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Designing a Roadmap for a Healthier Digital Ecosystem
An expert convening to define what it means to tune for wellbeing across  
ages and stages within online spaces

Executive Summary
In early December, 2023, the Digital Wellness Lab, with support from Pinterest, convened approximately 
60 experts from across different disciplines — including technology, media, education, mental health, 
government/regulation, and advocacy — to discuss the various systems and contextual factors that 
provide children with the tools to experience tech and media in balanced and healthy ways. The goal of 
the convening was to begin defining what it means to be “digitally well” at each age and stage of youth 
development (i.e., birth to age 24). 

This Tune for Wellbeing event, part of our Inspired Internet Pledge efforts, was the first of several 
convenings designed to dive more deeply into what is needed to ensure young people can build and 
maintain digital wellbeing across the developmental trajectory. The convening resulted in the following 
four key takeaways (see next page for details): 

#1
Recognize the 
complex nuances  
of what digital 
wellbeing looks  
like for all  
young people

#4
Test good ideas, 
 rather than  
wait for perfect 
solutions  
to arise

#2
Encourage  
prosocial,  
healthy, and 

constructive use 
of technology

#3
Recognize  
and bridge the  
generational  
divide

INSPIRED INTERNET PLEDGE PRINCIPLE 1

Tune for emotional wellbeing
We commit to understanding which actions and content correlate with  
wellbeing outcomes. We will use this to inform how we build and evolve  
products and services that support healthier experiences on and offline.

https://digitalwellnesslab.org/
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Key Takeaways

1	 We use the phrases “digital wellbeing” and “digital wellness” interchangeably throughout this report as we find that most definitions don’t distinguish between the 
two concepts.

2	 From Conversation with Amanda Morin, Neurodiversity & Educational Consultant of Amanda Morin Consulting, LLC: “One of the big debates in education and 
medical spaces is whether we should be using person-first or identity-first language when referring to neurodivergent students (You may hear these abbreviated as 
PFL and IDL). Identity-first language is generally used within the neurodiversity community because many neurodivergent people see their identity as intertwined 
with their neurodivergence. Identity-first language includes terms like an autistic person rather than a person with autism. When in doubt about using IDL vs. PFL, 
it is always best to ask about and defer to an individual’s preference.” For more information or to get in contact with Amanda, please visit amandamorin.com.  
The information provided in our conversation is influenced by her book Creating Neurodiversity-Affirming Schools, currently in press.

#1 

Recognize the complex nuances  
of what digital wellbeing1 looks like  
for all young people 
Building an inclusive and actionable framework  
for digital wellness requires recognizing the 
complex nuances of what this looks like for all 
young people, including (but not limited to) 
different developmental trajectories, identities, 
and cultural contexts. 

n	 There is a pressing need for more research 
about digital wellbeing that focuses on young 
people from marginalized backgrounds and 
identities, recognizing that they may identify 
with multiple marginalized groups at once. 
Some examples of these groups focus on the 
socioeconomically under-resourced, people 
of marginalized racial/ethnic backgrounds, 
youth who identify as members of the LGBTQ+ 
community, neurodivergent youth2, and youth 
with disabilities

n	 Young people do not constitute a monolith. 
Youth and adults alike bring their own distinct 
cultural values and perspectives into the 
practice of digital wellness, across the world. 

n	 Young people and families have inequitable 
access to technology and the internet, globally. 
Varying levels of access and the use of internet-
enabled applications need to be considered in  
all definitions of digital wellbeing. 

#2

Encourage prosocial, healthy, and 
constructive use of technology 
Promoting digital wellness requires not only 
teaching young people to avoid risk or harm  
online but also encouraging their prosocial, 
healthy, and constructive use of technology.

n	 Emphasizing positive contributions is as 
important as working against problems.  
From childhood through young adulthood, young 
people thrive when they are given opportunities 
for exploration, social connection, and play; 
digital wellness is no different. Taking a more 
fun and joyful approach to promoting digital 
wellbeing could be beneficial for all age groups.

n	 It is important to distinguish between 
traditional definitions of safety, which 
typically involve protecting children through 
regulation and other rule-based mechanisms, 
and psychological safety, which entails creating 
spaces where young people feel a sense of 
comfort, belonging, and stability.    

