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This report is part of the Social Media Ban Repository, an ongoing
evidence hub hosted by information labs. The repository includes
the full expert video capsules featured in this report, along with
transcripts, research, and additional policy resources.
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Social media bans for minors have become one of
the most prominent policy responses to concerns
about children’s wellbeing online. But are they the
right solution?

This report brings together the perspectives of seven
leading experts from fields including children’s rights,
psychology, computer science, cryptography, and
family advocacy. While their disciplines differ, they
reach a remarkably consistent conclusion: the harms
children face online are real, but blanket social
media bans fail to address their underlying causes.

Instead, these contributions point towards stronger
platform accountability, safer design, better
enforcement of existing regulation, and policies
grounded in children’s rights. Together, they offer a
multidisciplinary perspective on one of the most
important digital policy debates of our time.
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Takeaways

Bans Create the Appearance of Protection, Not the Reality

e Removing children from mainstream platforms on paper reassures
adults without making children safer in practice; restricted risks simply
shift into less regulated, less visible spaces (DeMarco).

e No evidence exists that blanket bans improve children's wellbeing,
since social media is rarely the sole cause of the harms it is blamed for
(Livingstone).

e The political urge to act responds to real parental frustration, but the
tool does not map onto the underlying problem (Barrington-Leach).

Age Verification Is a Flawed Foundation, Not a Fix

e VPNSs, fake identities, and black-market ID tools make online age checks
routinely and easily circumvented (Preneel).

e Verification systems built on biometric data, including facial images
and voice analysis, introduce invasive surveillance infrastructure of
their own (Preneel).

e Circumvention carries a second cost: children who evade checks lose
visibility to platforms and become harder, not easier, to protect, as seen
in Australia's experience (Pisanu).

The Harm Comes From Design Choices, Not From Children's Presence

e Personalised feeds built on engagement-driven business models, not
children’s use of the services, are what amplify hostile and extreme
content (Livingstone).

e Optimising for engagement is a deliberate algorithmic choice, not an
inevitable outcome of connecting people online (Pera).

e Recommender systems, compulsive design features, and weak
moderation are the direct drivers of harm and should be the direct
targets of regulation (DeMarco).



Takeaways

Europe Already Has the Rules. What Is Missing Is Enforcement

e The Digital Services Act, Al Act, and GDPR already form a comprehensive
legal framework for protecting children online; the gap is
implementation, not legislation (Pisanu).

e Responsibility for safe products belongs with technology companies
and the governments that regulate them, under obligations that
already exist through the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
(Gosme).

e A banis itself a form of regulation; a government unable to enforce
platform obligations will face the same enforcement failure with a
blanket ban (Livingstone).

Children Are Rights Holders Who Deserve a Voice, Not Just Restriction

e Children are not only vulnerable users; they are rights holders entitled
to information, participation, and a say in the policies that shape their
digital lives (DeMarco).

e Children’s rights apply to everyone -18 under international law, and a
lower digital age of majority risks creating a protection gap for older
minors (Pisanu).
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THE REAL PROBLEM LIES BENEATH THE SURFACE

What governments regulate is not always what causes harm.
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The evidence from seven experts is clear:

Real protection comes from safer-by-design digital services,

strong enforcement, and respecting children’s rights.
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The Ban Is Only Part of the Question

Blanket social media bans make political sense. They signal decisiveness and
respond to something parents genuinely feel. But they do not map onto the
actual problem, leaving the harder questions unanswered.

That is the starting point of the first expert video capsule in the information labs
Social Media Ban Repository, featuring Leanda Barrington-Leach, Executive
Director of the 5Rights Foundation. Drawing on years of work in children'’s digital
rights and platform accountability, she argues that while governments are right
to act, they are often targeting the wrong thing.

Barrington-Leach begins by rejecting the false choice between concern and
scepticism:

"The political desire to act on social media in quite a radical way
comes from a very real place of frustration. Parents and children,
communities as a whole, are really struggling with the impact of digital
technologies on childhood.”

