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Background

Between the 8 th of November 2024 and the 15 th of November 2024, ThinkYoung conducted three focus
groups with teenagers and young adults on their social media use, online habits, experiences of online
risk and harm, and perspectives on how digital regulation can improve the online world. The focus
groups were conducted as part of a larger research collaboration with Dr. Sameer Hinduja and Farah
Lalani who authored the full White Paper ‘Empowering and Protecting European Youth Online:
Streamlining Legislation and Promoting Positive Digital Experiences’ which can be found on the Qur

Feed Our Future website.

This report presents and discusses themes including their views on social media and its impact on
mental health, their safety concerns and resilience strategies, the role of reporting mechanisms, and the

pros and cons of age assurance and verification.

The sessions were designed to encourage open discussion about their experiences online and with social

media platforms, with participants assured of confidentiality to foster honest and open dialogue.

The sessions covered the following key topics:

1. Social Media Use: The positive and negative aspects of social media.

2. Online Risk & Harm: Issues like unsolicited messages, cyberbullying, spam, inappropriate content,
and response techniques.

3. Reporting Mechanisms: Platform reporting options and effective remedies.

4. Policy & Regulation: The role of government in content moderation and age-appropriate design.

5. Age Restrictions: The role of age verification and issues relating to potential social media bans and
restrictions.

6. Recommender Systems: Algorithms, social media content curation, and mental health and well-

being prompts.
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FOCUS GROUP METHODOLOGY

Focus Group
Participants

The focus groups were conducted online via Zoom
and lasted between 1.5 and 2 hours. Discussions
were recorded and transcribed to ensure accuracy
while maintaining participant anonymity. All
discussions were held in English and followed a
structured format across three sessions. The three
focus groups were split by age range to ensure
homogeneity in the lived experiences of social
media and online platforms. This was also to
facilitate discussion on the key topics and themes
outlined previously. Where relevant wording and

questions were adapted slightly based on the age

of the focus group participants as detailed below.

¢ Focus Group 1 (Age: 18 to 26)

= Friday 8th November: 9 participants
¢ Focus Group 2 (Age: 16 to 17)

= Tuesday 12th November: 10 participants
¢ Focus Group 3 (Age: 13 to 15)

= Friday 15th November: 9 participants

Participant country representation: Belgium,
Cyprus, Czechia, France, Germany, Ireland, ltaly,
Malta, Poland, Romania, Spain, United Kingdom

(UK). See annex for full participant breakdown.
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Findings & Discourse Analysis

1. The Positives & Negatives of Using Social Media

The participants discussed the positive and negative aspects of social media and whether the positives
outweigh the negatives. Across each focus group and among all age groups similar themes on the

positives of social media emerged.

e The benefits of social media ranged from entertainment, global connectivity and
speaking with family and friends, to access to information, issue awareness and

cultural exchange:

= Quote: “l think it can help you feel empowered because in the world, at the
moment, we are seeing so many social injustices, and by seeing so many people
angry and upset | think it makes us feel like a group and more connected, even
though we're on different sides of the world, and we might be facing things
differently, and some of us might not be actually directly affected by what's
going on. | think just a sense of commmunity is there. There is hope together.”

(Non-binary, 20 years old, Ireland)

= Quote: “l think you can also get a lot of new insights from different people and
cultures...you can connect with people.”

(Female, 15 years old, Belgium)

= Quote: ‘I think that there are multiple positive parts to social media.... It can
promote awareness on important issues. It is also popular for entertainment and
creativity, | think that's also a really important part of social media.”

(Female, 14 years old, Malta)

Along similar lines, participants highlighted the range of content available online allowing
for a rich experience with so much to choose from. Interestingly, this was seen as both a

positive and a negative.

= Quote: “You can have so many different categories of content online..
educational content, entertainment, lifestyle, or influencing. That can be a good
and a bad thing”
(Female, 16 years old, Cyprus)
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However, while the positives of social media can connect people and spread awareness
about social injustices, for example, it can also be addictive, lead to misinformation, and

negatively impact mental health.

e The downsides that were mentioned included cyberbullying, fake accounts, and the

risk of encountering negative or malicious content and individuals:

= Quote: | saw only bad and negative information on social media, and it made me
think that only bad things happen in the world. It made me feel really bad for
some time. So | had to delete social media.

