
intervention
toward the level
with practical
control.

The seriousness
of the concern is
weighed against
intrusiveness,
reversibility,
feasibility, and
distributive
effects.

The chosen
instrument
reaches the
relevant condition
with the least
unnecessary
burden and

with a credible
implementation
route.

Harassment, harmful-
content exposure,
disrupted sleep, privacy
and profiling, underage
access, school-day
distraction, social
comparison, safe
connection, help-
seeking.

Evidence may strongly
support concern about
a route of harm while
remaining weaker on
causal magnitude

or intervention
effectiveness.

Platform design

for recommender
systems and defaults;
school governance for
supervised learning
environments; family
routines for bedtime
practices; regulators
for oversight and data
access.

Age assurance may
support age-based
protection while raising
privacy, error, exclusion,
and circumvention
concerns. School
restrictions may protect
attention while requiring
fair enforcement and
exceptions.

Platform duties for
harmful exposure;
privacy defaults for
profiling; school rules
for supervised settings;
notification or autoplay
safeguards for sleep-
related disruption;
targeted support where
digital use reflects
distress.

Researchers,
adolescents,
families, schools,
clinicians.

Researchers,
evidence
reviewers,
national data
systems,
regulators
with access
to platform
information.

Platforms,
regulators,
schools,
ministries,
families, EU
institutions.

Government,
parliament,
regulators, civil
society, youth
representatives,
professional
bodies.

Government,
regulators,
platforms,
schools, health
and education
systems, families.
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Decision move Question for policy What gives lllustration in Main actors
the decision adolescent digital
discipline policy
Build Who must explain Duties are paired DSA risk assessments, Regulators,
accountability what has been with information, transparency reporting, platforms,
done and with supervision, complaint and redress ministries,
what result? complaint systems, trusted schools,
routes, and flaggers, EETT-HDPA- dispute bodies,
consequences. NCRTV coordination, independent
school implementation evaluators.
protocols.
Require What evidence Evaluation is A school-phone rule Researchers,
revision would justify built into the should be assessed for regulators,
keeping, changing, measure from the effects on distraction, schools,
expanding, or start, including school climate, equity, platforms,
withdrawing the intended effects, and substitution. adolescents,
measure? collateral Age assurance families.
harms, equity should be assessed
effects, and for privacy cost,
displacement. exclusion, accuracy,

circumvention, and
actual reduction in
exposure.

Note. This matrix is adapted for adolescent digital policy from established approaches to risk governance, evidence-to-decision reason-
ing, precautionary decision-making, anticipatory governance, and complex-intervention evaluation, including the IRGC Risk Governance
Framework; GRADE and WHO-INTEGRATE evidence-to-decision frameworks; the European Commission’s guidance on the precau-
tionary principle; the OECD framework on anticipatory governance of emerging technologies; and MRC/NIHR guidance on complex
interventions.
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Chapter 4

The International
Regulatory Landscape

The framework developed above helps explain
the direction and underpinnings of regulato-
ry change internationally. In an environment
where risks are real and harm is already ob-
served, governments are not waiting for the
evidence on adolescents and digital environ-
ments to fully settle before acting. Rather than
simply deciding whether to restrict adoles-
cents’ digital access, they are experimenting
with different ways of allocating responsibility
across schools, platforms, regulators, families,
and age-assurance systems.

Across the EU, the United Kingdom, Australia,
Singapore, Brazil, and a growing number of
other jurisdictions, new legal and regulatory
frameworks have already entered into force or
are currently being implemented. Their design
reflects a broader analytical shift: responsi-
bility for harm is increasingly being located in
platform architecture and system governance
rather than in individual behavior and parental
management alone.

Understanding where this shift is heading, and
where important questions remain unresolved
in practice, matters directly for Greek policy-
makers. Greece already operates within one of
the most developed regulatory architectures
in the world, shaped primarily by EU law. The
central question is therefore how that frame-
work functions in practice, and where mean-
ingful national choices remain open.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

Chapter 4 examines how different jurisdictions
are translating these concerns into concrete
forms of governance. It reviews the principal
regulatory tools currently being adopted inter-
nationally, including school-device restrictions,
minimum-age rules, age assurance systems,
and platform-governance obligations, while
also considering the practical trade-offs and
implementation challenges these approaches
introduce. Particular attention is given to the
growing emphasis on platform design, insti-
tutional accountability, enforcement capacity,
and safety-by-design measures as central
components of contemporary digital gover-
nance. Across these developments, adoles-
cent digital governance increasingly emerges
as a systemic and institutional question rather
than solely as a matter of individual behavior or
parental responsibility.

4.1. The direction of regulatory travel

The most consistent pattern across jurisdic-
tions is the move toward risk-based platform
governance. Under this model, platforms are
treated as environments requiring ongoing
assessment and supervision rather than one-
time compliance checks. Providers are expect-
ed to identify risks to minors in advance, adapt
design and governance choices to mitigate
those risks, and demonstrate through report-
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ing and audit that appropriate safeguards are
functioning effectively.

This approach targets the level where risk is
generated. Recommendation systems, de-
fault privacy settings, notification structures,
engagement mechanics, and content ranking
all shape what adolescents encounter. Reg-
ulatory frameworks are therefore increasingly
directed toward these underlying features
rather than focusing only on individual pieces
of illegal content after harm has already oc-
curred.

At the EU level, the European Commission has
also convened a Special Panel on Child Safety
Online, announced by President von der Leyen
in her 2025 State of the Union address. The
panel brings together specialists from health,
neuroscience, psychology, child rights, and
digital literacy alongside youth representa-
tives. Following meetings held in March and
April 2026, the panel has been tasked with
advising the Commission President on child
safety online and possible age restrictions for
social media across the EU, with its co-chairs
expected to report findings by summer 2026
(European Commission, 2026). This initiative
represents an additional layer of EU-level coor-
dination on child digital safety, complementing
the binding regulatory framework already in
place.

The EU’s Digital Services Act (DSA), in force
since 2024, requires large platforms accessible
to minors to adopt appropriate and propor-
tionate measures ensuring a high level of pri-
vacy, safety, and security under Article 28. The
European Commission’s subsequent guide-
lines translate this obligation into operational
expectations, including safer default settings,
risk mitigation in recommender systemes, limits
on harmful commercial practices, and effective
reporting and complaint mechanisms. Plat-
forms cannot rely on formal terms of service
excluding minors where access by minors
remains possible in practice.

The United Kingdom’s Online Safety Act fol-
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lows a broadly comparable structure. Ofcom,
the national communications regulator, super-
vises compliance through a continuous cycle
of risk assessment, documentation, mitigation,
and oversight. Platforms are required to as-
sess risks to children, implement proportionate
mitigation measures, and maintain records
allowing the regulator to verify what actions
have been taken.

Australia’s Online Safety Act and accompany-
ing Social Media Minimum Age framework take
a somewhat different approach. The eSafety
Commissioner supervises platform safety
duties through a combination of statutory ob-
ligations and co-regulatory codes. A minimum
age of 16 for social media, introduced in 2024,
requires platforms to take reasonable steps to
prevent under-16s from holding accounts, with
regulatory guidance clarifying that self-decla-
ration alone does not satisfy that requirement.

In the United States, governance is developing
through a combination of federal proposals
and state-level action rather than through a
single national platform regime. The proposed
Kids Online Safety Act includes protective de-
faults, disclosure obligations, and annual inde-
pendent audit requirements. At the state level,
Utah’s social media regulation amendments
illustrate a more prescriptive approach, com-
bining age verification and parental consent
with defined protections for minors’ accounts.

4.2, What countries are doing: the
main regulatory tools

4.21. School phone restrictions and school-
day controls

School phone restrictions have become one of
the most visible and fastest-expanding policy
responses to concerns about adolescents’
digital environments. The latest global moni-
toring report by the United Nations Education-
al, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNES-
CO) indicates that 114 education systems now
maintain a national ban on mobile phones in
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schools, covering approximately 58% of coun-
tries worldwide. The expansion has been rapid:
fewer than a quarter of countries had such
bans in mid-2023, rising to 40% by early 2025
and to well over half by March 2026.

What makes this instrument attractive is its
operational practicality. School-day controls
operate within one of the few environments
where governments can directly shape ado-
lescents’ digital exposure: a supervised setting
structured around repeated routines, adult
authority, and defined educational goals. They
respond to problems that schools can ob-
serve directly, including classroom distraction,
fragmented attention, peer conflict, filming and
sharing without consent, and the spillover of
online behavior into the school day.

Chapter 4: The International Regulatory Landscape

Across jurisdictions, the legal forms differ, but
the operational logic is often similar. France’s
2018 law is among the most frequently cited
early examples, restricting mobile phone use
in primary and lower secondary education.
Brazil adopted a national law in 2025 prohib-
iting the use of portable electronic devices
during classes, recess, and breaks. Finland
uses a model centered on lesson-time pro-
hibitions combined with school-level rules
governing the remainder of the day. Greece
regulates student phone use through binding
school-operation rules rather than through a
stand-alone platform law. In more decentral-
ized systems, similar approaches often emerge
through subnational action: Australia, Canada,
Germany, Spain, Switzerland, and the United
States all show strong state, provincial, region-
al, or local patterns of restriction (Figure 6).

Activity in the YES programme, loannina.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis
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Figure 6

School bans and restrictions worldwide
Publicly identified action at country and state/province level, April 2026
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The evidence base supports the restriction of
the use of smartphones in schools, with more
consistent findings for reductions in classroom
distraction than for broader improvements in
wellbeing or academic outcomes (Campbell
et al., 2024; Rau, 2025). The evidence also
indicates that stricter and more consistent-

ly enforced restrictions are associated with
lower classroom distraction and lower anxiety
linked to mobile-device use. In English sec-
ondary schools, Beland and Murphy found
that banning mobile phones improved exam
performance, with the largest gains among
lower-achieving students (Beland & Murphy,
2016). In Spain, regional mobile-phone bans
were associated with reduced bullying and
improved PISA performance (Beneito & Vicen-
te-Chirivella, 2022).

More recent evidence is more cautious: Good-
year et al. found no evidence that restrictive
school-phone policies in England were associ-
ated with lower overall phone and social-me-
dia use or improved adolescent mental well-
being, while Rau’s cross-country PISA analysis
suggests that enforcement quality is central to
any observed benefit (Goodyear et al.,, 2025;
Rau, 2025).

Implementation details are of key importance.
Even in schools that report smartphone bans,
many students continue to report frequent

Chapter 4: The International Regulatory Landscape

phone use during the school day. A formal
ban, in other words, is not the same as a
meaningful reduction in exposure (OECD,
2024). The most robust models do more than
announce a restriction, they specify storage
arrangements, communication with parents,
sanctions, staff responsibilities, and exemp-
tions relating to disability, health, and accessi-
bility (Box 4).

Cross-country evidence further reinforces

the importance of governance design, and
recent data make the issue particularly visible
in Greece. In PISA 2022, 38% of students in
Greece reported being distracted by their own
digital-device use in most or all mathemat-

ics lessons, compared with 30% across the
OECD; 33% reported being distracted by other
students’ device use, compared with 25%
across the OECD. Recent empirical work using
PISA data across 81 countries also underscore
the need for credible enforcement. Effective
enforcement is more strongly associated

with lower leisure screen use at school, fewer
devices open during lessons, less peer-re-
lated digital distraction, and lower pressure

to remain online during class. The pattern for
academic performance points in a similar
direction, and the difference between declared
bans and effectively enforced ones is illustrat-
ed in Figure 7.

Activity in the YES programme, Thessaloniki.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis
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Figure 7

Differences in PISA 2022 test scores in science, reading, and mathemat-
ics when cell phone bans are declared versus when they are effectively
enforced, merely declaring a ban shows no significant effect; effective
enforcement is linked to gains of ~9 points

o

+0.3***

Science
-21 ns.
+9.8*
Reading
-1.6 ns.
_ +8.7***

Mathematics

-24 ns.