But concern alone does not justify any solution. The challenge is broader than
social media.

‘It's not just social media.. Gaming, Al chatbots, even the technology
used in classrooms is a real issue also... If banning social media is a
plan, it's only a very partial plan.”

A policy that targets only one category of platforms leaves many of the same
risks untouched elsewhere.

Barrington-Leach is not arguing against regulation or even prohibition. She is
arguing that policymakers should ban harmful practices rather than access
itself.



"There are definitely practices that we should ban.”

Those practices include design features that keep children endlessly scrolling,
encourage excessive content creation, and rely on data collection and
advertising-driven engagement. The focus, she argues, should be on making
digital products safe by design and holding platforms accountable when they
fail to meet legal standards.

Instead of blanket bans, Barrington-Leach advocates graduated access as part
of age-appropriate design.

"We are looking to protect children for as long as possible and
empower them as early as possible. There is no point shutting children
out... The world today is hybrid. Taking children away from the digital
environment is not an option.”

Rather than relying on a single age threshold, protections should evolve as
children mature, with stronger defaults for younger users and progressively
greater autonomy through adolescence.

Her conclusion is clear:

"Blanket bans do not solve the problem. What we need is a more
graduated approach. We need access restrictions as one tool in the
toolbox of age-appropriate design.”

Barrington-Leach's contribution reflects a broader pattern emerging across the
evidence collected in the Social Media Ban Repository. The debate should not be
framed as bans versus no regulation, but as blanket restrictions versus smarter
legislation.

Her message is simple: protect children by regulating harmful design, not by
assuming that excluding them from one category of platforms will solve a much
larger digital challenge.



Sonia Livingstone
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The Ban Is Not the Plan

Blanket social media bans are politically attractive. They respond to genuine
parental concerns and project decisive action. But according to Professor Sonia
Livingstone, one of the world's leading researchers on children and digital
mediqg, the evidence does not support them.

In the second expert video capsule for the information labs Social Media Ban
Repository, Livingstone explains why blanket bans fail to address the real
problem, and what policymakers should focus on instead.

The Concern Is Legitimate. The Response Is Not

Livingstone begins by acknowledging why governments feel pressure to act.

"There are considerable grounds for concern about what children are
accessing and engaging with on social media. | understand parents’
and policymakers' frustration that we're not in a better place now.”

But concern alone does not make a ban effective. Young people use social
media to connect with friends, seek support, explore identity, and participate in
society. Removing access does not remove those needs.

A ban won't work, because a ban simply restricts children and doesn't
allow them to engage with the many benefits that they say they find
on social media, and that we can see from research.”

The Problem Is the Business Model

Livingstone points out that the real issue is not children’s use of social media, but
the way platforms are designed.

"The problem is not the children... The problem is the way platforms,
because of their business model, promote personalised feeds. These
feeds can exacerbate and amplify extreme and often hostile content,

particularly content that targets young people’s vulnerabilities.”



Sonia Livingstone

If harmful outcomes are driven by platform design and algorithmic
amplification, then those are the features regulation should target.

Better Regulation, Not Bigger Bans

Livingstone also stresses that there is no evidence that blanket bans improve
children's wellbeing. Social media may contribute to some problems, butitis
rarely their only cause, and banning access does not make those problems
disappear.

Her closing point goes to the heart of the policy debate:

"People often say we need a ban because we're not managing to
regulate the platforms. But if we can't regulate the platforms,
the same problem willapply toa ban."

A ban isitself a form of regulation. If governments struggle to enforce platform
obligations, they will face the same challenge enforcing blanket prohibitions.
The answer is stronger regulation that addresses platform design and business
models, not broader restrictions on children.

Why This Matters

Livingstone's contribution reinforces a consistent message emerging from the
Social Media Ban Repository: governments should focus less on banning
children from social media, and more on making digital services safer by
design.