http://www.amandamorin.com
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#3 
Recognize and bridge the generational 
divide
Almost all of today’s youth are growing up in a 
technologically-enabled world. This is not the case 
for most of the adults who are making decisions 
on research, policy, education, and clinical work  
around digital wellbeing. Recognizing and bridging 
this generational divide is a challenge in designing 
a healthier digital ecosystem. 

n	 It’s essential to include young people in 
conversations about digital wellbeing 
(including research, policies, and regulation), as 
they are experts in their lived experience and 
the ones who will be most directly impacted by 
these next steps. 

n	 Many stakeholders in these conversations 
work directly with youth and can intentionally, 
thoughtfully, and reliably represent their 
perspectives, even when young people cannot 
be physically present. They should be invited  
to speak on behalf of the young people they 
work with. 

#4 
Test good ideas, rather than wait  
for the perfect solution to arise
While everyone involved in conversations 
about digital wellbeing for youth is striving for 
excellence and impact, it’s important that we are 
willing to move forward with testing good ideas, 
rather than waiting for perfect solutions to arise.
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Designing a Roadmap for a Healthier Digital Ecosystem
An expert convening to define what it means to tune for wellbeing across  
ages and stages within online spaces

Young People’s Digital Wellbeing
Globally, one-third of children use the internet and, similarly, one-third of internet users are children and 
teens (UNICEF, 2019). In the United States, nearly all children and teens (97%) have internet access via 
home computer or smartphone (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). Children are growing up 
in a digitally-saturated world, often being introduced to digital media as early as infancy (e.g.: Barr et al., 
2010; Veldman et al., 2023; Wan et al., 2021).

Children and adolescents are some of the most vulnerable members of our society, requiring substantial 
guidance and, often, protection as they develop into adulthood. Given the unique developmental needs of 
those aged from birth to about 24 years, it seems necessary to consider more specific definitions of digital 
wellbeing for youth. 

HOW WE DEFINE DIGITAL WELLNESS

At the Digital Wellness Lab at Boston Children’s Hospital, digital wellness is defined as “a positive 
state of mental, physical, and social-emotional health pursued through intentional, authentic, 
and balanced engagement with technology and interactive media,” emphasizing a holistic 
understanding of healthy and positive media engagement across developmental stages.

Defining “Digital Wellbeing”
A concept no more than a couple of decades old, “digital wellness” or “digital wellbeing” is defined in myriad 
ways, through a continuous evolution and re-interpretation as technology innovates and our collective 
behaviors shift. The definition of  “digital wellness” or “digital wellbeing” is often informed by the milieu of 
the definer: technology and media companies might define the concept in the context of their products and 
services while clinicians may define it in terms of a person’s physical health when using devices. Often, one’s 
digital wellbeing is defined as the absence of undesired or harmful behaviors with technology and media. 

In literature, “digital wellbeing” has variously been defined as simply as “being healthy in a digital society,” 
which includes being able to recognize risks and benefits of digital experiences while maintaining physical 
and mental health (Allers et al., 2021), and as complexly as “a subjective individual experience of optimal 
balance between the benefits and drawbacks obtained from mobile connectivity...comprised of affective 
and cognitive appraisals of the integration of digital connectivity into ordinary life. People achieve digital 
wellbeing when experiencing maximal controlled pleasure and functional support, together with minimal 
loss of control and functional impairment” (Vanden Abeele, 2021, p. 938). 

https://digitalwellnesslab.org/
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Although there is marked interest among researchers, clinicians, educators, technologists, and families 
to understand and support digital wellness for even the youngest children (e.g. Allers et al., 2021; Cao & 
Li, 2023; Gupta et al., 2022), early work has suggested that common examples of risk (e.g., cyberbullying, 
sextortion) may be more applicable to tweens, teens, and young adults rather than young children. 
Therefore, digital wellbeing practice may benefit from a shift away from “a protectionist model of 
cybersafety” to one that empowers children to be critical thinkers in the digital world (Nansen et al., 2012).  

