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Well-being of young people is a high priority in
the EU agenda

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
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Complex relationship between social media use
and mental health

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2024; Borst et al., 2025

* 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)
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JRC recent and current work on well-being

Computers in Human Behavior Reports 14 (2024) 100404

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Computers in Human Behavior Reports

Journal hemepage: www.sciencedirect.com/journal/computers-in-numan-behavior-reports

Review

Social Media Use and adolescents’ mental health and well-being: An
umbrella review

Arianna Sala**, Lorenzo Porcaro ”, Emilia Gémez *

® Joint Research Centre, umpean Commission, Calle Inca Garedaso, 3, Seville, 41092, Spain
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ABSTRACT

This umbrella review analyses the risks and opportunities for adolescents” mental health and well-being associated with Secial Media Use (£
roposals i scoping and narrative literature reviews and meta-analyses. Following the PRIOR guidelines, w
exclusion criterda for Population (10-19 years), Exposure (Social Media Use) and Outcomes (Well-being, Ill-being, Mental health) and sear
from January 2015 to April 2023 in four databases: Scopus, Web of Science, Psychlnfo, and Pubmed. We screened tidles and abstracts of
after conducting the quality assessment based on the AMSTAR 2 protocol, we selected 24 articles on which we performed a thematic analysi
between SMU and adol " mental health is influenced by several intervening factors: 1) individual demographic and psyct

2) individual use of Social Media (SM), and 3) SM' content and design. Furthermore, we describe the risks and opportunities associated
from the reviewed articles. We discuss how the limitation to collecting SM data hinders the research on the impact of SMU and how the ¢
design principles by SM platforms would contribute to introducing a societal change to achieve a population-level shift, which is harder to
5P use is only o " choices. Finally, we discuss the opportunities brought about by upcoming regulatory framy
Digital Services Act.
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Loneliness and social media use in the

European Union

HIGHLIGHTS

Background

The increasing use of sacial lhed
Ievel af interersanal onnectivizy never haen seen befote, This
prEnomencn has rampted UMercLs inquifies regarding the
impact of sarial media an saciety.

Sarial mena srables communication, collboraticn, and the
‘exchange of thoughts, images, and ideas between an Lnlimited
[

neop i
‘and communities regardless of physical diszance. & varsty of
sorial media togle enzsle US th communicate with Friends and
farvily members at any tme of gy and rereive Immediate
fasdbark from them,

effect relatiansiip setieen te Increasing use of sorial media
and feelings of loneliness, sspecially among younger penple
Sorial mesia users may become increasingly lonely hecausa
el 10 P
which lack the intimacy and quality of face-to-face
relationsaips. This canceot s known as the displacement
Ipothesis. The stimulation ypothesss, an the other hand,
assents tiat using sacial men s can redure loneliness by
bonsting exsting relatianships and making new anes. Recent
e mativa ans "

s (. replacing vs enriching existing relatizoships) and the
tyoe of sacial media can influence the correlation hetwesn
Ioneliness and sarial media Lse.

Minors’ health and social media: an
interdisciplinary scientific perspective

European Centre for Algorithmic Tronsporency roundtobles

Considerations towards a common definition

and make

Cyberbullying:

HIGHLIGHTS

= The European Commission itted to
creating a safer digital environment for all
citizens, ly minors and youth.

- While the prevalence of cyberbullying
«continues to grow, there is no consensus yet
on a standardised definition.

= An agreed definition would i) support and
fective

1. BACKGROUND

The Furopean Commission (EC) is committed to
creating a safer digital environment for all citizens,
with particular attention to minors and youth. As
highlighted in President von der Leyer's 2024~
2029 palitical guidelines and the mission letters
to Commissioners Micallef, Varhelyi and Virkkunen,

r
informed decisions.

- Almost ail European Union Member States
have legislation addressing bultying or
cyberbullying, with 13 providing specific
definitions.

= The rapid evolution and uptake of digital
technologies (e.q, generative Al) is giving
rise to new kinds of that

efforts ta combat cyberbullying and ensure social
media safety are being prioritised through an Action
Plan against cyberbullying and a social media inguiry
(von der Leyen, 2024).

Despite the opportunities digital technology and
social media offer, they also heighten the risk of
cyberbullying, as highlighted by the Better Intemet

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

European Economic Area
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HIGHLIGHTS

-+ In 2022, on a typical weekday, 36% of
15-year-olds in the EU engaged in social media
ivities, with 37% ding over three hours
per day browsing on these platforms.