KU Leuven

Age Verification Is Not a Solution

Blanket social media bans sound straightforward: verify a child's age, block
access, and the problem is solved. But according to Bart Preneel, one of Europe's
leading experts in cryptography and digital security, that logic depends on age
verification actually working—and it does not.

In the third expert video capsule for the information labs Social Media Ban
Repository, Preneel explains why age verification is not simply imperfect, but a
fundamentally flawed foundation for policy.

Preneel begins by explaining why the idea is so appealing.

"It sounds kind of like an easy solution for a complex problem.
Of course, we do have bans in the physical world... It seems kind of easy
to transfer this to the online world by just doing an age check."

But the comparison with the offline world breaks down. Unlike a physical
doorway, online age checks are easily circumvented through VPNs, fake
identities, and other workarounds.

"By using a VPN... it's typically very easy to fake as if you're coming from
a different country... We've also seen... a black market where you can
buy fake IDs and other tools that help you bypass the age checks."

A system that is routinely bypassed offers only the appearance of protection.

Preneel argues that the problem goes beyond enforcement. When young
people evade age checks, they are often pushed towards unregulated services
that offer fewer protections.



"Users just may go to different jurisdictions, use less reliable services...
they are more vulnerable and their cybersecurity is more at risk."

Instead of making children safer, blanket bans can drive them towards
platforms that fall outside European regulation and privacy protections.

Preneel also challenges the idea that newer technologies solve these concerns.
Whether through digital identity wallets or age estimation using facial images
and voice analysis, age verification requires collecting and processing sensitive
personal data.

"To us it's really surprising that the EU is pushing solutions that are so
invasive... collecting biometric information from childrenis a problem."

The infrastructure created for age verification also creates new op portunities for
surveillance and future restrictions on access to information.

Rather than building new systems to verify children's id entities, Preneel argues
that policymakers should regulate the business models that make online
services addictive.

"We should use all this regulation to actually reduce addictiveness of
social media and to just make itillegal.. to offer... addictive services."

His conclusion echoes the earlier expert capsules: tackle harmful platform
design, strengthen existing regulation, and involve children, parents, and experts
in developing effective solutions—not technical systems that are invasive, easy
to circumvent, and ultimately ineffective.

Preneel's contribution adds an essential technical perspective to the Social
Media Ban Repository. His message is clear: if age verification cannot reliably
enforce a ban without undermining privacy and security, then it is the wrong
foundation for protecting children online.
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Protecting Children Means More Than
Banning Social Media

The debate around social media bans for minors often swings between two
extremes: dismissing concerns about online harms or calling for blanket bans.
Jeffrey DeMarco, chartered forensic psychologist and Senior Technical Advisor
at Save the Children UK, takes a different approach.

In the fourth expert video capsule for the information labs Social Media Ban
Repository, DeMarco argues that the harms children face online are real,
but that blanket bans are too blunt an instrument to address them effectively.

The lllusion of Protection

DeMarco's first concern is that bans can create the appearance of safety
without making children safer.

"If we remove children from mainstream platforms on paper,
we may make adults feel assured, but that does not necessarily mean
children are safer in practice. Risks do not disappear simply
because access is restricted. They can shift into less regulated spaces
or even private channels.”

Children's need for connection does not disappear when access is restricted.
Instead, many find alternative routes that are often less visible, less moderated,
and less accountable.

Children Are Not All the Same

DeMarco also challenges the assumption that one policy can fit every child.

"The research base is nuanced. Some children are harmed, some are
unaffected, and some benefit from connection, from id entity
exploration, access to information, creativity, and wider social and
emotional support. The effects are not uniform. Children are not a
homogeneous group .



| Jeffrey DeMarco

Blanket bans apply the same restriction to every child, regardless of their age,
circumstances, or the ways they use digital services and their level of digital
literacy. Effective child protection, he argues, requires a more targeted approach.

A Child Rights Issue

For DeMarco, the debate is ultimately about children's rights as well as their
safety.