Clarity about what digital wellbeing looks like and requires at each stage of development is needed in order 
for technology and media organizations to design healthy, safe guardrails for youth. Similarly, this clarity 
will help families, educators, and other youth advocates to support young people in developing healthy, 
balanced approaches to engaging with the digital ecosystem. Given the lack of a clear, actionable definition 
of what digital wellbeing looks like across young people’s developmental ages and stages, we set out to 
craft this definition in collaboration with a cross-disciplinary group of experts from around the world. 

The Tuning for Wellbeing Convening
Developing strong policies and frameworks to ensure that young people’s interactions with technology 
support their digital, mental, and overall wellbeing requires implementing meaningful and salient changes 
across industries, educational systems, and at home. 

The Digital Wellness Lab, with support from Pinterest, invited experts from across different disciplines3 — 
including technology, media, education, mental health, government/regulation, and advocacy — to discuss 
the various systems and contextual factors that provide children with the tools to experience tech and 
media in balanced and healthy ways. 

With approximately 40 participants in-person in an event space in Washington, DC and another 20 
participating via Zoom, the half-day Tuning for Wellbeing convening in December, 2023 was oriented 
around interactive, solutions-focused discussion to answer two key questions:

DEFINING DIGITAL WELLBEING

3	Notably, while a number of teens and young adults were invited to attend, they were unable to participate due to school responsibilities. During a discussion about 
the importance of integrating youth voice into these conversations, individuals who work in direct youth service made the point that part of their job is to serve 
as an authentic and powerful proxy for youth when they can’t be physically in these spaces. While it doesn’t absolve us of the collective responsibility to make 
important discussions accessible for young people, it is important to note that youth perspectives were taken into account during the conversation. 

What skills and knowledge do 
children and teens need to be able 
to be digitally well both now and 
in the future? 

What role does each key stakeholder 
in a child’s life play in enabling the 
development of these skills and 
knowledge? 
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Participants were split into small groups to focus on specific age levels and developmental stages,  
based on the groupings in the Digital Wellness Lab’s Family Digital Wellness Guide:

Although the groups focused on specific age spans, participants agreed from the beginning that 
development is fluid — some children of the same age may be at different stages of development,  
and recommendations can be reflective of personal knowledge of a specific child’s needs in practice. 

This paper shares the insights and recommendations as summarized by the expert participants, including 
stakeholder roles and next steps. This is only the first convening of a series to hone the definition of digital 
wellbeing at each key age and stage of childhood development and to clarify, at an actionable level, how 
stakeholders can support young people’s development of the skills and knowledge necessary to be digitally 
well in a technology-saturated world. 

DEFINING DIGITAL WELLBEING

BIRTH TO PRE-K

(ages ~0-5)
SCHOOL AGED

(ages ~6-9)
TWEENS

(ages ~10-3)
TEENS

(ages ~14-18)
YOUNG ADULTS

(ages ~19-24)
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Designing a Roadmap for a Healthier Digital Ecosystem
An expert convening to define what it means to tune for wellbeing across  
ages and stages within online spaces

Age and Stage Discussions
Birth to Pre-K (Ages 0 - 5)

OVERVIEW

Despite the fact that many organizations, including the American Academy of Pediatrics, recommend 
avoiding exposure to screens altogether (except for video chatting) for children under the age of 18 months, 
we know that many children are still engaging with digital media at this age, averaging approximately one 
hour daily (Rideout & Robb, 2020). 

By preschool, children ages 2-4 in the United States were spending an average of 2 ½ hours using digital 
media each day even before the pandemic; children in this age range from families of lower income 
reported using media at significantly higher rates than those in higher income families (Council on 
Communications and Media et al., 2016; Rideout & Robb, 2020). The primary way they spent that time  
was in watching online (e.g. YouTube) and streaming (e.g. Netflix, Hulu) videos (Rideout & Robb, 2020),  
a passive screen engagement. 