-4 -2 0 2 4 6 8 10 12

[ Effectively enforced ban

Association with PISA test score (points) Declared ban only

Note: declared-ban estimates are not statistically significant (n.s.); enforced-ban estimates are significant at p <.001 (***)
Source: Rau et al. (2025); PISA 2022.

School phone restrictions are among the most derstood as one component of a wider policy
feasible and politically visible tools current- approach to preventing digital harms rather
ly spreading internationally. They can shape than a substitute for platform governance,
attention, classroom norms, and some peer data protection, age assurance, or broader
dynamics during the school day. However, they safety-by-design measures covered by the
remain a bounded intervention and are un- sections below.

Box 4

Device restrictions in schools: four recurring approaches,
implementation conditions and limitations

Across jurisdictions, four recurring approaches to device restrictions in schools can be identified.

Full prohibition during the school day, as adopted in France for primary and lower secondary schools
prioritizes clarity and ease of enforcement. Restriction during instructional time only, common in
Germany, Spain, and several other European systems, focuses on reducing classroom disruption
while allowing limited use outside lessons. Conditional or teacher-directed use, more common in
Scandinavia and parts of the United Kingdom, assumes that digital tools can support learning when
use is structured and guided. Structured storage models, including sealed pouch systems used in
parts of the United States, remove immediate access without requiring continuous monitoring.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis
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Cross-national analyses drawing on PISA data suggest that reducing smartphone use
during class is associated with more focused classroom environments, including high-
er levels of student attention and fewer disruptions. In some contexts, modest gains

in learning outcomes have also been observed, particularly where distraction levels
are high. However, enforcement matters. Clarity in the rules and connection to recog-
nizable educational purpose, implementation capacity, school culture, and community
buy-in all influence whether restrictions meaningfully alter classroom conditions or
remain largely symbolic. Equity considerations also matter, as the same restriction may
affect students differently depending on their wider access to digital resources and

support outside school.

4.2.2. Age and design-related interven-
tions moving ahead of the evidence

Several policy directions are advancing fast-

er than the evidence base can fully support.
Treating them as precautionary choices rather
than evidence-settled determinations changes
how they should be designed, requiring explicit
monitoring and safeguards addressing the
trade-offs these measures may entail.

Minimum age rules for social media are among
the most politically visible and intuitively ap-
pealing interventions. The evidence supports
age as a meaningful variable: younger adoles-
cents appear more vulnerable to several of the
pathways and exposures identified in the syn-
thesis. The evidence that age-based access
restrictions reduce those harms in practice,
however, remains considerably weaker. Their
effectiveness depends both on whether age
can be reliably verified at scale and on wheth-
er restrictions reduce risk rather than simply
displacing it elsewhere.

As reflected in the YES group discussions,
restrictions can be relatively easy to bypass,
particularly through false age declarations.
Designing age-based protections that func-
tion in practice therefore requires enforcement
mechanisms that go beyond self-declaration,
alongside monitoring systems capable of
identifying whether circumvention becomes
normalized.

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

Age assurance and verification requirements
are more technically demanding than minimum
age rules, but they face the same core tension:
more reliable verification generally requires
more data collection, which in turn introduces
additional privacy risks. Verification systems
are also not equally accurate or accessible
across all user groups. Recent guidance from
both the United Kingdom’s Ofcom and Aus-
tralia’s eSafety Commissioner acknowledges
these tensions and favors layered approaches
rather than single-method solutions. Greece’s
National Strategy for the Protection of Minors
from Internet Addiction identifies stronger

age assurance as a priority direction; how this
is operationalized will determine whether it
provides meaningful protection or primarily
expands the burden of data collection.

Addictive design and interface constraints
represent another area where regulation is
moving ahead of settled evidence. There is
strong conceptual support for targeting fea-
tures such as infinite scroll, autoplay, algorith-
mic recommendation systems, and persistent
notifications. These are among the design
mechanisms most directly implicated in sleep
disruption, compulsive use patterns, and in-
voluntary time extension. The causal evidence
isolating the contribution of specific features,
however, remains incomplete, largely because
independent access to platform data is limited.
Even so, the precautionary rationale for acting
on these mechanisms is nevertheless coher-
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ent, and the broader regulatory direction is
reflected both in EU guidance under the DSA
and in Australian regulatory discussions

4.2.2.1 Minimum age rules for social media
access

Minimum-age rules for social media access
have moved from a peripheral idea to a main-
stream policy option, although the field re-

mains fluid. OECD notes that many platform
age limits still rest on older privacy and da-
ta-protection frameworks, with 13 remaining
the most common inherited age threshold.
Current reform efforts are pushing the debate
upward, while a growing number of countries
in Europe and beyond are moving toward
stronger access restrictions for children and
younger teenagers.

Figure 8

Youth social-media age rules worldwide, by minimum age and legal status

A. MINIMUM AGE / ACCESS CATEGORY B. LEGAL STATUS

13 or under a 14-15 . force / operational
. 16 a 18 or over /// Announced / expected
Mixed / varies [ No fixed age i Bill/ under debate

. Subnational / state-level

C. SPECIAL MECHANISMS

o Parental or guardian consent
o Age verification (incl. digital ID)

Note: the EU maintains an on-binding age-assurance frame work and is not coded as a country. Colour encodes age category; pat-
tern encodes legal status; non-binding badges mark special framework. Boundaries: Natural Earth (1:50m).

Source: Compilation from national legislation, draft bills, ministerial decisions, and case law, current to May 2026. The European Union
maintains a non-binding age-assurance framework and is not coded as a country.
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What this emerging landscape shows is sum-
marized in Figure 8: not convergence around a
single age threshold, but convergence around
a higher age band than the older default of

13. The center of debate now sits much more
around ages 15 and 16. Political momentum

is also ahead of settled law: as of May 2026,
binding national rules were in force in only
about six jurisdictions, with additional subna-
tional regimes operating in Germany, India, and
the United States, while some thirty-five more
countries were still at the stage of proposals,
announcements, or public debate.

As discussed earlier in the report, Greek data

Chapter 4: The International Regulatory Landscape

indicate high levels of self-perceived prob-
lematic social media use among adolescents,
particularly among 15-year-old girls (Figure

9). For Greece, the lesson is twofold. First,
age-based access rules are now part of a
broader international regulatory repertoire and
can no longer be treated as politically fringe.
Second, they do not yet constitute a settled
policy template. Across jurisdictions, the same
core questions remain unresolved: what age
threshold is justified, which services are cov-
ered, whether parental consent can override
the rule, and how the boundary is enforced in
practice.

Activity in the YES programme, Athens.
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Figure 9
Prevalence of symptoms of problematic social media use among
15-year-olds across HBSC countries in 2022

Boys Girls
Boys average Girls average
4% 14.1%
Romania 18 : : 28 Romania
Bulgaria 15 : : 25 Ireland
Ireland 13 Malta
Malta 13 : : Albania
Israel 13 Greece
Albania 12 : I 20 Cyprus
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North Macedonia il : : 19 Scotland
Kazakhstan 1 : : 19 Italy
Greece 10 i : 17 Kyrgyzstan
Poland 10 : : 17 Belgium (French)
Armenia 10 17 Wales
Tajikistan 10 : : 16 Croatia
Scotland 9 16 Republic of Moldova
Belgium (French) 9 : : 16 England
Slovenia 9 15 Kazakhstan
Serbia 9 I :14 Poland
Iceland 9 114 Luxembourg
Cyprus 8: 1% Armenia
Italy 8 13 Canada
Austria y 1C'3 Spain
Wales :7 12 : Slovenia
Republic of Moldova I7 2| Serbia
Portugal :7 12 : Austria
Germany 17 ol Switzerland
Belgium (Flemish) :7 10 : Portugal
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Luxembourg : 6 10 : Belgium (Flemish)
Canada I 6 10 | Lithuania
Spain : 6 10 : Sweden
Lithuania |1 6 10 | Latvia
Norway : 6 10 : France
Estonia | 6 9 | Iceland
Denmark I'6 9 I Czechia
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Switzerland | 4 8 I Finland
Czechia : 8 : Tajikistan
France | 8 | Norway
Latvia : 3 8 : Estonia
Hungary | 3 7 | Denmark
Netherlands : 3 7 : Netherlands
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Problematic social media use (%)

Source: HBSC Survey, 2022. Note: Countries/regions are ordered from lower to higher prevalence; Greece is highlighted. The dashed line
marks the HBSC average.
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Experimental studies examining reductions in
social media use are relevant here, but they
should be interpreted carefully. Randomized
studies have identified short-term improve-
ments in loneliness, depressive symptoms, and
perceived stress when participants reduced or
temporarily abstained from social media use.
This evidence supports the plausibility of ben-
efit from reducing exposure, particularly among
excessive users or adolescents already experi-
encing affective distress. It does not, however,
establish that statutory minimum-age rules will
reduce harm at population level.

Government age restrictions differ substan-
tially from voluntary reduction experiments:
they depend on age assurance, enforcement,
adolescent adaptation, parental response,
platform coverage, privacy safeguards, and
the possibility of displacement toward less
regulated services. The experimental evidence
therefore strengthens the rationale for taking
exposure reduction seriously as a protective
mechanism, while also reinforcing the need to
evaluate age-based rules as real-world policy
interventions rather than assuming their effec-
tiveness in advance.

4.2.2.2. Age assurance and age verifica-
tion

If minimum-age rules set the boundary, age
assurance is the mechanism intended to
make that boundary operational. It is best
understood as an umbrella term rather than a
single technology. Age assurance can include
self-declaration, age estimation or inference,
parental-consent flows, and age verification
against documentary or other trusted evi-
dence. These methods do not offer the same
level of certainty. Verification generally pro-
vides a higher level of confidence than age
estimation because it relies on verifiable data,
while age assurance mechanisms can operate
at very different layers of the system — device,
operating system, browser, app, platform, or
third-party provider — each carrying distinct
privacy, interoperability, and governance impli-
cations.
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A 2025 OECD benchmarking exercise covering
50 online services used by children found that
just over half used some form of age assur-
ance, but only two systematically assured age
at account creation. Most services triggered
checks only later — for access to specific
features, after suspicious activity, on appeal,
or in particular jurisdictions — while some

of the riskiest services continued to rely on
self-declaration alone. In practice, age assur-
ance therefore often exists in a fragmented
and selective form rather than as a consistent
front-door control.

The United Kingdom offers one of the clearest
regulatory models. Ofcom’s approach under
the Online Safety Act is performance-based
rather than technology-specific. Services must
use “highly effective” age assurance where re-
quired, and the regulator defines that standard
in terms of technical accuracy, robustness,
reliability, and fairness. The EU is pursuing a
different route, developing an age-verification
framework designed to allow users to prove
they are over 18 without disclosing additional
personal information, with integration into the
EU Digital Identity Wallet. Australia illustrates

a third model, combining a reasonableness
standard with regulatory guidance and techni-
cal evaluation.

For Greece, the policy lesson is that age
assurance should not be treated as a single
technical fix imported from abroad. UNICEF’s
March 2026 rapid analysis describes it as a
critical and still unresolved implementation
challenge. The central questions concern
standard, scope, privacy, error, appeals, and
oversight. Age assurance also raises ethical
concerns about privacy, surveillance, exclu-
sion, and unequal impact. Systems that require
stronger proof of age may reduce underage
access to certain services, but they may also
normalize more intensive identity checks,
create new stores of sensitive data, or exclude
adolescents who cannot easily satisfy verifi-
cation requirements. These risks are likely to
fall unevenly, particularly on young people with
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fewer resources, less stable documentation,
lower digital literacy, or greater dependence on
online spaces for support.