"Children are not only vulnerable users, they are rights holders. They
deserve protection, yes; but they also deserve access to information,
to opportunities for those connections, spaces for participation,
and a meaningful say in the policies that shape their digital lives."

If harmful outcomes are driven by recommender systems, addictive design, and
weak platform safeguards, then those are the features policymakers should
regulate—not children's participation itself.

Better Regulation, Better Protection

Rather than relying on blanket bans, DeMarco argues for stronger safety-by-
design measures, better platform accountability, and involving children in
decisions that affect their digital lives.

"If the real drivers of harm are things like recommender systems,
compulsive design features, poor moderation... then the policy
response should target those things directly."

Why This Matters

DeMarco's contribution reinforces a consistent message emerging from the
Social Media Ban Repository: taking online harms seriously does not mean
accepting blunt solutions. Protecting children requires tackling the design of
digital services while resp ecting children's rights, voices, and diverse

exp eriences.
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Governments Are Outsourcing Their
Obligations to Tech

The case for social media bans is often presented as a child protection
measure. But Francesca Pisanu, EU Advocacy Officer at Eurochild, argues that
the real question is whether bans help governments meet their responsibilities
to children, or simply shift those responsibilities elsewhere.

In the fifth expert video capsule for the information labs Social Media Ban
Rep ository, Pisanu explains why stronger enforcement of existing laws, rather
than blanket bans, offers a more effective path to protecting children online.

Pisanu begins by highlighting that Europe already has an extensive legal
framework designed to protect children online, including the Digital Services Act,
the Al Act, the GDPR, and forthcoming digital legislation.

"The legislative framework at the EU level is quite comprehensive.
The Digital Services Act also aims at protecting fundamental rig hts
within the digital environment, and we welcome that the European

Commission is taking actions against the platforms that are violating it."

The challenge, she argues, is not the absence of regulation but ensuring that
existing rules are fully implemented and enforced.

Pisanu also questions proposals that define a digital age of majority below the
age of 18.

"Children's rights apply to everybody under 18. This should not be
controversial, but we are really afraid that the safeguards
will be more limited for them."



A single age threshold risks creating a gap in protection, even though
international law recognises everyone under 18 as a child. Instead of relying on
blanket restrictions, protections should extend across childhood.

Drawing on Australia's exp erience, Pisanu warns that children who circumvent
bans may become harder to protect because platforms no longer know they
are underage.

"We are advocating for safety by design to be the default, and then if
adults want to be more challenged and exposed to more challenging
content, they can easily do that by providing their consent."

Pisanu's final point shifts the focus from platforms to governments.

"Children are on social media. They are seeking help.
They are seeking support. They are seeking opportunities to participate
and to express themselves."

Those opportunities are protected under the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child. Governments have a responsibility to ensure children can access
information, participation, and support—not simply remove them from digital
spaces.

As Pisanu concludes:

"Governments should really stop outsourcing these obligations
to private companies and tech companies.”

Pisanu's contribution adds an important child rights perspective to the Social
Media Ban Repository. Her message is clear: protecting children online requires
governments to enforce existing laws, design safer digital environments, and
fulfil their own obligations under the UN Convention on the Rig hts of the Child—
not rely on blanket bans as a substitute for effective policy.



Delft University of Technology

Optimising for Engagement Is an
Algorithnmic Choice

The social media ban debate often begins with concerns about children's safety
and ends with proposals to restrict access. Sole Pera, Associate Professor of
Information Retrieval and Recommender Systems at Delft University of
Technology, argues that this skips a more fundamental question: are we
targeting the right problem?

In the sixth expert video capsule for the information labs Social Media Ban
Repository, Pera explains why banning platforms leaves the systems that shape
children's online experiences untouched.

Are We Asking the Right Question?

Pera begins by challenging the premise of the debate itself.

"Lately, the question has been everywhere:isa ban a plan, orisitto
ban ornottoban?..It'snota plan,and no, the ban won't solve the
problems. But for me, the question is, which problem are we actually
trying to solve?"