(Female, 16 years old, Poland)

= Quote: “There are many disadvantages...there is cyberbullying, many people get
bullied over social media. There are also very unrealistic standards when you're
on social media which contribute heavily to mental health issues....”

(Female, 14 years old, Malta)

e Addiction, misinformation, cyberbullying, and unrealistic standards were further

highlighted as serious issues for young people when online and using social media:

= Quote: “Kids are growing up now with kind of a fear of missing out through
social media [.] it's a lot of pressure on young people, and with the amount of
misinformation, disinformation, there's hate speech, there's sexual abuse,
human trafficking and cyberbullying [.] Minors are really susceptible online. And
| think that the mental health of young people cannot be understated when it
comes to social media.”

(Female, 17 years old, Ireland)

¢ In response to the negative aspects of social media use, participants noted it is the
responsibility of youth themselves to limit their use of social media so they can take

advantage of the benefits while reducing exposure to harmful content:

= Quote: ‘I think it really depends on just healthy limits. It really depends on what
you're doing on social media.how much time you're on social media. | think it
really depends on the person, but | don’t think they (the positives) outweigh the
negatives. You just need a healthy dose of social media.”
(Female, 14 years old, Malta)

= Quote: ‘I think it depends on how much you use it. If you use it only to talk with
friends, then it's OK, but if you use it for 3 hours a day, for example, then the
negatives outweigh the positives.”

(Male, 15 years old, Belgium)
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In today's digital age, parents face the challenge of navigating social media and adapting
their parenting styles in a way that favours their children’s development. Focus group
participants shared mixed feelings about their parents’ control over their use of these

platforms:

e Parents generally view social media negatively, worrying about the potential harm it
could cause. Some concluded that the relationship between parents and their
children's social media use depends on the individual and the quality of their

relationship:

= Quote: “l also think parents are more anti-social media because they worry
about the negatives on social media. Like, for example, you can get screen
addicted, or there's also online bullying. But also they don't want you to see
harmful content.”

(Female, 15 years old, Italy)

e However, parents are not necessarily seen as people who possess knowledge about
social media, nor are they able to enforce their decisions when they attempt to

manage their children’s presence online:

= Quote: “Parents regulating social media just doesn't really work out. Especially in
my case, my parents never let me on social media, but | always found a way
through. | remember | was really young, about 10 years old. | think it's had a big
impact on me. Even parents who are quite tech-savvy still don't really
understand more modern social media platforms and how to actually regulate
children.”
(Male, 17 years old, UK)

= Quote: “There can be an issue later because uneducated parents can end up
staying away from social media and prevent their children from joining as well.
Knowing how children are, that usually results in rebellious kids who install apps
behind their parents' backs. At the end of the day, that's not really safe because
if anything happens, they're scared to tell their parents since their parents don't
even know they installed that app.”

(Female, 16 years old, Cyprus)

¢ Nonetheless, the role of parents and guardians in promoting responsible social media
use remains significant, with some participants noting that parents' views on social

media can impact how much their children share their experiences online:

= “Quote: When parents are more open minded about the problems that are
online, children are more open to going to them with problems [..] Parents'
understanding about online safety directly affects how safe a child is online.”

(Female, 20 years old, Ireland)
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The importance of education and digital literacy in managing social media use was
emphasised. The participants concluded that while social media has its benefits, it also

poses significant challenges that need to be addressed.

= Quote: “l think education has a more important role than parents because of the
fact that a lot of parents don't always have the time. [..] | feel like we can't fully
rely on parents. | think it's an extra and a wonderful thing if parents are there
and are able to educate their kid, because that's so important. But | just think
education is even more important, because then everyone's getting taught the
same thing as well.”

(Non-binary, 20 years old, Ireland)

Digital literacy is therefore essential for users to be aware of how to act when facing online
risks. Participants, as a result, also stressed the issue of unsolicited messages and the

potential for harassment on social media platforms - which will be developed below.