Any age-assurance regime should therefore
be judged not only by whether it detects age
accurately, but by whether it minimizes data
collection, provides accessible routes for
appeal, avoids unnecessary exclusion, and is
independently supervised. They include which
services require assurance, what level of cer-
tainty is acceptable, what data may be collect-
ed, who performs the check, and how users
challenge mistakes. That is why age assurance
remains one of the highest-trade-off instru-
ments in the current regulatory toolkit.These
questions are discussed further in Chapter 5.3
in relation to current national policy initiatives
and their practical limitations.

Table 3

4.2.3. Platform governance: duties, de-
sign, data, and accountability

A broader and increasingly influential cluster of
measures concerns the platforms themselves.
Unlike school-day controls or minimum-age
rules, these tools aim to change the condi-
tions under which risk is generated. Broader
online-platform frameworks are already in
place in jurisdictions such as Australia, Brazil,
Fiji, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, South Africa,
the United Kingdom, and EU member states,
with draft or emerging frameworks in Canada,
Costa Rica, Norway, Switzerland, and the Unit-
ed States. The key point is not that countries
are adopting a single model. Rather, many are
moving away from purely reactive content re-
moval toward risk-based platformm governance,
as illustrated in Table 3.

lllustrative upstream platform-governance measures emerging across

jurisdictions

Measure

Working definition

lllustrative jurisdictions /
examples

EU: DSA Article 28 + Commission

Risk assessment / human-rights

due diligence

Safer defaults for minors

Recommender-system and
content-curation safeguards

Platforms must identify foresee-
able risks to children, assess how
their systems contribute to those
risks, and review mitigation mea-
sures over time—especially before
major product or policy changes.

Child accounts or likely child users
are given more protective default
settings for privacy, contactability,
visibility, and safety unless there is
a strong reason not to.

Platforms are expected to reduce
risks created by ranking, recom-
mendation, autoplay, or other cu-
ration systems that amplify harmful
or age-inappropriate exposure.
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minors guidelines; UK: children’s
risk assessments under the Online
Safety Act; Australia: Basic Online
Safety Expectations reporting;
Brazil: Digital ECA framework.

EU: Commission minors guidelines
recommend safer default settings;
UK: Children’s Code requires high
privacy by default and geolocation
off by default; Australia: eSafety
guidance emphasises child-safe
defaults.

EU: minors guidelines address rec-
ommender-system risk mitigation;
UK: Ofcom’s child-safety duties
include protection against harmful
content and service-related risks;
Singapore: Online Safety Code re-
quires services to minimise expo-
sure to harmful content, especially
for children.



Measure

Reporting, complaint, and
redress tools

Child-data protection and
privacy-by-default

Restrictions on profiling,
targeted advertising, and
harmful commercial practices

Anti-addictive / anti-dark-pattern
[ safety-by-design measures

Transparency reporting

Audits, regulator access,
and independent scrutiny

Specialist regulator or
enforcement architecture
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Working definition

Child-usable mechanisms for
reporting harmful content or con-
duct, escalating complaints, and
obtaining review or response.

Restrictions on how children’s data
are collected, retained, shared, or
made visible, including high-priva-
cy defaults and limits on geoloca-
tion or tracking.

Limits on profiling minors for ads,
behavioural targeting, or other
commercial practices that exploit
children’s data or vulnerabilities.

Rules or expectations aimed at
design features that encourage
compulsive use, weaken privacy,
or make it harder to disengage or
choose protective settings.

Platforms must publish structured
information on safety measures,
harmful content handling, or
child-protection performance.

Regulators or vetted third par-
ties can require records, inspect
risk assessments, or scrutinise
platform systems and compliance
claims.

A designated public authority (or
coordinated set of authorities)
supervises compliance, requests
information, and applies sanctions
or corrective measures.
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lllustrative jurisdictions /
examples

Singapore: designated services
must provide reporting mecha-
nisms and annual reports; Aus-
tralia: BOSE notices and reporting
processes require providers to
explain protective steps; UNESCO
guidelines frame accessible infor-
mation, user tools, and redress as
core governance elements.

UK: Children’s Code; EU: GDPR/
DSA context for minors; Brazil:
LGPD + Digital ECA direction.

EU: DSA ban on showing target-
ed ads to minors when platforms
know with reasonable certainty

a user is a minor; UK: Children’s
Code constrains profiling and
nudges; Brazil: Digital ECA and
broader child-protection direction.

Brazil: Digital ECA expressly bans
manipulative design practices that
encourage compulsive use or ob-
struct privacy/account control; UK:
Children’s Code restricts nudges
that push children to weaken
privacy; EU: child-protection and
fairness agendas increasingly con-
nect minors’ safety to design.

Singapore: annual online safety
reports for designated services;
Australia: eSafety periodic and
non-periodic transparency notices;
EU: DSA transparency architecture.

UK: Ofcom has required children’s
risk assessment records and taken
enforcement action for failures to
respond; Australia: eSafety can
issue periodic and non-periodic
notices; EU: DSA model builds
structured access and oversight
into the regulatory architecture.

UK: Ofcom; Australia: eSafety
Commissioner; Singapore: IMDA;
EU: Digital Services Coordinators /
European Commission for parts of
the DSA system.
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The EU and the United Kingdom provide two
of the clearest examples. In the EU, the Com-
mission’s 2025 guidelines on minors under
the Digital Services Act apply to all online
platforms accessible to minors, with the ex-
ception of micro and small enterprises. The
guidelines recommend measures such as
private accounts by default, adjustments to
recommender systems, stronger blocking and
reporting tools, and the disabling by default of
features such as streaks, autoplay, and push
notifications. In the United Kingdom, Ofcom
requires in-scope services to conduct chil-
dren’s risk assessments, implement protective
measures, maintain records, and review those
assessments when services change.

Australia and Singapore illustrate other variants
of the same broader regulatory shift. Austra-
lia’s Basic Online Safety Expectations set out
what the government expects from social
media, messaging, gaming services, apps, and
websites, while the eSafety Commissioner

can require providers to report on how they
are protecting users from harm. In Singapore,
the Code of Practice for Online Safety — Social
Media Services requires designated services
to minimize users’ exposure to harmful con-
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tent, provide reporting tools, and submit annu-
al online-safety reports.

Brazil’'s Digital Statute for Children and Ado-
lescents, in force since March 2026, requires
more reliable age verification, restricts manipu-
lative design practices associated with com-
pulsive use, mandates reporting and removal
obligations relating to sexual exploitation and
grooming content, and requires companies
operating digital services in Brazil to maintain a
legal representative in the country.

For Greece, the comparative lesson is that the
center of regulatory gravity is shifting up-
stream. School rules and age-based measures
are important, and they should be comple-
mented by a comprehensive effort to regulate
the systems that shape what children en-
counter online. Greece is already partly oper-
ating within that model through the DSA, the
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR),
and its national supervisory framework. The
remaining question is, therefore, not whether
platforms should be regulated at all, but how
actively existing regulatory tools and enforce-
ment mechanisms are used, coordinated, and
supplemented in relation to minors’ safety
(Figure 10).
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Figure 10
Supervision and rule circumvention among secondary-school students

in Greece
Three indicators from a nationwide Greek survey illustrate how adolescent digital participation
is shaped not only by access, but by supervision, platform safeguards, and routine circumven-

tion of age rules.

Independent account
creation

Around one in four secondary-

school students report creating

a social media account without
parents' knowledge.

© ©

Only about three in ten
secondary-school students say
their parents use parental-

control tools.

Parental controls
in use

Nearly three in four secondary-
school students who use social
media report entering a false
age when registering.

Source: Greek Safer Internet Center (2025). Panhellenic Survey of 2,600 Students Aged 10-18: Online Habits of Children and Adoles-

cents. FORTH Safer Internet Centre.

4.3. Policy Design in Practice

As examined above, governments are already
taking measures to act on adolescents’ digital
environments in order to prevent harm. Inevi-
tably, many of these decisions are being taken
while the evidence base remains incomplete.
The strongest findings concern patterns and
mechanisms rather than the precise effects of
specific interventions, while harms continue to
occur regardless of whether research has fully
characterized them.

Acting under these conditions requires a clear
governing principle. Waiting for complete
evidence carries its own costs: harms contin-
ue, risks concentrate among more vulnerable
adolescents, and governance structures that
take years to build are delayed further. Poorly
designed interventions also carry costs, in-
cluding equity harms, privacy violations, be-
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havioral substitution, and institutional capacity
consumed by measures that fail to reach the
underlying mechanism.

The practical task is therefore to act propor-
tionately on what the evidence most clearly
supports, build safeguards where trade-offs
are significant, and design monitoring and
evaluation systems capable of detecting
whether the intended pathway is actually
changing. Policy in this field functions best as
an adaptive system, in which interventions are
implemented with explicit expectations about
what should improve and with a genuine will-
ingness to revise them when outcomes differ.

The principle organizing this section follows
directly from that reasoning: doing no harm
does not mean doing nothing.
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431. Interventions with stronger evi-
dence alignment

Reducing harmful experiences through plat-
form accountability. A consistent body of evi-
dence links bullying, harassment, and harmful
content exposure to adverse mental health
outcomes. This supports interventions that
reduce adolescents’ exposure to these experi-
ences directly: effective reporting and redress
tools, responsive moderation, safer defaults,
risk assessment, and mitigation duties for
platforms.

This does not make duration irrelevant. Time,
timing, and cumulative exposure matter when
they increase contact with harmful experi-
ences, interrupt sleep, fragment attention, or
crowd out developmentally protective routines.
School-day restrictions can reduce exposure
in bounded contexts by limiting classroom
distraction and peer conflict during supervised
time. Sleep-protective measures, by contrast,
operate through evening routines, notification
defaults, autoplay settings, and other condi-
tions that affect late-night interruption and
disengagement. Their role is complementary
rather than competing. They can reduce expo-
sure in bounded contexts, while platform-gov-
ernance duties address the upstream systems
that shape what young users encounter, how
harmful interactions persist, and how easily us-
ers can seek help or redress. The DSA frame-
work and the United Kingdom’s Online Safety
Act represent the most developed operational
translations of this approach.

Privacy and data protection represent another
area of relatively strong evidence alignment.
Across the synthesis, there is consistent
agreement on limiting data collection from
minors, strengthening consent requirements,
introducing age-appropriate default settings,
and restricting profiling for advertising pur-
poses. The GDPR provides the binding base-
line for Greece, including the national age of
digital consent set at 15 under Law 4624/2019,
which requires parental or guardian consent
for processing personal data of users under 15.
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The United Kingdom’s Age Appropriate Design
Code represents one of the most operationally
detailed translations of these principles into
platform-design requirements.

Protecting sleep and daily routines. Sleep-re-
lated pathways appear in 24 of the 32 syn-
thesized documents, making sleep one of the
most consistently identified and practically
modifiable links between digital habits and ad-
olescent wellbeing. Because timing is central
to this pathway, interventions designed to pro-
tect sleep and recovery routines have stronger
grounding than general limits detached from
the context. These include household-lev-

el guidance around device-free wind-down
periods, school and family routines that reduce
late-night disturbance, and platform-design
requirements relating to notification defaults,
autoplay, and other features that make disen-
gagement harder.

4.3.2. Trade-offs that cannot be designed
away

Every intervention in this space involves trade-
offs. Policymakers who identify the right direc-
tion still face choices about design, sequenc-
ing, and safeguards. Making these trade-offs
visible in advance is what allows policies to
achieve their intended effects without produc-
ing avoidable costs elsewhere.

Equity concerns recur across many interven-
tions. School device restrictions may improve
classroom conditions for most students while
disadvantaging those who rely on digital tools
for learning support, accessibility needs, or
connectivity unavailable at home. Age-based
access rules may reduce exposure to some
risks while also limiting access to support com-
munities that adolescents facing stigma, isola-
tion, or mental health challenges depend on.

