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• 2018 General Protection Data Regulation (GDPR)

• 2022 Digital Services Act (DSA) 

• 2022 Council of the European Union’s Conclusions on supporting well-being  in digital 
education 

• 2023 EC COM on a comprehensive approach to mental health 

• 2023 Council conclusions on a comprehensive approach to the mental health of young 
people 

• EU priorities (2024-2029) include activities in preparation: 
1. EU-wide inquiry on the broader impacts of social media on well-being

2. Action Plan against Cyber-bullying

3. At SOTEU 10 Sep 2025, EC President  - options for social media age restrictions

Well-being of young people is a high priority in 
the EU agenda
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• Time spent on social media plays a key role in mental health outcomes and well-being 
(Sala et al., 2024; Blasko & Castelli, 2022)

• Other factors also play a role: nature of online activities, quality of interactions, 
individual differences in vulnerability and resilience (Orben et al., 2024; Mansfield et al., 
2025)

• Moderate social media use (≤2 hours/day): linked to greater well-being, social support, 
social relationships and participation in social and political life (Alcott et al., 2020; 
Bottaro & Faraci, 2022)

• High social media use (>2 hours/day): associated with increased risk of depression 
and low self-esteem, poor sleep, poor body image and distraction (Webster et al., 2021; 
Bozzola et al., 2022)

Complex relationship between social media use 
and mental health 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2024; Borst et al., 2025
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JRC recent and current work on well-being

Upcoming!
• Well-being in digital education
• Cyberbullying: Definitions, insights from academic literature and overview of legislation across the 

European Economic Area
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https://publications.jrc.ec.eur
opa.eu/repository/handle/JR
C141047



• Is there a relationship between social media usage 
and adolescents’ mental health?

• Is this relationship affected by the intensity of 
social media usage?

• Are there differences across genders?

Research Questions
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Data, Methodolgy and Results



2022 OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) data
• 15-year-olds in school grade 7 or higher

 ICT survey on digital behaviour: 22 EU MS (all EU countries except Cyprus, France, 
Luxembourg, Netherlands and Portugal)

 Well-being survey including mental health, among others: 5 EU MS (Hungary, Ireland, 
Netherlands, Slovenia, Spain)

Sample of analysis:
• ICT + Well-being surveys
• 4 EU MS: Hungary, Ireland, Slovenia and Spain
• A representative sample of 40,102 adolescents in 1743 schools 

Data
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1. Descriptive analysis of ICT use in 22 MS
2. Descriptive analysis of mental health in 4 MS
3. Probabilistic (Logit) model of the relationship between ICT use 

and mental health
• Dependent variable: 0 for no reported anxiety or depression; 1 for reported anxiety 

or depression (combining different levels of intensity). 
• Covariates: gender; year of birth; Index of economic, social and cultural status; 

reading outcomes; family support; sense of belonging at school; experience with 
bullying; and country.

Methodology
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Results:

EU adolescents’ social media usage 
patterns



During a typical weekday in 2022, 
96% of 15-year-old engage in social media 
activities



37% of 15-year-old in the EU engage in social 
media activities >3 hours per day 
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Percentage of 15-year-old by time of social media usage

Source: PISA 2022



Female users are more likely than males to 
spend over 3 hours a day on social media
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Percentage of 15-year-old by gender and time of social media usage

Source: PISA 2022



Results:

Adolescents declared mental health in 4 
countries



High levels of poor adolescent declared mental 
health in the 4 countries (HU, IE, SI, ES) with wide 
gender differences
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Share of 15-year-old experiencing poor mental health by gender

Source: PISA 2022



Results: 

Correlation between adolescents’ 
ICT use and mental health



Positive correlation between high social media 
usage and self-reported poor mental health
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Estimated probabilities of 15-year-old experiencing poor mental health by time spent on social media

Note: Marginal probabilities from the logit regression analysis accounting for socio-economic differences. PISA 2022.



Time spent on social media has a similar effect on 
mental health across genders 

19

Estimated probabilities of 15-year-old experiencing poor mental health by gender and time spent on social media

Note: Marginal probabilities from the logit regression analysis accounting for socio-economic differences. PISA 2022.



Adolescents oppose blanket tech bans but 
support collaborative rule-making in schools 
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Source: PISA 2022.

Percentage of 15-year-old disagreeing with ICT use regulations



Conclusions



• Need for multi-dimensional interventions: 
• Reducing social media’s addictive features: DSA (Arts. 34 & 35-addictive design)
• Promoting digital literacy and awareness: healthy social media use & self-regulation 
• Training educational stakeholders, including parents: opportunities and risks

• Gender-sensitive policies

• Context-specific approaches

• Youth involvement in the dialogue

Policy implications
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 Understanding the link between social media use and poor mental 
health is essential for developing targeted and effective measures to 
mitigate the potential negative effects

1. Need for systematic data collection on well being and ICT use, if possible with 
longitudinal data to monitor social media usage across the EU.

2. Complement self-reported data with actual usage data on social media activities 
for deeper insights on factors influencing poor mental health.

3. Complementary qualitative research with participatory methods, to capture 
adolescents' perspectives and needs on social media usage and its impact

Future research
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Thank you

© European Union 2025

Unless otherwise noted the reuse of this presentation is authorised under the CC BY 4.0 license. For any use or reproduction of elements that are 
not owned by the EU, permission may need to be sought directly from the respective right holders.
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