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OUR AIM

The role of technology in childhood is rising fast

We witness a large variety of conflicting studies/ guidelines (both as
parents and as educators)

We bridge the evidence oftwo studies conducted by research team
in Lombardy to answer two questions:

e Isitreally harmful? Does the age ofthe digital transition matters?
* What’s the perception of parents? How do they feel?
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A PUSHBACK

DIGITAL INVESTMENT IN EDUCATION
IS NOT IMPROVING LEARNING

Integrating Al in educational settings
should be affordable and yield
tangible benefits.

There was a 2 point decline in maths performance
recorded for each additional hour of digital learning per
school day among 15 year olds.

We need to support teachers’
development by using evidence
for effective teaching in digital
classrooms.

@NOECD
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«Smartphones are useful
tools for learning» (2017)

«Smartphones impact

negatively on achievementy
(2024)
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World v  Business v Markets v  Sustainability v More Vv My News Q

2016

Texts, Internet, social networks are 'gift of God' if used wisely -
Pope Francis
By Reuters
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Pope urges Catholics to swap social media for reflection as
Lent begins
By Reuters
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RECENT DEVELOPMENTS

June 2024 — US surgeon general asks for warning labels to
social media platforms

March 2024 — '"The Anxious Generation”by Jonathan Haidt

July 2024 — Italian Education Ministerial notice banning
smartphones at school

November 2024 — Australia bans social media under 16

May 2025 — Spain, France and Greece call for a «legal digital
age“ to the EU

September 2025 — ChatGPT adds parental control features to its LMM;

new whistleblowers on META's |IA policy on minors
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RESEARCH ON MENTAL HEALTH AND
SOCIAL MEDIA

e Negative association between mental health (depression, anxiety)
and media use (Kurten et al.,, 2025; Orben et al., 2022)

e Decbate about causality and substantive relevance (Haidt, 2024;
Odgers, 2024; Vuorre et al,, 2021)

e Possible reverse causality (Odgers, 2018)
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RESEARCH ON SCHOOL PERFORMANCE
AND SOCIAL MEDIA

(after school use )

e Screen time associated to lower performances (Paulich, 2021;
Amez&Baert, 2020)

e Emphasis on social media (Giunchiglia et al., 2018; Huang et al,,
2018)and early smartphone possession (Gerosa et al., 2024;
Dempsey et al., 2019)

e Compulsive use tightly Inked with low performances (Paterna et
al., 2024; Hawi&Samaha, 2016)
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AGE OF FIRST AUTONOMOUS USE

Not studied, despite:

Key topic in the public debate
Public calls forage-based restrictions
Laws (or drafts)approved or in discussion in many countries

Regulations already in place (14 years in current GDPR)
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PARENTAL STRUGGLES

* Intense discussion with children about when and how much
technology to use

« Widespread confusion because of contrasting guidelines

« Strong pressure from school, market and kids to anticipate
digital transition

« Widespread negative feelings about the effects of screen
activities

but also

* Surge in digital monitoring and control tools, via smartphone
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AN EMERGIN TOPIC: INEQUALITIES IN
HYPERCONNECTION
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STUDY 1 - EYES UP!
EARLY EXPOSURE TO SCREENS AND UNEQUAL PERFORMANC!

FUNDER HEAD PARTNERS
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

What is the medium -term
impact ofthe age of first, .
autonomous use ofsocial media How this phenomenon

on academic outcomes ? interacts with already existing
inequalities between male

and female students, and
between educated and non -
educated families ?
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SAMPLE

Grade 10 and 11students from
5 provinces in Lombardy :

e Milano

e Monza e Brianza

e Brescia

e (Cremona

e Mantova

About 6,600 respondents

INSTRUM]

ENTS

Self -administered web survey
during school hours, assisted by a
traned educator

Anonymous link with INVALSI data
(competences at grades 2,5,8,10).
Complete school career for about

5,400 students
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GRADE ATTENDED BY SAMPLE STUDENTS

Oth/later 5th or before
(superiori) 4

6th
(1° media)




ESTIMATING THE EFFECT

» Statistical matching |, to ensure
comparability, based on

e richsetofsociodemographics

e previous performances:grades and
competences in math, english, italian

e techuse during elementary school

Difference -in-
differences : study of
variations in outcome in
correspondence of
specific events (social
media opening)
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IMPACT « OF WHAT», «ON WHAT)»

Effect of a social media profile Effect on INVALSI
opening 1, 2 or 3 years before the competences (italian, english,
recommended age mathematics)
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HOW MUCH IS IT?