Similar tensions arise around privacy and
enforcement. More reliable age assurance and
monitoring systems generally require greater
data collection, creating risks that poorly de-
signed systems become forms of surveillance
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infrastructure. The balance depends heavily on
design choices, including what data is collect-
ed, how long it is retained, and whether it can
be used beyond its stated purpose. Adoles-
cents also adapt quickly to new rules. Device
restrictions during school hours may increase
use before and after school, while platform
restrictions may shift activity toward less reg-
ulated services. Whether a policy succeeds
therefore depends not only on introducing a
rule, but on identifying the pathway it is ex-
pected to change and monitoring whether
that pathway actually shifts in practice.

Institutional capacity shapes these outcomes
throughout. Platform safety duties, continuous
risk-assessment oversight, and meaningful
audit all require sustained technical expertise
and coordination across agencies. Where
that capacity is limited, enforcement risks
becoming uneven or symbolic. Sequencing
matters as well. Transparency requirements
and platform-accountability duties may be
less politically visible than age bans or device
restrictions, but they build the institutional
infrastructure that makes later interventions
more effective and more adaptable over time.

Deliberate choices across these dimensions,
combined with monitoring after implementa-
tion, are what allow policy to function as the
adaptive system this evidence base requires.
Section 5 applies this reasoning to the specif-
ic institutional and governance conditions of
Greece.
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Chapter 5

Greece: From Legal
Framework to
Functioning System

Chapter 5 examines how Greece’s existing
legal and institutional framework for adoles-
cent digital governance functions in practice.
It brings together platform regulation, data
protection, school-device rules, institutional
coordination, and national policy initiatives in
order to assess how responsibilities are dis-
tributed across authorities, where implemen-
tation challenges emerge, and which areas
remain subject to national policy choice within
the broader EU framework.

5.1. The regulatory baseline

The DSA Regulation (EU) 2022/2065, provides
the core platform governance framework and
applies directly in Greece without requiring
national transposition. Article 28 requires plat-
forms accessible to minors to take appropriate
and proportionate measures to ensure a high
level of privacy, safety, and security. European
Commission guidelines issued under Article
28 translate this into operational terms: safer
default settings, risk mitigation in recommend-
er systems, restrictions on targeted advertis-
ing where a platform knows with reasonable
certainty that a user is a minor, and effective
complaint and reporting tools. A platform
cannot rely on formal terms of service that
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exclude minors if access by minors is possible
in practice.

Data protection law forms the second pil-

lar. The General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) (EU) 2016/679, applies across all EU
member states. Greece has set the nation-

al age of digital consent at 15 through Law
4624/2019, meaning that processing personal
data of users under 15 requires parental or
guardian consent. The Hellenic Data Protec-
tion Authority supervises compliance. Audio-
visual and media regulation adds a third layer.
Greece transposed the Audiovisual Media
Services Directive through Law 4779/2021,
introducing obligations for media services and
video-sharing platforms that include protec-
tions for minors against harmful content and
restrictions on commercial communications
targeting children. Consumer protection law,
principally Law 2251/1994, addresses unfair
and misleading commercial practices, includ-
ing those affecting minors.

School-device regulation forms a fourth regu-
latory layer focused on the educational envi-
ronment. Ministerial Decision 102791/GD4/2024
prohibits the visible possession or use of
mobile phones and similar recording-capable
devices on school premises, with a narrow
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exception for medical use. The framework
treats unauthorized recording of teachers or
students as a potential violation of privacy and
personal-data protections, with sanctions be-
ginning at a one-day suspension and escalat-
ing depending on severity and repetition.

These obligations operate together. Platform
governance, data protection, audiovisual reg-
ulation, consumer protection, and school-de-
vice regulation all shape what adolescents
encounter in digital environments and what
institutions are required to do about it. Their
interpretation is also increasingly informed by a
broader child-rights approach reflected in the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child and General Comment No. 25, which
explicitly extends children’s rights into digital
environments.

Within this broader framework, the central
question for Greece is whether these layers
function in practice as a coherent system or
as parallel obligations with limited institution-
al intersection, particularly as the regulatory
landscape itself continues to evolve. In April
2026, the Greek government announced plans
to introduce legislation prohibiting access to
social media platforms for users under the
age of 15, with implementation expected from
January 2027 together with the development
of age-verification mechanisms. Set against
wider international developments in this area,
these recent policy initiatives are likely to play
an important role in reshaping the regulatory
and governance framework surrounding ado-
lescent digital environments in Greece.

5.2. The institutional landscape

Adolescent digital governance in Greece op-
erates across multiple levels of governmental
coordination, regulation, education, and en-
forcement. The Ministry of Digital Governance
has assumed an increasingly visible coor-
dinating role in recent initiatives concerning
age assurance, parental controls, and broader
online child safety policy, while the Ministry
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of Education, Religious Affairs and Sports
plays a central role in the implementation of
school-device policies, digital literacy initia-
tives, and online safety education. The main
supervisory responsibilities, however, lie with
a set of independent authorities whose man-
dates increasingly intersect in practice.

The Hellenic Telecommunications and Post
Commission (EETT) was designated as
Greece’s Digital Services Coordinator under
Law 5099/2024. EETT supervises compli-
ance for providers established in the country,
handles user complaints, requests informa-
tion from service providers, coordinates with
national and EU-level authorities, and imposes
sanctions where appropriate. Within the DSA
framework, EETT also designates trusted flag-
gers and certifies out-of-court dispute settle-
ment bodies.

The Hellenic Data Protection Authority (HDPA)
is Greece’s independent data protection
regulator responsible for enforcing the GDPR
and national privacy legislation. Its mandate is
highly relevant to adolescent digital use, as it
oversees issues relating to children’s data pro-
tection, consent and age-related processing,
profiling and advertising practices, platform
compliance with privacy obligations, and as-
pects of age verification systems. The National
Council for Radio and Television is the coun-
try’s independent media regulator responsible
for overseeing broadcasting and audiovisual
content. While historically focused on televi-
sion and radio, its role has become increasing-
ly relevant through evolving EU audiovisual and
platform regulation frameworks addressing
harmful content, minors’ exposure to digital
media, and online audiovisual services.

The practical challenge these institutions face
is that adolescent digital risk does not respect
jurisdictional boundaries. A recommendation
system that exposes a 13-year-old to harmful
content is simultaneously a platform-gover-
nance issue under the DSA, a data-protection
issue under the GDPR if profiling is involved,
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and potentially an audiovisual issue if the
service qualifies as a video-sharing platform
under Law 4779/2021. For adolescents, fami-
lies, or schools attempting to report harms or
seek remedies, these overlapping mandates
may also create uncertainty around where
complaints should be directed and how au-
thorities interact in practice. When complaints
arise, these overlapping mandates may require
forms of coordination that cut across institu-
tional boundaries, particularly in relation to in-
formation sharing, supervisory responsibilities,
and the consolidation of separate findings into
a coherent response.

Alongside these institutions, complementary
functions relating to awareness, prevention,
reporting, and digital literacy are also support-
ed through initiatives such as the Greek Safer
Internet Centre, which plays an important role
in online safety guidance, educational out-
reach, helplines, and reporting mechanisms for
children, families, and schools.

Chapter 4 identified enforcement capacity
and institutional coordination as the factors
that most consistently distinguish jurisdic-
tions where comparable legal duties produce
meaningful change from those where they
remain largely formal commitments. Greece’s
obligations are comparatively well specified.
Whether they produce consistent protection in

Activity in the YES programme, Heraklion.
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practice depends on how EETT, the HDPA, and
the National Council for Radio and Television
coordinate their activities, how enforcement
priorities are set, and how EU-level enforce-
ment of the DSA by the European Commis-
sion interacts with domestic supervision. This
creates a multi-level enforcement environment
in which some of the largest platforms are
supervised primarily at EU level, while many
practical questions around complaints, guid-
ance, coordination, and implementation remain
national responsibilities.

5.3. Policy initiatives beyond bind-
ing law

Greece has introduced policy measures that
extend beyond what EU law directly requires,
particularly in areas where legal obligations
alone are considered insufficient.

The National Strategy for the Protection of
Minors from Internet Addiction sets out policy
directions for strengthening protective mech-
anisms, supporting responsible digital use, and
reinforcing parental involvement. The strategy
places particular emphasis on moving be-
yond self-declaration in age assurance and on
strengthening parental-consent mechanisms
for younger users.
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The Kids Wallet initiative operationalizes a
device-level approach. It provides parental
-control and age-verification functions that
allow parents to set limits on device use,
restrict access to specific services, and apply
rules for defined periods such as school hours.
These tools complement legal obligations
rather than substituting for them. The DSA
does not prevent a 12-year-old from accessing
a platform that formally requires users to be

13 if the platform’s age check consists only of
a self-declaration field. Device-level controls
therefore add a layer of practical protection
that platform-level rules alone do not reliably
provide. Their limitation is that they depend on
parental engagement and technical literacy,
and may operate less effectively in households
with fewer resources or lower levels of digital
familiarity.

Kba-

Both initiatives reflect a governance model that
combines binding law, institutional supervi-
sion, and technological tools. Each component
addresses a different dimension of the same
problem, and none is sufficient on its own.

These initiatives are also emerging against

a backdrop of growing concern about ado-
lescents’ digital wellbeing in Greece. Recent
ESPAD findings suggest that self-perceived
problems related to social media use among
adolescents continue to rise, reinforcing the
perception that baseline levels of problematic
engagement are shifting over time (Figure 11).
In this context, policy initiatives such as the
National Strategy and the Kids Wallet initiative
can be understood as attempts to respond not
only to existing legal obligations, but also to
broader social and public-health concerns that
policymakers consider increasingly urgent.
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Figure 11

The baseline is moving: self-perceived problems related to social media

use keeps rising in Greece

Self-perceived problems related to social media use rose steadily from 2015 to 2024, with girls

highest throughout.
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5.4. Enforcement, Coordination,
and Implementation Challenges

Although the core legal obligations governing
adolescent digital environments are now large-
ly established through EU and national law,
important implementation challenges and gov-
ernance choices remain at the national level.

Enforcement priorities. EETT holds broad
supervisory responsibilities under the DSA,
but enforcement capacity remains neces-
sarily finite. Decisions about which risks are
prioritized, how complaints are triaged, which
platforms receive closer scrutiny, and how
sanctions are calibrated will shape whether
the DSA produces visible changes in platform
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practices within the Greek context. As in many
regulatory systems, uneven prioritization or
limited enforcement capacity risks producing
a framework that exists formally in law while
operating inconsistently in practice.

Institutional coordination. The distribution

of responsibilities across EETT, the HDPA, and
the National Council for Radio and Television
provides broad regulatory coverage, but also
creates the possibility of fragmentation where
responsibilities overlap. In practice, cases
involving adolescent digital risk may simultane-
ously involve platform governance, data pro-
tection, audiovisual regulation, and child-rights
concerns. The effectiveness of the Greek
framework therefore depends not only on the
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existence of formal competencies, but also on
the development of clear protocols and mech-
anisms for coordination, information-sharing,
escalation pathways, and the joint handling of
cross-cutting cases.

Supplementary guidance. EU law establishes
obligations and minimum standards, but their
practical translation into everyday settings
depends heavily on national guidance and in-
stitutional support. Schools, families, clinicians,
and adolescents themselves require forms of
communication and guidance that are under-
standable, accessible, and adapted to Greek
social realities rather than broadly imported
from international discussions. At present,
however, the availability and consistency of
such practical guidance remain uneven across
different institutional settings. For example,
while initiatives such as the Greek Safer Inter-
net Centre and certain school-based pro-
grammes provide guidance on issues including
cyberbullying, online safety, and digital wellbe-
ing, comparable levels of support and imple-
mentation do not appear to exist uniformly
across all schools or local support structures.