2. Contact & Outreach from Strangers Online

The participants discussed the positive and negative aspects of social media and whether the positives
outweigh the negatives. Across each focus group and among all age groups similar themes on the

positives of social media emerged.

¢ Almost all of the participants, regardless of their age, reported receiving suspicious and
unwanted messages and requests, as well as some receiving hate comments and
harassing remarks on their posts. Participants shared instances of strangers contacting
them online, which also revealed gender disparities in online risk exposure, with girls
more likely than boys to face specific dangers, such as sexualised content and

harassment:

= Quote: “l also agree with the point about women feeling unsafe because |, as a
guy, personally don't have that problem. But just out of fun, some friends and |
decided to make a fake account to follow some people and play around. [..JEven
though we only followed our friends, we still got weird people with 10 followers
or less coming into our DMs, sending things. | think they even received
unsolicited pictures of male genitals. That happened to us, and on our profile, it
said "Minor." So if that can happen to us, it can happen to anybody. | wonder just
how many women receive unsolicited pictures like that.”

(Male, 16 years old, Spain)

= Quote: “Especially for younger girls, | think in the 14 to 15 age range, it's more
dangerous for them to have apps like Snapchat. Those kinds of apps are the
ones where you get random men adding you and asking things from you. When
you're younger, you're more naive and might send these sorts of things.”
(Female, 17 years old, Belgium)
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e Participants also shared measures they took to handle such situations, such as
blocking or reporting the individuals, which will be better described in the following
sections of this report. Ultimately, there is coommon agreement among the participants

that digital skills and awareness are crucial in navigating online interactions safely:

= Quote: “The inappropriate messages that would come in as requests on
Instagram, they happen all the time, and | never have engaged with them, I'd
always block just straight away. But every single time | get one | think that there
is somebody somewhere that's getting caught with these, and more than likely
a young child like a preteen or young teen.”

(Female, 20 years old, Ireland)

3. Online Risk & Harm

An important part of the discussion focused on better understanding the issues that young users are
dealing with online and the tools they find useful to address them. While covering the biggest online
risks and harms, participants shared many of the risks they encountered, including scammers, hate

speech, and edited pictures.

= Quote: “A friend of mine's ex was spreading photos or sending photos to other
people, claiming it was her body, but it wasn't. That's also a problem: people can
take photos from online and just spread rumours or spread things, whether it's
true or not.”

(Female, 17 years old, Belgium)

= Quote: “Sometimes there's people editing for example, editing a person with
Photoshop.then they will post this picture and it seems like the person did
something bad even though she didn't.”
(Female, 15 years old, Italy)

¢ The participants agreed on the importance of reporting such behaviour and suggested
implementing a threshold for the number of times a person can be reported before
action is taken. They also discussed the need for companies to streamline their

reporting processes:

= Quote: “Reporting should be easier, but | get why it's a double-edged sword. It
could lead to false reports. I've seen things online that don't affect me personally
but should be reported. The problem is, when | go to the reporting section, they
make me click through three subsections, add a comment, and describe exactly
why from O to 10. At that point, | just cancel and move on because it's too much
hassle.”

(Male, 16 years old, Spain)
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o Participants expressed their dissatisfaction with the current reporting process, pointing
out that action is hardly taken by platforms to put down accounts, even after they have

been blocked and reported multiple times:

= Quote: “We all report and block it, the account is still there. It's like, what's the
point of doing that? There's not a lot of trust in that system. If you're not even
seeing results from something that so many people have blocked and reported,
what's going to happen when there's something really serious going on?”
(Female, 17 years old, Ireland)

4. The Issues with Reporting Mechanisms

To build on the insights above, reporting inappropriate content on social media platforms was discussed
in depth by participants. They agreed that while reporting is a useful tool, it often doesn't lead to effective

action, particularly when it comes to protecting young users from harm.

e Participants noted that there is a lot of pressure on individual users to report content,

which can be overwhelming and may not always result in the desired outcome:

= Quote: “Nobody really bothers reporting stuff because they don't think
anything’'s being done about it. Even when | got content where | didn't know
how to report it and block it, it was still difficult. With the new DSA Article 28,
they're trying to make that child-friendly, but | think it's still quite hard to even
figure out how to block someone.”