Children use digital platforms to learn, connect with others, and develop their
identities. The real challenge is not whether they should be online, but what kind
of digital environments they encounter when they are.

Algorithms Shape Children's Experiences

Pera argues that policymakers should focus less on platforms as a whole and
more on the recommender systems that determine what children see.

"Technology today... has a social role because they curate and they
shape everything children see, whether it's for learning,
whether it's for leisure, whether it's for interaction.”



| Sole Pera

Because these systems influence children's experiences, they should also be
held accountable for the choices they make.

Harm Is the Result of Design Choices

Pera rejects the idea that harmful online experiences are inevitable.

"This idea of optimising for engagement, it's an algorithmic choice.
It doesn't happen by chance."

The way algorithms prioritise content, encourage engagement, and promote
material is the result of deliberate design decisions. Those decisions can also be
redesigned to prioritise children's safety and wellbeing.

Better Design, Not Blanket Bans

For Pera, the debate should move beyond a simple choice between banning
platforms or doing nothing.

"It's not just we ban the platform... It's about how do we make it safe?
How d o we make it so that this algorithm.. can be a bridge
to information, to content, to connection in a way that is meaningful
but also appropriate?”

The key question is not whether a platform exists, but whether its systems are
appropriate for children of different ages and in different contexts.

Why This Matters

Pera's contribution adds an important technical perspective to the Social Media
Ban Repository. Her message is clear: if harmful outcomes are driven by
algorithmic design, then regulation should focus on the systems that
recommend, prioritise, and amplify content—not simply on children's access to
platforms.
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Parents Need Support.
Not a Shift in Responsibility.

The debate around social media bans is often framed as a response to parental
concern. Parents are worried, platforms appear unsafe, and governments feel
pressure to act. But according to Elizabeth Gosme, Director of COFACE Families
Europe, the question is not whether parents are concerned. They are. The
guestion is whether blanket bans address the source of that concern.

In the seventh expert video capsule for the information labs Social Media Ban
Repository, Gosme argues that responsibility for children's online safety should
remain where it belongs: with technology companies and the governments
responsible for regulating them.

Gosme begins by acknowledging the reality facing parents across Europe.

"Parents and caregivers are getting increasingly overwhelmed.
They have many other responsibilities to take care of, and in addition,
it's really difficult to keep up with the pace of technological innovation

and the challenges it brings."

Families want to protect their children, she explains, but they cannotbe
expected to compensate for digital products that were never designed with
children's best interests in mind.

For Gosme, the starting pointis clear. companies should be responsible for
ensuring that the products they place on the market are safe.

"The responsibility to put out safe services and products on the market
lies with the technology companies.”



She also points to the UN Convention on the Rig hts of the Child, which requires
governments to ensure that businesses meet their responsibilities. If platforms
fail to protect children, the answer is stronger accountability, not simply
restricting children's access.

Europe already has a comprehensive legal framework, including the Digital
Services Act, the GDPR, the Al Act, and other legislation designed to protect
children online. But, Gosme argues, those rules must be enforced.

"If we truly want to protect children in the online environment,
the European Union and its Member States should tackle
the root causes of the harms they're facing."

For Gosme, those root causes are clear: business models that prioritise
engagement and data exploitation over children's safety and wellbeing.

Gosme recognises why support for higher age limits is growing. Many parents
have lost confidence that technology companies will protect their children.

"I think it's time to really have a good look at ourselves and start shifting
away from engagement-based business models towards
human-rights-based models online."

With conversational Al becoming an increasingly important part of children's
digital lives, she argues that regulators and technology companies must ensure
that new services are safe by design, rather than expecting families to shoulder
the burden alone.

Gosme brings the perspective of families to the Social Media Ban Rep ository. Her
message is clear: parents need help, but blanket social media bans risk shifting
responsibility away from those best placed to protect children. Real progress
depends on enforcing existing laws, holding technology companies
accountable, and ensuring digital services are safe by design from the outset.
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