Child-rights safeguards. The DSA and GDPR
both require that children can access reme-
dies and challenge decisions affecting them.
In practice, however, the usability of these
protections depends on whether complaint
mechanisms are comprehensible to ado-
lescents, whether platform decisions are
explained in accessible ways, and whether
escalation pathways function effectively when
initial complaints remain unresolved. Formal
rights do not automatically translate into ef-
fective access to protection, particularly where
complaint and redress mechanisms are proce-
durally complex or difficult for adolescents to
navigate

School-level implementation. Ministerial De-
cision 102791/GD4/2024 establishes a national
framework for school-device regulation, but
implementation necessarily occurs across
highly varied school environments. Differences
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in staff capacity, institutional support, training,
local school culture, and available resources
may influence how the framework is applied

in practice across different schools. Ques-
tions also remain regarding how proportionate
enforcement is maintained in practice, partic-
ularly in cases involving accessibility needs,
medical conditions, or broader student wellbe-
ing concerns.

5.5. The central challenge

Greece’s legal foundation for adolescent
digital governance is comparatively well de-
veloped. The DSA, GDPR, Law 4624/2019,
Law 4779/2021, Ministerial Decision 102791/
GD4/2024, and the National Strategy together
constitute a substantial regulatory and institu-
tional architecture.

Whether this architecture produces consis-
tent protection in practice depends on co-
ordination across institutions, enforcement
robust enough to influence platform and
school behavior, as well as guidance that helps
families, educators, and clinicians act on what
the framework requires. Greek data show that
digital participation is intensive, that early entry
is the norm, that harmful content exposure is
common, and that risk is unevenly distributed,
particularly among girls and older adoles-
cents. The international evidence reviewed in
Chapters 3 and 4 identifies the pathways that
appear most consequential, alongside inter-
ventions with stronger or weaker empirical
grounding.

The policy task is therefore to align these ele-
ments so they function as a coherent system
rather than as parallel obligations operating in
isolation. A framework that lacks coordination,
enforcement capacity, or practical guidance
will struggle to reach the mechanisms the
evidence most consistently identifies as con-
sequential. This raises a concrete institutional
question for Greece: whether fragmented
responsibilities across multiple authorities can
provide sufficiently integrated oversight and
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support for adolescent digital governance in
practice, or whether a dedicated lead body or
formal inter-institutional mechanism is needed
to connect platform supervision, data protec-
tion, audiovisual oversight, school implemen-
tation, family guidance, and child-rights safe-
guards.

This need not take the form of a new regu-
lator replacing existing bodies. A more feasi-
ble option may be a standing or time-bound
interdisciplinary advisory mechanism, involving
the relevant regulators, ministries, child and
adolescent mental-health expertise, educa-
tion specialists, child-rights and digital-rights
actors, civil society, and youth representatives.
The European Commission’s Special Panel on
Child Safety Online illustrates the value of such
an advisory layer at EU level: it complements
binding regulation by bringing interdisciplinary
expertise and youth perspectives into ques-
tions of child safety online and possible age
restrictions. A Greek equivalent could support
shared priorities, implementation guidance,
evaluation protocols, and escalation pathways
across the existing institutional architecture.
The distinction between a well-designed legal
architecture and one that delivers meaningful
protection in practice ultimately depends on
how effectively these different layers are con-
nected, implemented, and sustained over time.
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Chapter 6

What the YES
discussions revealed:
a thematic overview

The YES discussions offer a qualitative per-
spective on how adolescents themselves
describe and interpret their digital lives. Across
the dialogue sessions, social media and online
platforms did not emerge simply as technol-
ogies or communication tools, but as envi-
ronments deeply embedded in friendship,
belonging, boredom, emotional regulation,
visibility, conflict, self-presentation, and ev-
eryday social life. The themes that emerged
across the discussions both reinforce and
complicate the broader evidence reviewed

in earlier chapters. Adolescents described
pressures linked to comparison, visibility, and
constant connectivity; the emotional role of
scrolling, online interaction, and Al companion-
ship; the effects of recommendation systems
and rapid content exposure; and the tensions
surrounding restrictions, monitoring, and adult
intervention. At the same time, the discussions
highlighted important differences in how digital
experiences are lived and interpreted de-
pending on context, emotional needs, school
environments, social belonging, and forms of
exclusion.

What follows is not a representative survey of
Greek youth, but a thematic account of recur-
ring patterns, tensions, and experiences that
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emerged across the YES dialogue sessions.
Together, these discussions provide an experi-
ential layer that helps situate adolescent digital
life beyond regulatory categories or abstract
policy debate.

6.1. Social media as a complex ad-
olescent experience

To understand the relationship between social
media and adolescent mental health, it is
important to examine how digital platforms are
actually used and the roles they play in ev-
eryday life. Across the YES discussions, social
media did not emerge as a single, uniform
environment, but as a set of distinct spaces
organized around different forms of interaction,
visibility, entertainment, commmunication, and
participation.

Instagram was widely described as a space
centered on peer interaction and everyday so-
cial communication, while TikTok and YouTube
were more often associated with content con-
sumption, trends, and continuous discovery.
Messaging applications such as WhatsApp
and Viber were presented as more functional
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forms of communication, linked to coordina-
tion, everyday contact, and communication
across more formal or intergenerational set-
tings. Platforms such as Spotify, Pinterest, and
Discord were associated with shared interests,
personal expression, and forms of community
participation.

Across the discussions, social media use
emerged as a deeply embedded part of
everyday adolescent social life rather than a
separate online activity detached from offline
experience. Adolescents described using plat-
forms to maintain friendships, organize daily
routines, alleviate boredom, explore interests,
follow trends, and remain socially visible to
peers. At the same time, these environments
were also described as spaces of self-presen-
tation, flirting, comparison, and social expo-
sure. As one participant put it:

“There are times when you talk to
your friends and they don’t really pay
attention, but they will definitely see
your post.”

6.2. Social life, belonging, and
emotional regulation

For most adolescents, social media is a key
arena where their social lives unfold. Their

Activity in the YES programme, loannina.
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presence on these platforms is not just about
communication; it is linked to a sense of be-
longing, the management of relationships, and
the experience of various emotions, ranging
from connection and intimacy to pressure or
the fear of exclusion.

In the YES group discussions, the relationship
between social media and the emotional and
social lives of adolescents was a key focus of
discussion. Participants referred to friendships
sustained across distance —including with
friends from summer camps or other cities—
as well as new relationships formed around
shared interests and online interaction. In
some accounts, social media were described
as supporting the socialization of more in-
troverted adolescents or creating a sense of
safety that reduces some of the uncertainty
associated with forming new relationships.
This also appeared in how participants de-
scribed navigating social interaction and inter-
preting identity online. As one group member
noted:

“Recently, | went out with a friend

of mine and she liked someone who
didn’t have Instagram, which put

her off because she couldn’t get

a sense of his personality without
seeing what he posts. Another friend,
though, had two profiles where she
presented herself as a different per-
son on each one.”

At the same time, participants repeatedly
described a broader sense that “you have to
be online” in order to remain socially present.
Many participants described social media as
closely tied to peer belonging and everyday
social participation. Being absent from these
platforms was often associated with feeling
disconnected from peer groups or struggling
to keep up with the social lives of others. At
the same time, adolescents also distinguished
between forms of participation rooted in
genuine connection and those driven more by
social pressure or fear of exclusion.
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Some group members, particularly those on
the autism spectrum or in specialized ed-
ucational settings, described more distant

or solitary forms of engagement shaped by
differences in access, familiarity, participation,
and social experience.

In these same discussions, mobile-phone and
social-media use was strongly associated with
emotional regulation and the management of
stressful or uncomfortable situations. In some
cases, adolescents described turning to their
phones to manage feelings of awkwardness,
create distance during social interactions, or
withdraw momentarily even while physically
present within a group of friends. The follow-
ing comment was particularly revealing in this
regard:

“When you’re having a good time
somewhere, you forget about your
phone, you don’t need it. But if you
don’t have people around you that
you relate to, even if you’re in a
group, you’ll go on social media to
feel better, to feel more comfortable
and secure.”

Another participant described turning to their
phone as a way of easing feelings of loneli-
ness:

“Videos make you feel less alone, be-
cause you see other people who feel
the same way.”

Several group members also pointed to an
emerging pattern of adolescents using Al tools
for emotional support or companionship, par-
ticularly when peer relationships felt unavail-
able, difficult, or unsafe.

6.3. Time, content and compulsive use

The amount of time adolescents spend on-
line does not always capture the full reality
of their digital experiences. Time online can
involve very different activities, from studying
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and staying in touch with friends to compul-
sive scrolling, exposure to harmful content, or
seeking emotional support. In digital environ-
ments where communication, entertainment,
school, and social life all unfold through the
same device, time alone is often not enough
to explain how digital use affects adolescents’
wellbeing.

The relationship between time spent on-

line and the quality of digital experience also
emerged repeatedly in the YES group dis-
cussions, with adolescents reflecting on the
different ways these dimensions shape every-
day digital life. Many described spending long
periods online in ways that felt repetitive, emo-
tionally unsatisfying, or ultimately purposeless,
with the feeling of “wasted time” recurring
across multiple sessions. Others emphasized
that even brief exposure can quickly lead to
harmful, disturbing, or emotionally overwhelm-
ing material. Participants also described the
rapid movement between radically different
forms of content, shifting almost instantly from
war footage or distressing news to memes,
entertainment, or trivial videos, as producing a
fragmented and emotionally disorienting expe-
rience. As one participant put it:

“You see war one moment and some-
thing ridiculous the next. Many times,
there is a feeling that we get lost in
there, and when we come out, it feels
as if we have lost all our time.”

This experience was frequently linked to over-
stimulation, shortened attention spans, and
difficulty sustaining concentration. One partici-
pant reflected:

“We’ve all become used to fast-
paced information on social media,
which makes us get bored very easily
and that needs to change.”

Together, these accounts point to a dimension
of risk that extends beyond discrete harmful
incidents into the broader emotional environ-
ment produced by recommendation systems,
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autoplay structures, and continuous streams
of rapidly shifting content.

6.4. Night-time use, sleep, and con-
centration

Social media use was often described by ado-
lescents as deeply embedded in the rhythms
and routines of everyday life, particularly during
evening and night-time hours. Within this
broader pattern of everyday digital engage-
ment, the impact of mobile-phone use on
sleep emerged as one of the most consistent
themes across all five YES sessions. Evening
device use was widely described as extending
almost unconsciously into the night, reducing
sleep duration and making disengagement
difficult.

Several participants described falling asleep
with some form of media still playing beside
them throughout the night. In some accounts,
this was linked to platform features such as
autoplay, notifications, or endless feeds that
made disengagement difficult. In others,
keeping background content playing was de-
scribed as a way of managing anxiety, intrusive
thoughts, or emotional discomfort at night. As
one participant explained:

“l can’t sleep at all unless I have
something playing in the background,
otherwise I get really anxious. At
night, the bad thoughts come, and
having a video playing in the back-
ground helps stop them.”

Questions of concentration and school life
were closely connected to these discussions.
Group chats —particularly on Viber— were
frequently described as sources of distraction
during studying, while the use of Al tools for
school assignments also emerged repeatedly
across sessions. Some adolescents described
using such tools to complete tasks more
quickly or avoid effort, while others reflected
more critically on their effects on concentra-
tion and learning routines.
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At the same time, several participants de-
scribed developing strategies to manage
these challenges, including keeping phones
away from study spaces, limiting notifications,
or using music intentionally to improve con-
centration while studying.