(Female, 17 years old, Ireland)

= Quote: “l also think there’s too much pressure on users to report content. [.]
When we're viewing inappropriate content, there's too much responsibility on
the viewer to report it. [.] | think platforms need to take more responsibility to
moderate their own content. They have the money and resources to do this

effectively, so why aren’t they?”

(Female, 17 years old, Ireland)
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¢ |t was concluded that social media companies need to take more responsibility for
moderating their platforms and ensuring that reported content is effectively

addressed:

= Quote: ‘| feel that blocking is more of a Band-Aid, but an ineffective Band-Aid,
because these are bot accounts that just mass spam and are mass-created. So
banning isn't a solution, because you just get spammed with new accounts over
and over. Honestly, | think the only way to stop this would be more systematic—
something that Meta or Facebook could do themselves. On a user-by-user basis,
apart from blocking messages from people you don't follow, there’s pretty much
nothing you can do.”

(Male, 16 years old, Spain)

= Quote: “For me, | think the main problem is the approach, or rather the lack of
communication and regulation on most big data companies. And when some
regulation is attempted, there is generally an outrage on the level of private
companies which then disincentivises government stakeholders from actually
fulfilling the objectives that they have set out in terms of privacy, protection, or
otherwise human rights protection in the sphere of social media. But to me,
that's the main problem, the lack of incentive for them, due to the fact that they
benefit from not regulating.”
(Male, 19 years old, Poland)

5. Policy & Regulation: What Can Governments Do?

Participants also expressed their views on the role of governments to guarantee the safety of young
people online. Better enforcement of rules and regulations, and the need for repercussions on various

apps are encouraged and expected.

= Quote: “One major issue is the lack of repercussions for apps. For example, when
companies violate laws or acts designed to protect minors, the consequences
are insignificant—it's like 1% of their revenue, and it means nothing to them.
There's also the issue of age restrictions. Too many young people are being hurt
or exposed to inappropriate content on these apps. Companies often claim
there's nothing they can do because of data protection, but there are solutions.
For instance, during COVID, we had certificates proving vaccination. Something
similar, like a card to prove you're over a certain age for social media, could be
implemented without violating privacy. Age restrictions and real repercussions
for companies are essential.”

(Female, 17 years old, Ireland)
= Quote: “They (governments) should enforce strict data protection and privacy

laws, and also cyberbullying laws and accountability for platforms.”

(Female, 14 years old, Malta)
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¢ |t was also noted companies could do better in order to show their users that they are

being held accountable for what happens on their platforms:

= Quote: “Companies could make the reporting process effective if they put
money into it, they could ask people to control all the people who have been
reported and if they have sent harmful content, then block them. But why
would companies put money in that? That's a loss of time, but if the law asked
to do that then the blocking process could be more effective.”

(Male, 15 years old, Belgium)

e Education on social media and how to act online was reiterated as important. This was
largely seen as a response to laws that restrict or block certain types of content that are
not being enforced effectively, and platforms not removing or blocking harmful people

and contacts:

= Quote: “I don't think it (regulation) helps very much. | have the feeling that
whatever they are, the laws at the moment are not very well made to ensure the
prevention of harmful content.”

(Male, 15 years old, Belgium)

= Quote: “I agree, | think they (regulations) don't really do much. | mean, it also
depends on what app you use, but | think in general platforms don't really do
much to prevent people who have already been reported.”

(Female, 14 years old, Malta)

= Quote: ‘I think that the government..... could educate people how to behave on
social media and everything, and on the risks of social media especially.”

(Male, 15 years old, Belgium)

¢ Continuing the education theme, it was suggested that increased funding for online
safety and digital skills education at school should be prioritised, with teachers also

needing to be digitally aware:

= Quote: “ | think there's such scarce funding that goes into education around
Internet safety. [..] inside schools, there is not enough education and not
enough funding for schools to provide the correct education, because obviously
they have to educate the teachers first and then the students.”

