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“Here is a device [that is] is everywhere (…) We may 
question the quality of its offering for our children, 
we may approve or deplore its entertainments and 
enchantments; but we are powerless to shut it out 
(…) it comes into our very homes and captures our 
children before our very eyes ”

“Here is a device [that is] is everywhere (…) We may 
question the quality of its offering for our children, 
we may approve or deplore its entertainments and 
enchantments; but we are powerless to shut it out 
(…) it comes into our very homes and captures our 
children before our very eyes ”

A parenting magazine about the radio (Frank 1939)
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“No locks will keep this 
intruder out, nor can parents 
shift their children away from 

it”

“No locks will keep this 
intruder out, nor can parents 
shift their children away from 

it”
Director of the Child Study Association of America about 

the radio (Gruenberg 1935)
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The Radio
(Dennis 1980; image from Library of Congress)
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But is now different?
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1. Children are using much more media

1934 – 10 hours a week using media

1980s – 15 hours a week watching TV

2019 – 20 hours a week online

2026 – 28 hours a week online (13-14 year olds)
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1. Children are using much more media

2. The technology/attention economy is becoming much more 
powerful 

Reinforcement Learning

Turner, Ferguson, Katiyar, Palminteri, Orben (Biological Psychiatry, 2025)
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Reinforcement Learning

Turner, Ferguson, Katiyar, Palminteri, Orben (Biological Psychiatry, 2025)
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1. Children are using much more media

2. The technology/attention economy is becoming much more 
powerful 

3. The content shown is getting worse

1. Children are using much more media

2. The technology/attention economy is becoming much more 
powerful 

3. The content shown is getting worse

4. Tech company bosses are largely unaccountable
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1. Children are using much more media

2. The technology/attention economy is becoming much more 
powerful 

3. The content shown is getting worse

4. Tech company bosses are largely unaccountable

5. Well-being and mental health on individual and societal levels 
is in decline

19

20



28/07/2026

11

21

Data taken from the US National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 
Table 11.2b

1. Children are using much more media

2. The technology/attention economy is becoming much more 
powerful 

3. The content shown is getting worse

4. Tech company bosses are largely unaccountable

5. Well-being and mental health on individual and societal levels 
is in decline

…. we also have less and less time to figure things out
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The Current Debate
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Individual Population
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Orben et al. (2026)

Lack of experimental evidence

• Non-peer-reviewed study of healthy under-18s in Denmark: no 
improvement in wellbeing after a 4-week intervention to reduce 
social media use by ~1hr a day (Hansen et al. 2026)

• Under-18s with pre-existing mental health symptoms: 3-week 
social media reduction decreased depression, anxiety and fear of 
missing out, and increased sleep (David & Goldfield (2025)
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Slide 33

The IRL Trial
• Population: 12-15 year olds

• Intervention: An app that enforces a daily budget (e.g. 
1 hour) and a curfew (e.g. 9pm – 7am)

• Control: Usual practice

• Outcome: Self-reported anxiety

Evidence in adults

• 2 meta-analyses of social media abstinence in adults (mean 
ages: 28.82-30.21): one finds no significant effects on well-
being (Lemahieu et al. 2025), other finds small positive effects 
(Liu et al. 2025). 

• One meta-analysis of social media reduction interventions 
finds small but significant positive benefit for subjective well-
being in young adults (mean age: 23; Burnell et al. 2025)

• One meta-analysis finds that restrictions of social media for 
short periods of time led to negative outcomes while longer 
restrictions led to positive outcomes (Thrul et al. 2025).
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Clinical Groups
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Fassi, Thomas, Parry, Leyland-Craggs, Ford, Orben (2024, JAMA Pediatrics)

38Fassi et al. (Nature Human Behaviour, Stage 2 Registered Report, 2025)
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39Fassi et al. (Nature Human Behaviour, Stage 2 Registered Report, 2025)

Social Media is a Complex System
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Orben, Meier, Dalgleish, Blakemore (Nature Reviews Psychology, 2024)
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Uhlhaas et al. (Molecular Psychiatry, 2023)
Orben et al. (Nature Reviews Psychology, 2024) 

Orben and Blakemore (2023)

Orben, Meier, Dalgleish and Blakemore (2024)

Social media
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What makes social media different?

▪ Availability: ease of communication and access, “always on” nature, 
time displacement

▪ Curated Self-Disclosure: active management of social media profile(s)

▪ Permanency: posts/interactions are permanent, retrievable, searchable 
and replicable

▪ Publicness: posts/interactions are scalable/sharable, “context collapse”

▪ Feedback: quantified social feedback (e.g., likes), decreased qualitative 
feedback, asynchronicity, anonymity

▪ Content: algorithms, influencers

Orben, Meier, Dalgleish, Blakemore (Nature Reviews Psychology, 2024)

Adolescents
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Orben, Przybylski, Blakemore and Kievit (Nature Communications, 2022)
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Biological

Cognitive

Social

Orben, Przybylski, Blakemore and Kievit (Nature Communications, 2022)
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Rodman et al. (2017)

Cognitive
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What can we do?
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Balancing risks of different policy 
interventions

▪Risk of benefit

▪Risk of harm

▪Risk of harm if no intervention is implemented

▪Risk of harm if other intervention is implemented
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Planning

DCCA, 2025

Planning Waiting

DCCA, 2025
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Planning Waiting

Reflection

DCCA, 2025

DCCA, 2025

59

60



28/07/2026

31

▪Some clonclusion slide 

Rawle C Jackmann
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