SKILLS & KNOWLEDGE FOR DIGITAL WELLBEING

Balance screen time and avoid guilt- and shame-based narratives
Participants highlighted a few key points to keep in mind for this age range and developmental stage.  
First, they noted the deep importance of ensuring that, even if a child is exposed to digital media on a 
regular basis, their screen time is balanced with playful and exploratory moments away from digital 
spaces. These offline moments are crucial for physical, social, and emotional development as children  
grow — and to ensure they learn how to mindfully engage with digital media 

https://digitalwellnesslab.org/
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AGE & STAGE DISCUSSIONS  |  BIRTH TO PRE-K

Second, they implored child advocates to avoid guilt- and shame-based narratives around children’s 
engagement with tech and media. The reasons that caregivers introduce screens at an early age can vary, 
but we do know that children in households with lower incomes and children whose parents/primary 
caregivers have a lower level of education tend to have higher daily screen use totals (Rideout & Robb, 
2020). The implied inequities of these data highlight the importance of empowering all parents and 
caregivers to make the decisions that are right for their family’s values and situation. 

Model behaviors and language of relationship-building, conversation, and focus
Finally, the participants noted that, particularly at the youngest ages, children learn most from what  
they observe. Their skills of observation and impressionability make them fabulously quick learners but  
it also puts an extra responsibility on their caregivers to model the behaviors and language they want  
their children to develop. 

This age provides an opportunity for caregivers to reframe boredom not as a time to be filled with any 
mindless activity but as a time for engaging with imagination and creativity. There is a level of joy that 
can come from feeling bored and identifying a meaningful way to fill that space, whether through an 
intentionally chosen activity or through allowing the mind to wander. 

This is also a time for parents and other caregivers to use the time they have one-on-one with their child 
as meaningful time for interaction and bonding. The participants noted that it’s a time to put down 
devices and to focus on one another, to model these behaviors of relationship-building, conversation, 
and focus. When phones and other devices are present during these times, the adult’s distraction can 
have negative effects on the child’s developmental milestones, like self-regulation skill building (McDaniel 
& Radesky, 2017). At the same time, caregivers can model the functionality and joy that can come from 
intentional use of devices and digital media. 

STAKEHOLDER RESPONSIBILITIES

Parents and Other Primary Caregivers
At the youngest ages, parents and other primary caregivers are the top influences in a child’s life 
and development. They are responsible for the child’s safety, and should ensure that they know what 
technology and media a child is using, for what purposes, and that safety features are in place to provide 
boundaries not only for the child’s access to media and the internet but also others’ access to the child. 

Caregivers should set rules about what media are shown to their children by others and about what can 
be shared on social media about their children. The participants noted that these conversations can be 
tricky and even uncomfortable, such as asking a grandparent to remove photos of a beloved grandchild 
from Instagram or telling an older sibling that they cannot post a TikTok video featuring their younger 
sibling, but that they are necessary to maintain a young child’s privacy and safety, especially before they 
are able to make meaningful choices for themselves about how their image and likeness are used. 

Finally, the participants noted that caregivers have a responsibility to speak to their children about 
technology and media from the youngest ages. This normalizes the conversation and will make future 
discussions of difficult topics (e.g.: sexting, cyberbullying) more open and natural. 
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AGE & STAGE DISCUSSIONS  |  BIRTH TO PRE-K

Clinicians and Educators
While parents and other primary caregivers hold the bulk of responsibility for helping young children to 
develop healthy and balanced skills and knowledge about technology and media, clinicians and educators 
(such as daycare providers and preschool teachers) have an important role to play in empowering families 
with knowledge and respecting their boundaries around technology and media. 

Pediatricians and family care providers can disseminate accessible, easy to follow, non-judgmental 
resources to support caregivers in navigating the milestones of physical, emotional, social, and media 
literacy development in young children. These tools can be created by medical professionals, with support 
from others, including the tech companies which develop digital experiences for young children.

Tech and Media Companies
Tech and media companies can work to create clear, easy-to-follow guidance about their in-app safety 
guardrails, to help parents to easily engage these safety mechanisms without requiring too much time  
or interpretation. 

Young children in particular are drawn to the characters they see in their favorite shows, movies, games, 
and videos. Media companies can use this to build experiences and content that support children’s 
learning of key developmental tasks, social-emotional competencies, and academic skills. They can share 
clear overviews with parents to describe what is in this content and develop easily understandable systems 
for classifying content options to help empower families in choosing what their children can watch and 
engaging with the content and learning outside of the digital experience.