-+ Results from a representative sample of over
40,000 adolescents from four EU countries
{Ireland, Hungary, Slovenia and Spain) show
that nearly half (47%) of 15 year olds report
depression and over half (53%) struggle with
amxiety. Excessive social media usage (i.e., more
than three hours per day) is associated with
negative mental health outcomes, specifically
depression and amxiety.

- Female adolescents exhibit higher intensive (ever
three hours per day) social media usage rates
than their male peers (420 vs. 32%), and are

Eurcpean
Commission

Social media usage and adolescents’ mental
health in the EU

vs. 41%), highlighting the need for gender-
specific policy interventions and research.

-+ Future research and policy interventions
should consider the intensity of social media
use, the nature of activities, and the unique
vulnerabilities of different demographic groups,
particularly young females. Gender-sensitive
and context-specific policies are essential to
address and bridge these disparities. Media and
digital literacy, as well as awareness raising for
students and all educational stakeholders, are
fundamental.

-+ Qualitative and quantitative studies are needed
to better understand the underlying mechanisms
driving the relationship between social
media usage and poor mental health among

significantly more likely to experience symp
of depression (60% vs. 35%) and anxiety (65%
BACKGROUND AND POLICY RELEVANCE

Sooizl media' refers to online platforms, tools and technologlies
that emenged during the earty 2000s that enable users to

1 For the purpose of this work, weuse the tzrms ‘socal meda®and
“social networking sites’ nterchangeably.

dol nts, particularly given the challenge of
establishing causality.

create and share thelr own content, 2nd engage with other
usars throwgh an interecive digital ervironment (boyd, 2014,
Kaplan and Hzerlein, 2010). The most usad sodal medie
pletforms by the young people (15-24 years old) In the EU are
Instagram jused by 7E%)], YouTube (B2%], WhatsApp (E0%%)
and TiKTaok (55%).%

2 httpsfienrapa anlsurcharomet ey survey el 31 53

https://publications.jrc.ec.eur
opa.eu/repository/handle/JR
C141047
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Research Questions

* |s there a relationship between social media usage
and adolescents’ mental health?

* |s this relationship affected by the intensity of
social media usage?

* Are there differences across genders?
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Data

2022 OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) data

» 15-year-olds in school grade 7 or higher
= |[CT 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
* Arepresentative sample of 40,102 adolescents in 1743 schools
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Methodology

1. Descriptive analysis of ICT use in 22 MS
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.
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European
Commission




Results:

EU adolescents’ social
patterns




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

o
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37% of 15-year-old in the EU engage in social
media activities >3 hours per day

Percentage of 15-year-old by time of social media usage

0 — 39%
40% 2706

30% [
20% [~ 18%

10% [—
6%

0%
No <1 hour 1-3 >3
passive aday hours hours
usage aday aday

Source: PISA 2022



Female users are more likely than males to
spend over 3 hours a day on social media

Percentage of 15-year-old by gender and time of social media usage

B remae [ Male

-
o 42%
40%

40%

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

No usage <1 hour 1-3 hours >3 hours
a day a day a day

14
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Results:

Adolescents declared
countries




High levels of poor adolescent declared mental
health in the 4 countries (HU, IE, SI, ES) with wide
gender differences

Share of 15-year-old experiencing poor mental health by gender

Total [ Female [ Male

-
70% 65%

60%

60%
53%

50%

41%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Depression Anxiety

Source: PISA 2022



Results:

Correlation between a
ICT use and mental hea




Positive correlation between high social media
usage and self-reported poor mental health

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

[l Depression [ Anxiety

70% [

62%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
No usage <1 hour a day 1-3 hoursaday >3 hours aday
18
Note: Marginal probabilities from the logit regression analysis accounting for socio-economic differences. PISA 2022.
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Time spent on social media has a similar effect on
mental health across genders

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

[l Depression

B Anxiety

80

74%
70%  70%
70
63%

60

50 45%

40 | 39% 39% 39% 3804
34%
32%

30

20

10

Total Nousage <1 hour 1-3 hours >3 hours | Total Nousage <1 hour 1-3 hours >3 hours
Male a day a day aday |Female a day a day a day

Note: Marginal probabilities from the logit regression analysis accounting for socio-economic differences. PISA 2022.
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Adolescents oppose blanket tech bans but
support collaborative rule-making in schools

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

90%

0%

82%
80% 76.4%
71.8%
700/0 [ 6540/0 6380/0
60% [~
50% [~
40% [~
30% [~ 27.3%
20% [
10% [~
Mobile Laptop (or Social Online Laptop  Collab with
phone ban tablet media games monitored by teachers
device) ban filters filters teachers  on digital
device rules

Source: PISA 2022.
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Conclusions




Policy implications

22

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
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Future research

» 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

23
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