6.5. Self-image, comparison, and
social acceptance

Across several YES discussions, adolescents
described social media as an environment of
constant visibility, comparison, and evaluation,
shaping how they viewed themselves and
others. Exposure to idealised images of bodies
and lifestyles, of “influencers with perfect bod-
ies and successful careers”, was described as
fostering feelings of inadequacy or envy. Filters
and edited images were seen as further blur-
ring that boundary. As one participant put it:

“The beauty standards promoted on
social media are harmful. You can’t

really tell the difference between ap-
pearances and what is actually real.”

The dominance of narratives of constant
success was also repeatedly noted, with
reflections such as: “Failure is never shown on
social media, it’s like everything always works
out.” Participants often described this constant
exposure to idealised versions of appearance,
success, and happiness as emotionally pres-
suring. Such dynamics may carry particular
weight during adolescence, a period in which
identity and self-image are still developing.

Within the same discussions, participants also
reflected on how digital environments shape
experiences of visibility, recognition, and social
acceptance. Positive feedback — comments,
reactions, likes — was often described as
emotionally significant, with one adolescent
remarking that “half of life is in everyday reality
and the other half is on social media.” In one
discussion, it was suggested that judgement
and visibility on social media may feel even
more intense in smaller towns, where “scrutiny
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is already more pronounced.”

At the same time, some adolescents de-
scribed gradually developing more deliber-
ate ways of managing their online presence,
including the use of private profiles, selective
audiences, or more controlled forms of partici-
pation over time.

6.6. Negative experiences and cy-
berbullying

Social media also emerged in the discussions
as an environment in which experiences of
conflict, exposure, and negative interaction are
often woven into everyday online life. Partici-
pants described a wide range of such expe-
riences, with frequent references to the risks
of deception, manipulation, or exploitation

— by both adults and peers — facilitated by
the possibility of concealing or altering one’s
identity online. Practices such as the non-con-
sensual use of personal photographs and

the creation of fake profiles were described

as contributing to feelings of insecurity and
vulnerability. One participant described the
experience in the following terms:

“l had a friend who, at one point,
someone created a hate account
about him on TikTok and posted
things encouraging him to commit
suicide.”

Participants generally described these con-
flicts not as originating exclusively online, but
as extensions of tensions already present in
everyday social life that become intensified
through public exposure, circulation, and the
persistence of digital content. Group chats
were repeatedly mentioned as spaces where
conflict escalates rapidly, including situa-
tions in which individuals are added without
consent, targeted collectively, or repeatedly
re-added after attempting to leave hostile
conversations. Several adolescents described
these dynamics as creating a feeling that on-
line conflict “never really ends.”
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At the same time, participants also demon-
strated growing awareness of how recom-
mendation systems and algorithmic filtering
shape what users encounter online. Some
referred explicitly to “echo chambers” and to
the selective presentation of information and
viewpoints through platform algorithms. As
one group member put it:

“What’s happening now is excessive,
and that’s how risks emerge through
the algorithm. In a way, our think-
ing gets shaped when we’re overly
online.”

These discussions suggest that adolescents
increasingly experience online risk not only
through isolated harmful incidents, but also
through broader environments of continuous
exposure, amplification, visibility, and algorith-
mically shaped interaction.

-
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Drawing by Eve Katsarou, member of the YES team in Athens.
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6.7. Limits, restrictions, and the role
of adults

Questions of limits, restrictions, and adult
intervention emerged as some of the most
persistent and emotionally charged themes
across the YES discussions. Participants
expressed a complex and often ambivalent
position: many recognized the need for some
form of protection or boundary-setting around
social media use, while also expressing strong
scepticism about how restrictive measures are
implemented in practice and whether they are
capable of addressing the underlying dynam-
ics shaping adolescents’ digital lives.

Several adolescents aged 1516 described
restrictions as necessary for protecting young-
er children and adolescents, sometimes link-
ing these concerns to broader reflections on
growing up during and after the COVID-19 lock-
down period. As one group member noted:

“] think the lockdown played a role in
this. Younger children grew up in it.
We had a childhood, they didn’t.”

At the same time, questions repeatedly
emerged around whether restrictive measures
can function effectively in practice. Age-based
restrictions were widely described as relatively
easy to bypass through false age declarations
or alternative accounts. In one discussion,
stricter access rules were even compared

to the emergence of informal “black market”
practices around older users’ profiles, drawing
an explicit parallel with patterns already ob-
served in online gambling environments. Blan-
ket prohibitions were frequently described as
counterproductive or likely to intensify hidden
or less controlled forms of use. As one partici-
pant put it:

“Whatever you ban, you make it more
extreme.”

Within the same framework, the potential role
of schools was also discussed extensively
during YES sessions. In many cases, partici-

Growing Up Digital: An Evidence-to-Policy Synthesis

pants called for more meaningful engagement
through dialogue, skills development, and alter-
natives for socialisation such as group projects,
school trips, and sports activities. This is im-
portant because the participants were not only
asking for better rules about digital platforms.
They were pointing to the wider educational
and social infrastructure that helps adolescents
build connection, confidence, and judgment
offline: sustained dialogue about digital life,
opportunities for collective activity, sport and
recreation, and trusted adults who can engage
with their actual experiences rather than deliver
generic online-safety messages.

At the same time, however, in more than one
instance, reservations were expressed about
whether schools can effectively fulfil this role,
based on examples suggesting a more limit-
ed or formal level of engagement. One group
member noted:

“In theory, something could be done,
but not something interesting. Re-
cently they organised a Safe Inter-
net session, but it was boring and
cringe.”

This scepticism was also linked to the percep-
tion that school approaches struggle to keep
pace with the rapid evolution of digital environ-
ments, with reflections such as:

“The way social media work has
changed. Ever since TikTok emerged,
everything has shifted. School ses-
sions on social media still feel like
‘Facebook in 2010°.”

Additionally, an ironic comment was noted
about presentations in schools being created
“with Al.”

When discussing limits and restrictions, par-
ticular emphasis was ultimately placed on the
role of parents and the broader family environ-
ment. Across the discussions, early guidance
and boundary-setting within the family were
consistently viewed as important, alongside
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the need for parents themselves to model
healthier relationships with phones and digital
media. At the same time, monitoring tools such
as Family Link were often perceived as intru-
sive or overly controlling. Within this context,
more categorical views were also expressed
regarding parents’ approaches to social media,
reflecting elements of a generational gap, as
illustrated in the following account:

“Parents don’t really understand so-
cial media, so they make misguided
efforts and go for easy solutions. The
right solution is not to have screens
from a young age, so you can learn
what this online world actually is.”

Several discussions nevertheless pointed to
the limits of approaches that place respon-
sibility primarily on families, particularly under
conditions shaped by time pressure, limited
support, and wider everyday stresses. Rath-
er than framing the issue solely in terms of
parental responsibility, some participants
described the need for broader forms of insti-
tutional and social support for parents. As one
group member noted:

“The state should have found a better
way to support parents and help
them spend more time with their
children.”
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Chapter 7
Conclusions

71. What this report establishes

Adolescent mental health concerns are rising.
Patterns of problematic digital engagement
are intensifying, particularly among older girls
and adolescents with pre-existing vulnerabil-
ities. Governments are acting. In this context,
the question is not whether protective policy
intervention is justified, but what form it should
take and on what grounds it can be defended.

This report draws on 1,099 claims and 635
recommendations extracted from 32 ma-

jor international documents, together with
Greek national data and qualitative insights
from youth dialogue sessions, to establish a
sufficiently robust basis for protective policy
action. The evidence carries important limits
— only 2.3% of policy-facing claims are un-
derpinned by longitudinal designs, and 0.7%
by experimental evidence — but those limits
call for proportionate, pathway-focused, and
evaluable action, not for delay. In a context
where digital environments are evolving faster
than research cycles, where harms are already
occurring, and where the most vulnerable
adolescents bear the costs of inaction, incom-
plete evidence is a reason to act carefully, with
explicit accountability for what each measure
is intended to change.
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The mental health implications of digital
environments are real and specific. Online
bullying and harassment are among the most
stable risk signals in the reviewed literature,
consistently linked to depression, anxiety, and
loneliness. Exposure to harmful or age-in-
appropriate content, amplified by recom-
mendation systems that continue serving
similar material, is another consistent con-
cern. Appearance-based social comparison
on image-heavy platforms carries risks for
body image and depressive symptoms, with
stronger effects among girls. Sleep disruption,
driven by late-night use, autoplay, and notifica-
tion systems, is among the most consistently
identified and practically modifiable pathways,
appearing in 24 of 32 synthesized documents
and supported by direct intervention evidence.
A further and important pathway concerns the
displacement of developmentally protective
activities: when digital engagement crowds
out sleep, physical activity, in-person connec-
tion, and unstructured recovery, it disrupts the
conditions that support healthy adolescent
development regardless of what the engage-
ment itself contains.

As the evidence reviewed throughout the
report has shown, these patterns are already
visible in Greece: problematic social media use
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has risen sharply among 15 and 16-year-olds,
the majority of secondary students report
accidental exposure to harmful content, and
sleep difficulties have more than doubled
among adolescent girls since 2014. These
findings describe a population already navigat-
ing substantial digital risk, often without ade-
quate institutional support.

Risk is concentrated rather than uniformly
distributed. Population-level averages conceal
substantial harm in specific groups, develop-
mental stages, and exposure profiles, particu-
larly among older girls and among adolescents
with pre-existing anxiety, depression, or other
vulnerabilities. Yet, digital participation also
carries genuine benefits, especially for adoles-
cents who are isolated, stigmatized, or geo-
graphically remote, for whom online spaces
can provide connection and belonging that is
unavailable offline. These benefits are real and
must be preserved. The evidence does not,
however, support treating benefits and harms
as equally weighted. Signals of risk are more
consistent, the affected populations more
concentrated, and the underlying mechanisms
more clearly characterised. Benefits are also
strongly conditional on protective factors, in-
cluding supportive adult engagement, stron-
ger digital and media literacy, purposeful use,
and platform conditions designed to reduce
frictionless harm (Section 3.3). Where those
factors are absent, the same platforms that
provide connection for some generate harm
for others. Reducing harm therefore requires
precision rather than broad restriction. Ap-
proaches that limit harmful exposure while also
undermining meaningful forms of connection
and support for those who depend on them
most are unlikely to serve adolescents well.

These findings matter because adolescence
is not a single developmental stage. Early
adolescence is marked by rapid changes in
self-regulation, sleep, peer sensitivity, identity
formation, and dependence on adult scaf-
folding. For this group, policy can more readily
justify protective defaults, stronger adult me-
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diation, age-appropriate design, and bound-
ed restrictions where risks are plausible and
widespread.

Middle adolescence is often the period in
which peer status, body image, social com-
parison, sexualised visibility, autonomy, and
belonging become especially salient. Here, the
policy challenge extends beyond questions of
access to issues of exposure, amplification,
privacy, reporting, school climate, and support
when digital experiences become socially or
emotionally harmful. Late adolescence brings
greater autonomy, stronger claims to privacy
and participation, and more legitimate reliance
on digital spaces for learning, connection,
identity, and help-seeking. Interventions for
this group therefore require a higher burden

of justification when they restrict access and
should place more emphasis on agency, re-
dress, digital literacy, and support.

These are developmental tendencies rather
than fixed age categories. Vulnerability var-
ies according to context, prior mental health,
household resources, peer environments, and
individual development. Their policy relevance
lies in ensuring that age-based measures

do not become overly blunt or static, since
the same intervention may require different
safeguards, levels of justification, and forms of
participation depending on the developmental
group involved.

Digital environments now operate directly
within these developmental tasks. They can
widen connection, support exploration, and
provide help when offline systems are weak.
They can also intensify comparison, ampli-

fy peer conflict, disturb recovery, and make
harmful content more persistent and harder to
escape. Policy therefore needs to ask which
digital conditions support healthy develop-
ment, which conditions predictably undermine
it, and which actors have the power to change
those conditions.