ITALIAN LANGUAGE B 0.80

maximum divide between social groups
(based on parental education or migratory
04 background)

one year of learning
= 04

avg. impact of full year high quality
tutoring interventions

® 0.18

male/female divide
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Grade of social media opening

Grade Grade Grade Grade

6 7 8 Ollater 0@
Parental education
No diploma (N=743) 39.2 27.5 18.2 15.2 100.0
At least one parent w/ diploma (N=2,174) 34.3 30.5 19.8 15.5 100.0
At least one parent w/ higher education
31.7 25.4 22.8 20.1 100.0
(N=1,055)
Both parents higher education (N=655) 25.5 26.1 20.6 27.8 100.0
Sex
Males (N=2,139) 33.2 27.8 19.7 19.3 100.0
Females (N=2,502) 33.2 28.5 20.8 17.5 100.0
Overall sample (N=4,641) 33.2 28.2 204 18.2 100.0




Grade of social media opening

Grade Grade Grade Grade

6 7 8 Ollater 0@
Parental education
No diploma (N=743) 275  18.2 @ 100.0
At least one parent w/ diploma (N=2,174) 34.3 30.5 19.8 15.5 100.0
At least one parent w/ higher education
31.7 25.4 22.8 20.1 100.0
(N=1,055)
Both parents higher education (N=655) 25.5 26.1 20.6 27.8 ) 100.0
Sex
Males (N=2,139) 33.2 27.8 19.7 19.3 100.0
Females (N=2,502) 33.2 28.5 20.8 17.5 100.0
Overall sample (N=4,641) 33.2 28.2 20.4 18.2 100.0
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APUZZLING PICTURE

« The effect by parental education is similar  , but the
proportion of students adopting the behavior 1s different

» The effect by sex is much higher among males , but the
take-up i1s very similar

* Borrowing from the concept of Policy Relevant Treatment
Effect (Heckman & Vytlacil, 2001), we weight the observed
effect m a given subgroup by the prevalence ofthat
subgroup in the population, and we compute an overall
evolution ofthe gap and corresponding S.E.
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IMPACT ON OVERALL INEQUALITIES?

Mathematics Language
Obs. G Obs. G
RS BAR T eG 95%Cl | . P EG 95% Cl
in grade 8 in grade 8
Groups
Males - Females 0.19 -0.08 [-0.16 0.01] -0.13 -0.05 [-0.14 0.04]
High par. educ. - Low par. educ. 0.43 0.02 [-0.06 0.10] 0.39 -0.05 [-0.13 0.04]
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SMARTPHONEPERVASIVENESS
HOW FREQUENTLY DO YOU USE YOUR SMARTPHONE...

« In the evening, before falling asleep

* As soon as | wake up in the morning

* While doing homeworks

 When | am watching a movie or a series
*  While I'm with friends

« During classes, even when it’s forbidden
« At night if | wake up

 While | am doing sports

* During meals with my family
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SMARTPHONE PERVASIVENESS
HOW FREQUENTLY DO YOU USE YOUR SMARTPHONE...

 |In the evening, before falling asleep 80% 11%
 Assoon as Iwake up in the morning 51% 32%
 While doing homeworks 42% 21%
e WhenIam watching a movie ora series 32% 38%
 While 'm with friends 28% 29%
 During classes,even when it’s forbidden 22% 48%
« Atnight if Iwake up 18% 70%
 While Iam doing sports 11% 74%
e During meals with my family % 81%
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SMARTPHONE PERVASIVENESS
HOW FREQUENTLY DO YOU USE YOUR SMARTPHONE...

 |In the evening, before falling asleep 80% 11%
 Assoon as Iwake up in the morning 51% 32%

* While doing homeworks 42%  21%

« WhenIam watching a movie ora series |32% 38%

 While I'm with friends 28%  29%
 During classes,even when it’s forbidden |22% 48%
« AtnightifIwake up 18% 70%
 While Iam doing sports 1% 74%
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PERVASIVENESS AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

« Pervasiveness is strongly linked to both achievement and age of
social media profile opening

« Pervasiveness absorbs 30/40% of the effect  ofthe age of
soclal media opening (whole sample)

 The mediating role of pervasiveness is found in all social groups

« Parental control measures account for much less

However...
- Pervasiveness does not account for differences in impact
between social groups (in particular the M/ F divide)
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IMPACT, INEQUALITIES, MECHANISMS IN A NUTSHELL

m) Strong, negative effect in math and italian
m) The earlier, the more negative
» Males are more impacted in both subjects
Smartphone pervasiveness a likely mechanism behind the

effects but it does not account for differentials between groups.
Monitoring tools seem to matter little
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STUDY 2 — PATTO EDUCATIVO DIGITALE
DI MILANO
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Is there a difference between

parental behaviours regarding What are the reasons behind

age for smartphone and social actual parental decisions

media and their general regarding age for

preferences ? smartphones and social
media?