(Female, 20 years old, Ireland)

e Participants also suggested alternative measures and mechanisms that would better
support them in their efforts to keep safe online. This included overcoming issues with
reporting mechanisms through IP bans, and the need for better help and support

through help centres and support channels:
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= Quote: ‘| think something that would be useful is the ability to block networks in
addition to individual accounts. For example, an IP ban could be implemented.
If you could block networks from adding you as well as individual accounts, that
would be very helpful.”
(Male, 17 years old, UK)

= Quote: “I'd like a mechanism to see for each account, so each person, how many
times they've been reported. So even if they (platforms) don't act on it, the
people could still see if he or she has been reported a lot.”

(Male, 15 years old, Belgium)

= Quote: “Beyond just reporting and banning, | think help centres need to be
significantly improved. There have been so many times I've tried to figure
something out or needed help, and the help centre on the app was essentially
useless - it's like looking at a wall ”

(Female, 17 years old, Ireland)

¢ It was also noted that certain systems could be put into place to verify that people and

contacts are safe to engage with, including rewards systems:

= Quote: “Social media platforms could adopt a system like Reddit’'s Karma which
rewards users for staying active and engaged over time. This could discourage
people from creating spam accounts...for example, new accounts might be
restricted from using features like direct messaging until they've been active for
a certain period.”
(Male, 17 years old, UK)

Discussions on the positives and negatives of social media, alongside the frequent
experience of issues with reporting risk and harm, and seeking help from unwanted
content and contacts resulted in debates on the role of social media bans, age restrictions,

and content moderation.

6. Age Restrictions & Social Media Bans

In general participants agreed that age restrictions could be helpful in response to many of the risks
faced online, however discussion and disagreement was seen on how this would work in practice and the

ideal age limit.

= Quote: ‘I think that age restrictions would be useful if they were actually
properly enforced instead of what is currently enforced. As in maybe with
identification that you could actually make sure that some more vulnerable
people weren't allowed on social media like younger people.”
(Male, 13 years old, UK)
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e According to some, 16 years old is a suitable age restriction, while there were also those

who argued minors should use social media as little as possible:

= Quote: “I'm more in favour of a more strict approach by governments because it
can only be good, | think. The more you limit social media until 18, the better it
will be, in my opinion.”

(Male, 20 years old, France)

o Other participants were less stringent on age restrictions, arguing that age restrictions

have the potential to be counterproductive:

= Quote: ‘I do think it would help for some younger people, but | feel the age of 16
would be a bit excessive for me, in my opinion. | think there are mature people
below that age, but | do think that it's a good system but not for sixteens.”

(Female, 14 years old, Malta)

e The group also discussed the importance of education on safe online practices and the

need for a balance between safety, privacy, and access to social media:

= Quote: “l think we should be educating young users about why age restrictions
exist and what the risks are.”

(Female, 15 years old, Italy)

= Quote: “If you have the correct education for young people as to why there are
age restrictions online, then | think this could make a massive difference. It is
not part of the school curriculum to teach children, and then young adults
about the consequences, and why those age restrictions are there, or why
they're not, and what we can do to improve digital safety, how to not become a
victim of any harm that is happening.”
(Male, 21 years old, Poland)

When discussing age restrictions and how these can be enforced in reality, the issue of
age verification and its associated challenges were raised. The need for more practical
methods to ensure age restrictions through better verification methods were largely

agreed:

= Quote: “The best way to force age restrictions is just by some form of
identification... at least in the UK you can get identification cards from quite a
young age so | think that would be a good way to enforce it”
(Male, 13 years old, UK)
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= Quote: “Verifying your ID when signing up to make an account. If that's

necessary, and you can't make an account without doing that, that will force you
to show your real age and have real age restrictions.”
(Male, 14 years old, Belgium)

= Quote: “Perhaps having a more sophisticated method of identification online
could help. For example, if someone claims to be a 14-year-old girl, maybe they
could have their picture taken to prove their age before creating an account,
ensuring they aren’t a 40-year-old man pretending to be someone else. Al could
potentially assist with this.”