Public debate, and a substantial share of the
policy responses to date, have concentrated
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primarily on time-based restrictions, asking
how much is too much and when use crosses
a line. Duration is relevant: heavy use, late-
night use, and use that becomes difficult to
control all carry real signals, and time-limiting
approaches may in some contexts represent
a necessary and practical first step while more
refined mechanisms are developed. What the
evidence most clearly supports, however, is a
layered approach organized around specific
exposures, mechanisms, and the actors with
real leverage over those mechanisms, which is
the framework the following section applies.

7.2. A policy agenda by actor

The evidence reviewed in this report maps the
mechanisms through which digital environ-
ments affect adolescent mental health, iden-
tifies the actors who have operational control
over those mechanisms, and points toward
directions of action most consistent with what
is known. The following is a set of evidence-in-
formed directions, each grounded in the
analysis in Chapters 3 and 4 and in the ac-
tor-accountability framework set out in Section
3.5. Each direction identifies a mechanism, an
actor with leverage over it, and a practical step
that would engage that mechanism directly.
These are directions aligned with the evidence,
not interventions whose effectiveness has
been conclusively proven.

For governments and regulators. The follow-
ing directions are organized across three time
horizons, reflecting the reality that the instru-
ments with the clearest immediate reach are
often not those with the greatest long-term
leverage.

In the short term, the most politically viable
and operationally immediate measures are
school-day phone restrictions and age-based
social media access rules. School-day phone
restrictions address a real and observable
mechanism, including classroom distraction
and, in some contexts, peer conflict or the
migration of online tensions into the school
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day. The evidence is strongest for attentional
and classroom-climate benefits, particularly
where rules are credible, consistently enforced,
and experienced as purposeful. Sleep protec-
tion is a related but distinct pathway, better
addressed through evening routines, family
guidance, and platform-design measures
such as notification and autoplay defaults. In
Greece, Ministerial Decision 102791/GD4/2024
provides the legal basis; the remaining task

is implementation guidance that enables
consistent application across diverse school
environments. These restrictions should be
understood as one necessary component of
a wider response, imperfect and incapable

of reaching the upstream conditions where
most digital risk is generated, but potentially
valuable in buying time and political space for
more refined measures to take shape.

Age-based social media access restrictions
occupy a similar position. The evidence sup-
ports age as a meaningful variable in vulnera-
bility, and the precautionary rationale for acting
is coherent even where the evidence that
restrictions reduce harm in practice remains
considerably weaker than their political mo-
mentum suggests.If Greece proceeds with
the proposed under-15 legislation, its defensi-
bility will depend on several conditions. These
include age-assurance mechanisms that move
beyond self-declaration, safeguards to avoid
disadvantaging adolescents who depend on
digital spaces for connection and support, and
evaluation frameworks capable of determining
whether the measure reduces harm or merely
displaces it elsewhere. Age-based restrictions
are best treated as one layer within a wider
system, designed from the outset with those
safeguards, rather than as a primary response.

In the medium term, the priority shifts to-

ward building the capacity and infrastructure
through which protective norms become
embedded in everyday settings. This means
digital literacy treated as a protective inter-
vention embedded in the school curriculum,
delivered through structured, ongoing dialogue
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rather than one-off sessions, and supported
by sustained professional development oppor-
tunities that equip teachers to address issues
related to youth digital use effectively. It means
accessible guidance for families designed for
unequal resources rather than ideal conditions.
It means clinical training and referral path-
ways that treat digital life as one dimension

of adolescent context. It means enforcement
of existing DSA and GDPR obligations as a
serious operational priority, requiring the EETT,
as Greece’s designated Digital Services Coor-
dinator, to prioritize safer defaults for minors,
recommender-system safeguards, and usable
reporting and redress tools, and requiring

the HDPA to enforce privacy-by-default and
parental consent requirements for under-15s.
These are obligations that exist in law and
need to become consistent in practice.

In the long term, the most consequential
shifts concern platform design and structural
governance. The mechanisms most clearly
linked to harm, including harassment ampli-
fication, harmful content delivered through
recommendation systems, notification-driven
sleep disruption, appearance-based social
comparison, and privacy-invasive profiling,
are generated at the platform level. Changing
those conditions requires regulatory pressure
sustained over time: risk assessment duties,
safer design requirements, transparency
reporting, and enforcement that reaches the
largest platforms through EU-level escalation
mechanisms where national capacity reaches
its limits. This is the direction in which the most
developed regulatory systems internationally
are moving, and it is where the evidence most
clearly locates leverage.

A significant challenge for Greece’s long-term
governance architecture is institutional. Su-
pervisory responsibility for adolescent digital
governance is currently distributed across
EETT, the HDPA, and the National Council for
Radio and Television, each covering part of
the landscape. As noted in Chapter 5, each of
these institutions faces constraints in enforce-
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ment capacity and the practical difficulty of
coordinating across overlapping mandates
when harms cut across jurisdictional boundar-
ies. Expecting robust coordination to emerge
spontaneously among institutions with distinct
mandates, histories, and resource levels is not
a sufficient strategy.

A more feasible approach may be the creation
of a targeted coordinating body with a specific
regulatory mandate and a time-bound mission
focused on the protection of adolescent digital
lives. Such a body would coordinate existing
institutions under a shared mandate and pro-
vide the escalation and implementation infra-
structure that the current architecture lacks,
rather than replacing the institutions them-
selves, which retain their legal functions. The
European Commission’s Special Panel on Child
Safety Online, which brings together expertise
across health, neuroscience, child rights, and
digital literacy alongside youth representatives,
illustrates the value of such a coordinating
mechanism at EU level. A Greek equivalent
could serve a comparable function nationally,
giving coherence to a framework that currently
exists as a set of parallel obligations that rarely
intersect in practice.

For schools. School-day phone rules address
a real mechanism, including classroom dis-
traction and, in some contexts, peer conflict or
the migration of online tensions into the school
day. However, their effect depends entirely on
whether they are experienced as purposeful
and consistently applied. Schools also carry

a responsibility that device restrictions alone
cannot fulfil, particularly in helping adolescents
develop the capacity to interpret, navigate, and
seek support around digital risk. Digital literacy
should therefore be treated as a protective
intervention embedded within the curriculum,
and supported through structured, ongoing di-
alogue, rather than through isolated awareness
sessions that some adolescents in the YES
discussions described as “boring and cringe.”
Honest engagement with students about
cyberbullying, harmful content, sleep, appear-
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ance pressure, Al companions, privacy, plat-
form design, and help-seeking is more likely
to produce lasting change than rules imposed
without understanding or dialogue.

For families. Early conversation about digital
life, including sleep routines, what adolescents
encounter online, and how platform design
works against disengagement, matters more
than monitoring tools, which adolescents con-
sistently describe as intrusive and easy to cir-
cumvent. Device-free periods before sleep are
among the most actionable household-level
protections, directly targeting the sleep path-
way the evidence most consistently identifies.
Parents who model thoughtful phone use
make a measurable difference. Families with
fewer resources, lower digital literacy, or less
time cannot carry this responsibility alone.
Guidance designed for ideal household con-
ditions risks missing the families that need it
most. Practical, accessible support rather than
information alone is what reaches unequal
circumstances.

For platforms. The design features most di-
rectly implicated in harm, including persistent
notifications, autoplay, recommendation feeds
that serve increasingly extreme content,
default settings that prioritize engagement
over privacy, and advertising systems that
profile minors, are within platforms’ operational
control. Regulatory duties under the DSA, the
UK Online Safety Act, and comparable frame-
works increasingly require risk assessment
and mitigation for these features. Safer de-
fault settings for minors, limits on notification
frequency and timing, disabling autoplay by
default, and making reporting and blocking
tools genuinely usable for adolescents are alll
operational changes that address identified
mechanisms. These are conditions under
which adolescents can use platforms without
platform design systematically working against
their wellbeing, and they are increasingly
required by law rather than left to voluntary
commitment. At the same time, these chang-
es are difficult to implement at scale because
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they may run counter to platforms’ immediate
business incentives, particularly where revenue
depends on maximizing engagement, atten-
tion, and data extraction. Change here will
require international collaboration, regulatory
coordination, and sustained public pressure
rather than isolated voluntary commitments by
individual companies.

For health and mental health systems. Digital
experiences increasingly appear as a con-
tributing context in adolescent presentations
of anxiety, depression, sleep difficulties, body
image distress, and social withdrawal. Clini-
cians and school counselors need practical
fluency in how digital environments work, what
adolescents actually encounter, and how to
discuss digital life without either panic or dis-
missal. Accessible support when digital experi-
ences become harmful, including clear referral
pathways and services that reach beyond
urban centers, is part of the same protective
infrastructure. Clinical responses should treat
digital life as one dimension of adolescent
context, interpreted alongside family, peer,
school, and developmental circumstances,
rather than as an isolated variable to be man-
aged separately.

7.3. The research agenda this syn-
thesis points toward

The structured comparison of claims and rec-
ommendations produces not only findings, but
a map of where scientific knowledge is most
needed and where future investment in re-
search would most directly improve the quality
of policy decisions.

Causal inference and longitudinal design. The
most frequently endorsed research recom-
mendation across the corpus, appearing in 18
of 32 documents with 47 associated recom-
mendations, is the need for stronger causal
and longitudinal designs. Cross-sectional
studies cannot determine whether digital en-
gagement precedes changes in mental health
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or follows from them. Priority areas for longi-
tudinal investment include the relationship be-
tween social comparison exposure and body
image outcomes across platform types, the
long-term effects of sleep disruption attribut-
able to digital habits rather than pre-existing
anxiety, and the developmental trajectory of
problematic use patterns from early to late
adolescence.

Measurement standardization. Seven docu-
ments in the synthesis explicitly recommend
developing standardized measurement frame-
works for digital exposure, harm outcomes,
and functional indicators. Screen time, harmful
content, problematic use, and cyberbullying
are operationalized differently across studies
and jurisdictions, making comparison unre-
liable and cumulative knowledge difficult to
build. The most urgent priorities are: opera-
tional definitions for harmful content that are
stable enough to be used across studies and
contexts; validated instruments for experi-
ence-based exposures that move beyond
duration as the primary metric; and functional
outcome measures, particularly for sleep quali-
ty, attentional functioning, and daily recovery.

Platform design effects. The most significant
structural gap in the evidence base is the
near-absence of rigorous research on the
causal contribution of specific platform fea-
tures to adolescent outcomes. Only 3 of 66
platform-directed recommendations are linked
to longitudinal or experimental/quasi-experi-
mental evidence claims. Only 1 of those is also
explicitly coded as such in the recommenda-
tion-level evidence-link field. The remaining

64 rest on partial evidence or precautionary
reasoning. Independent access to platform
data is severely limited, and the features them-
selves change faster than research cycles can
accommodate. Addressing this gap requires
structured data-sharing arrangements be-
tween platforms, regulators, and accredited
researchers under privacy-preserving gover-
nance conditions, modeled on mechanisms
already introduced in the DSA framework but
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not yet fully operational.

Intervention effectiveness. Of 635 recom-
mendations extracted across the corpus, only
15.1% are explicitly linked to cited evidence. The
remaining 84.9% are partially linked or rely on
normative, precautionary, or consensus rea-
soning. Rigorous evaluation of interventions
already being implemented, including natural
experiment analysis of national policy changes
such as school device bans and minimum age
rules, represents one of the most immediately
available research opportunities. Preregistered
evaluation protocols should accompany new
policy introductions rather than being added
retrospectively.

Subgroup and equity effects. The corpus
repeatedly emphasizes heterogeneity: effects
vary by age, vulnerability, platform features,
household resources, and social context, yet
the research base on specific subgroups
remains thin. Research priorities include the
differential effects of platform design features
across developmental stages; how household
resources and caregiver capacity moderate
or amplify digital risk in ways that interact with
policy interventions; the experiences of ado-
lescents with disabilities or neurodevelopmen-
tal differences; and how the same protective
measures produce different effects across
socioeconomic contexts.