(Hsee &Hastie, 2006, Haidt, 2024)

(Livingstone &Blum-Ross,
2020; Geurts et al., 2022; Choy
et al, 2024)
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DATA
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REPORT DELLINDAGINE SU
GENITORI, FIGLI/E
E DOCENTI

PATTO EDUCATIVO DIGITALE DELLA CITTA
DI MILANO

Per citare il documento: Gui, M., Respi, ., Sironi, G., Ercolanoni, S. & Fiore, B (2024).
Report dellindagine su genitort, figli /e e docenti. Patto Educativo Digitale della citta di
Milano, ISBN 979-12-210-6450-6, https; ipami.it/infodiscs/index/66

e 6536 parent -child dyads
e 19% response rate

Details:
https://www.scuoleapertemilano.it/documen

ts/432652448/477567570/37+report+question

ario+famiglie.pdf/cc39ee7d  -0865 -2¢9c -cc80 -
c2df083e920c?t=1728636049198
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https://www.scuoleapertemilano.it/documents/432652448/477567570/37+report+questionario+famiglie.pdf/cc39ee7d-0865-2c9c-cc80-c2df083e920c?t=1728636049198

BEHAVIOURS AND PREFERENCES

e ‘At what age did you allow your child to use a personal
smartphone connected to the internet?’ (for parents who had
not yet allowed their child to use one: ‘At what age do you think
you will allow your child to use a personal smartphone
connected to the internet?’)

e If collective guidelines were to recommend a minimum age at
which children should be allowed to use their own smartphone
independently (without adult supervision), what age would you
suggest?
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BEHAVIOURS AND PREFERENCES

Parents who already

40

30
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10 1
Age
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Actual age of smartphone delivery
Minimum recommended age
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SOCIAL MEDIA

e 49.1% endorsed the current legal age of 14, while 30%
would prefer older ages.

e Ages below 14 accounted for only 10.3% of responses.
e By contrast, student data indicate that about 35% use

social media frequently, including 22% of those still in
primary school.
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REASONS BEHIND BEHAVIOURS

e Can you indicate the main reasons why you will decide to
let your child own a personal smartphone connected to

the Internet? (check all that apply)

many classmates will have one

for school purposes

to control him/her when alone

to help him/her keep social relationships

to stay in contact when he/she's not with me
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REASONS BEHIND BEHAVIOURS

Association between parents’ stated reasons for allowing their child a smartphone at
a certain age and the gap between expected delivery age and preferred age

Parents questionnaire M1
| will give my child a smartphone...
when many classmates will have one 0.29
[0.17 0.41]
for school purposes 0.16
[0.02 0.29]
to control him/her when alone 0.12
[-0.03 0.27]
to help him/her keep social relationships .014
[-0.10 0.13]
to stay in contact when he/she's not with me .097
[-0.02 0.21]
N 2,597
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SOCIAL PRESSURE

e |n your class, how many of your classmates have a
smartphone?

none
between 1 and 5
between 6 and 15
more than 15
everybody or almost
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SOCIAL PRESSURE

Association between number of child’s classmates having a smartphone and the gap
between expected delivery age and preferred age

Number of classmates who own a smartphone
Nobody (ref.)
1tob 0.18
[0.06 0.30]
6to 15 0,43
[0.24 0.64]
More than 15/Everybody 0,56
[0.34 0.79]
N 2,597
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DISCUSSION

e Current average age of social media/smartphones results
from ‘inconsistent choices’ (Hsee & Hastie, 20006)

e Social nature of digital education (Haidt, 2024)

e Suboptimal equilibrium (Nash, 1950) due to “coordination
failure” (Sandler, 2004)
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GENERAL CONCLUSIONS

e Should policies address social norms regarding age
for digital autonomy?

e Emerging technologies (e.g. Al companions for

children) will require collective decisions for
protection (Common Sense Media, 2025).
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