(Female, 16 years old, Cyprus)

However, while the need for better age verification was seen as needed and a positive step
in keeping young people safer online, participants noted the trade-offs and potential

rights issues linked to this including privacy and data protection:

= Quote: “l think that data protection when it comes into this is really heavy [.] it
crosses the line as in where these pictures gonna go, your information and
everything, especially for a younger person. [.] Also, parental controls are
amazing. They're really, really cool for younger kids getting on apps to still have
their parents' support, but still have their own privacy within that.”
(Female, 17 years old, Ireland)
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7. Mental Health, Content Curation & Recommender Systems

The participants discussed the impact of social media on mental health. They agreed that social media
can lower self-esteem, create unrealistic expectations, and lead to feelings of jealousy, anxiety, and
depression. They also acknowledged the importance of content that promotes self-care and seeking

help, although it is not always effective for them.

= Quote: “It feels almost like you can't even control your finger cause you get
home. You go to bed and you just suddenly on Instagram, and you get off the
app and you go back on.”
(Female, 17 years old, Belgium)

= Quote: ‘| know the reminder “take a break” is really nice. But to be honest, every
time | see that | just go by [.] | don't really pay attention to it, but | think it is a
nice thing to have whether | use it or not.”

(Female, 17 years old, Ireland)

¢ Many expressed concerns about the algorithm's ability to surface content that may not
be beneficial for their mental well-being. Indeed, they noted that social media
platforms tailor content based on user interactions, which can be beneficial but also
potentially addictive. In this respect, the idea of setting time limits on apps was also

suggested as a way to encourage users to take breaks:

= Quote: “.if you're on TikTok, and you're just scrolling through TikTok you're kind
of like in your own world, and maybe just a little reminder pops on your screen. |
think that will just help you to kind of like, just stop what you're doing, and
maybe go take a break and do something else.”

(Female, 14 years old, Malta)

Ultimately, the group agreed that controlling the time spent on social media and setting
limits is crucial for maintaining mental health. They agreed that while some content can
be helpful, it's primarily for entertainment and not a reliable source for advice or mental

health support.
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Final Notes &
Concluding Remarks

The discussions that took place in the focus groups
reaffirmed that, in today's interconnected world,
empowering young people to navigate social
media without putting themselves in danger
comes from investing in digital skills, digital
literacy, and digital resilience. Ensuring children
and young people have the right skills to safely
and effectively navigate the online world, while
also being able to prevent and respond to risk is

paramount.

Addressing young people's safety concerns is a
cross-sector and multi-stakeholder challenge that
requires effort on the side of policymakers and
regulators, companies and platforms, educators,
and even parents and families. Education on the
potential for risk and harm on social media
remains essential, and platforms should improve
their reporting mechanisms so that they can be
more accessible to users, while also ensuring
swiffer action to remove harmful content and

contacts.

Young people's well-being is clearly affected by
their use of social media, therefore it is crucial to
encourage healthy breaks from these platforms
and equip users with the tools to identify and
mitigate potential dangers. Age verification
systems need improving and enforcing in order to
be effective without being overly intrusive, as it
entails challenges of balancing protection with

accessibility.
Finally, collaboration among platforms, educators,

and policymakers is key to creating a safer and

more positive online environment for all.
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Annex: Focus Group Breakdown

Focus Group 1(18-26)
Participants Age breakdown Country
: ‘ ‘ CYPRUS: (1
9 222 !
‘ x ‘ H FRANCE: (1)

E GERMANY: (1)
H IRELAND: (2)
H ITALY: (1)

|; POLAND: (2)
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Gender
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Focus Group 3 (13-15)
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Contacts & Enquiries

For more information please reach out to:
= Charles Howard, Head of Research: charles@thinkyoung.eu

= Andrea Gerosa, ThinkYoung Founder: andrea@thinkyoung.eu

= Tarquinia Palmieri, Research Officer: membership@thinkyoung.eu
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