The role of Al in adolescent digital life. The

32 documents reviewed for this synthesis
were published between 2017 and 2026, and
the most recent reflect a field only beginning
to grapple with how conversational Al tools
are entering adolescent dalily life. The YES
dialogue sessions across Greek cities also
highlighted this emerging terrain, particular-

ly in relation to the growing use of Al tools in
schoolwork, information-seeking, emotional
support, and everyday interaction. At the same
time, several discussions reflected scepticism,
distance, or limited engagement with such
tools, pointing to a more uneven and ambiva-
lent relationship with Al in adolescent everyday
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life. Questions surrounding the relationship be-
tween Al use, social development, loneliness,
emotional support, and help-seeking remain
important and still underexplored, with poten-
tially significant policy implications. Through

its active youth engagement infrastructure,
Greece is well-positioned to contribute valu-
able early insight into how these dynamics are
experienced and negotiated by adolescents
themselves.

Governance effectiveness research. A distinct
gap exists at the policy level itself. There is
almost no rigorous research on whether reg-
ulatory frameworks actually change platform
behavior and reduce adolescent exposure to
harm. Regulatory transparency, enforcement
actions, and audit findings are increasingly
available as data in jurisdictions operating un-
der the DSA and UK Online Safety Act frame-
works. Using these data to build a comparative
evidence base on what types of governance
design produce measurable changes in
platform behavior would close a gap that is
currently invisible to the corpus: the distance
between enacting a law and adolescents ex-
periencing less harm.

A global research agenda for the field. The
research priorities identified in this report

align with those reached through a structured
international consensus process conducted
by Orygen in 2026. Using a real-time Delphi
method engaging interdisciplinary profession-
als and young people across world regions,

La Sala and colleagues identified causal and
longitudinal research, measurement of specific
digital experiences and platform features, pop-
ulation diversity, and research independence
from industry as the highest-priority areas for
advancing the field (La Sala et al., 2026). Their
findings reinforce the central methodological
argument of this report: that progress requires
moving beyond aggregate screen time toward
the specific mechanisms, exposures, and
design conditions through which digital envi-
ronments affect mental health, and that global
and youth perspectives must be embedded in
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that research from the outset.

Government-science partnerships. Several of
the gaps identified above cannot be closed

by academic research alone. The most pro-
ductive model involves formal partnerships
between government and research institu-
tions, modeled on approaches already visible
in Australia’s eSafety research programme,

the relationship between Ofcom and accred-
ited researchers in the UK, and the EU’s DSA
researcher access provisions. Greece, operat-
ing within the EU framework and with an active
child and adolescent mental health research
infrastructure through CAMHI, is positioned to
contribute to this agenda. Formal data-sharing
agreements between EETT, the Hellenic Data
Protection Authority, and research institutions
would represent a concrete first step.

7.4. Youth engagement as policy
infrastructure

This report has drawn on youth dialogue
sessions conducted across five Greek cities
through the YES programme within CAMHI.
Throughout the report, insights from these dis-
cussions were used selectively as a comple-
mentary qualitative layer alongside the broader
evidence synthesis. Rather than functioning as
stand-alone evidence, they helped contextu-
alize how adolescents themselves experience
digital environments, interpret risk, respond to
restrictions, and navigate the social and emo-
tional realities of online life.

Across the discussions, social media emerged
as a complex social environment deeply em-
bedded in adolescents’ everyday lives, shaping
communication, social participation, emotional
experience, and everyday routines. The dis-
cussions repeatedly pointed to the importance
of context, peer dynamics, emotional state,
and platform design in shaping digital experi-
ences, while also highlighting concerns linked
to compulsive use, emotional strain, online
conflict, and broader forms of psychological
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overstimulation. They also revealed persistent
scepticism toward restrictive measures per-
ceived as overly punitive, easily bypassed, or
disconnected from the realities of contempo-
rary digital culture.

Many of the themes emerging from these
discussions sit at the center of current interna-
tional policy and regulatory debates examined
throughout this report. Questions around sleep
disruption, algorithmic amplification, harmful
content exposure, compulsive design, age
assurance, school-device restrictions, paren-
tal mediation, and the emotional role digital
environments can play in adolescents’ lives are
all issues shaping contemporary governance
responses internationally. The YES discussions
demonstrated how these policy questions are
experienced in practice by adolescents them-
selves, while also highlighting the tensions,
trade-offs, and unintended consequences that
can emerge when interventions are designed
without sufficient attention to everyday so-

cial realities. Discussions around schools and
families were especially revealing in this regard,
illustrating both the continued importance of
these institutions and the limits of approaches
experienced as overly formalistic, inconsistent,
punitive, or disconnected from rapidly evolving
digital environments.

More broadly, the YES programme demon-
strates that meaningful youth engagement
should not be treated as an optional consulta-
tive layer added only after policy questions and
interventions have already been defined. The
development of effective adolescent digital
strategies and protections requires structured
processes and spaces through which adoles-
cents themselves can participate, reflect, dis-
agree, and articulate how digital environments
are experienced in everyday life. Integrating
these perspectives into the analytical process
from the outset is therefore not simply a par-
ticipatory gesture, but part of the conditions
for building policies that remain connected to
the social realities they seek to address.
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At the same time, adolescents’ accounts of
their experiences should be treated as indis-
pensable but not dispositive evidence in policy
analysis. Their perspectives are especially
valuable because they identify which issues
are salient to those directly affected, reveal
forms of harm or benefit that may be invisible
to adults, and help ensure that protective mea-
sures are designed in relation to actual digital
lives rather than in abstraction from them.

The methodological value of this input is not,
however, the same as normative authority. The
fact that adolescents report valuing, enjoying,
or depending on a particular practice does not
by itself establish that the practice ought to be
encouraged, expanded, or treated as a policy
objective.

This distinction matters particularly where the
relevant practice may itself arise from condi-
tions of vulnerability or absent support. When
a teenager describes finding comfort in Al
companionship because peer relationships
feel unavailable or unsafe, that testimony is an-
alytically significant: it points to a real need for
connection, emotional support, and belonging.
The appropriate policy response is one that
addresses the conditions producing that need,
including failures in social, educational, famil-
ial, or mental health support structures, rather
than one that treats the coping mechanism as
the objective. Taking adolescent voices seri-
ously means attending carefully to what their
experiences reveal about the conditions shap-
ing their lives, not only to the surface content
of their preferences.

7.5. Closing argument

The evidence reviewed here is sufficient

to support action across several domains.
Greece now faces a question of design: how
to act proportionately on the strongest ev-
idence, how to coordinate the institutions

that share responsibility, and how to monitor
whether interventions reduce harm, displace
it, or create new burdens elsewhere. A govern-
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ing principle follows directly from the analysis:
doing no harm does not mean doing nothing.
The status quo already distributes risks and
benefits in particular and often unequal ways,
and delay has costs that fall disproportionately
on the most vulnerable adolescents.

The policy task is layered across time. In the
short term, the most immediately available
measures, including school-day phone re-
strictions and age-based social media access
rules, are imperfect instruments that address
real mechanisms and may be necessary to
limit harm while the more consequential gov-
ernance architecture is built. Their limitations
are real and should be acknowledged rather
than obscured: they do not reach the platform
conditions where most of the risk is generat-
ed, and their effectiveness depends heavily
on credible enforcement and careful design.
Treating them as a starting point, accompa-
nied from the outset by evaluation and a clear
plan for what follows, is defensible.

In the medium term, the work is capaci-
ty-building: embedding digital literacy in
schools as a substantive curriculum interven-
tion, designing accessible guidance for fami-
lies that reaches those with fewer resources,
developing clinical competence in digital
environments, and enforcing existing legal ob-
ligations under the DSA and GDPR in ways that
produce visible change in platform practice.
These are the measures through which any
strategy becomes real.

In the long term, structural change at the plat-
form level is where the evidence most clearly
locates leverage. Addressing the design condi-
tions under which harm is generated, through
risk assessment duties, safer defaults, limits on
engagement-maximizing features, and mean-
ingful accountability for the largest platforms,
requires regulatory capacity, international co-
ordination, and sustained political commitment
over years rather than months. Building that
capacity is itself a policy priority.

Every policy instrument assigns responsibility.
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A school-phone rule gives ministries, school
leaders, and teachers responsibility for the
supervised environment of the school day.
Age-assurance systems distribute responsi-
bility across government, platforms, regulators,
identity infrastructures, families, and adoles-
cents themselves. Platform-design duties
place responsibility on services that control
recommender systems, default settings, re-
porting tools, advertising practices, and data
flows. Family guidance asks households to
manage daily routines, yet its effectiveness de-
pends on resources, digital literacy, trust, and
the wider platform environment. The most visi-
ble intervention may have limited leverage over
the mechanism that produces harm. A defen-
sible policy position should therefore identify
the risk pathway, the actor with operational
control, the trade-off being accepted, and the
institution accountable for implementation.

Greece has the legal architecture in place.
The DSA, the GDPR, Law 4624/2019, Law
4779/2021, and Ministerial Decision 102791/
GD4/2024 together constitute a framework
that most jurisdictions are still working toward.
What that framework requires now is institu-
tional coordination and practical application.
School-day phone restrictions need to be
experienced as purposeful and consistently
enforced. Age-based access restrictions, if
pursued, should be accompanied by rigorous
evaluation and treated as one layer within a
wider system. The question of whether the
current distribution of supervisory responsi-
bilities across multiple authorities can provide
the integrated oversight that adolescent digital
governance requires, or whether a dedicated
coordinating mechanism is needed, deserves
a direct and practical answer rather than con-
tinued deferral.

Education systems carry responsibilities that
go beyond restriction. Digital literacy should
be treated as a protective intervention. Greek
schools need structured, age-appropriate
dialogue with students about cyberbullying,
harmful content, sleep, appearance-based
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comparison, Al companions, privacy, platform
design, and where to seek help. The kind

of engagement YES participants described
wanting belongs at the center of the strategy.

Equity considerations require explicit attention
at every stage. The same digital restrictions
that protect most adolescents may remove
access to connection, learning, and support
for those who depend on digital environments
most. Parent support should be designed for
unequal resources, unequal digital literacy, and
unequal access to services. Mental health sys-
tems need to be equipped to respond when
digital experiences contribute to distress, with
services accessible across socioeconomic
and geographic contexts rather than concen-
trated in urban centers.

Youth engagement should be a structural fea-
ture of how policy in this area is developed and
evaluated. The YES programme has demon-
strated that structured dialogue with adoles-
cents produces analytically valuable material
that the international evidence base alone
cannot provide. Maintaining and expanding
that infrastructure is one of the most cost-ef-
fective investments available.

The evidence base itself requires comparable
investment. Longitudinal designs, standardized
measurement frameworks, structured da-
ta-sharing arrangements between platforms
and researchers, and preregistered evaluation
of policy interventions already underway are
the priorities the research agenda most clearly
points toward. Forthcoming epidemiological
work from the Stavros Niarchos Foundation
Global Center for Child and Adolescent Mental
Health at the Child Mind Institute will add im-
portant evidence on the Greek context spe-
cifically, and its findings should be integrated
into the monitoring and evaluation of the policy
responses this report discusses.

The evidence will remain imperfect, as it
always does when technology, adolescence,
and commercial systems evolve faster than re-
search. That imperfection calls for disciplined
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action: mechanisms over slogans, safeguards
over delay, coordination over fragmentation,
and evaluation over assumption. Greece has
the legal tools, emerging research capacity,
and growing experience in youth engagement
to act responsibly. The teenagers who sat

in those rooms across five Greek cities were
asking for protection that is consistent, honest,
and built on how digital life actually works. That
is a reasonable standard. The evidence is suffi-
cient to begin meeting it.
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