Similarly, media companies can ensure that there is a broad diversity of characters in their content 
designed for young children. Race, ethnicity, ability, shape/size, gender, and more should be considered. 
Seeing themselves and their wider community represented in media can provide powerful support for 
children’s identity development and confidence and can help all children better understand, empathize 
with, and be comfortable with those who have different lived experiences from their own. 

When all of these tools come together, even the youngest children will be learning to balance digital and 
in-person connections and play. Even those stakeholders who focus on older age groups should be invested 
in supporting young children’s healthy and balanced engagement with technology. Learning to use 
technology in safe, fun, and healthy ways at a young age will help children form healthy and positive habits 
as they age. Additionally, as a child enters school and grows in their educational and social independence, 
they will have a strong foundation for agency and digital wellbeing in a tech-saturated world.

Government
Governments and regulators can work with tech and media companies to ensure young people’s safety 
and wellness in digital experiences. Participants noted that regulators can design policies that support 
families across the socioeconomic spectrum in being able to spend meaningful time with their children. 
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School Aged (Ages 6 - 9)

OVERVIEW

Once children enter grade school, they are beginning to use technology in new ways, and may be using 
digital experiences to connect with both family and friends. Nearly half (43%) of 8-12 year olds own 
smartphones and 61% say they enjoy watching online videos ‘a lot’ (Rideout et al., 2022). 

Video games become increasingly popular as children grow through this age group (especially for boys). 
Research conducted in Australia found that almost half of children between the ages of 3-12 have played 
Minecraft with a friend, and 13% have played on the internet with someone they do not know (Mavoa et 
al., 2018). Although children of this age group are not technically allowed accounts on social media, many 
are actively using these interactive media applications. In 2020, 11% of 5-8 year olds in the U.S. reported 
using TikTok, and, as its overall popularity has continued to soar, that number may now be higher  
(Auxier et al., 2020).

SKILLS & KNOWLEDGE FOR DIGITAL WELLBEING

Emphasize hands-on learning of safety, civility, and mindfulness skills
The developmental shifts that occur in grade school which allow children to start forging stronger 
friendships and becoming more independent from their families are reflected in their media use habits. 
The convening participants were very clear that, at this stage of development, children need to be  
hands-on learning key skills for safety, civility, and mindfulness in connected and social digital spaces. 

Children at this age should have limited access to explore what the internet is and to be able to experience 
joy in that exploration. They should be mentored and monitored through their exploration to ensure 
their safety (and safety nets) as they learn increasingly independent skills. Although they may not yet have 
the mature media literacy and self-management skills to navigate negative online interactions, it is in this 
developmental stage that those skills can be introduced and practiced. 

AGE & STAGE DISCUSSIONS
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AGE & STAGE DISCUSSIONS  |  SCHOOL AGED

Participants highlighted that, more so than time spent with screens, the intention behind the digital 
engagement is important. Considering the situational aspects of a child’s screen time and helping  
them to use that time for meaningful social connection or learning can support their development of  
self-regulation and balance. 

Limit online relationships to extensions of real-life relationships
Online connections with peers should be an extension of the child’s interactions with peers in school and 
other real-world settings. In other words, they should be interacting online only with people they already 
have real-life relationships with. This allows children to take steps towards more autonomous digital 
engagement, while still ensuring they are protected from interactions and content where they may not 
yet have the independent skills to navigate harmful or confusing experiences.

Teach, model, and mentor critical thinking skills in online spaces
Convening discussants shared concerns about the concept of “stranger danger,” particularly in online 
spaces, as it is often individuals known to the child who can introduce the most harm. This highlights the 
importance of teaching, modeling, and mentoring children through the development of critical thinking 
skills in online spaces. Children can gain a sense of their own power in their ability to navigate their 
environment in healthy, safe ways by understanding how to engage differently in online spaces (as 
opposed to “in real life”) and how to protect their privacy and seek help when needed. 

We know that children and teens are susceptible to changing their habits based on the images and videos 
they see online (Harriger et al., 2010) and to experiencing harm from bias and racially-motivated attacks, 
particularly in gaming communities (TaeHyuk Keu & Hearns, 2022), so it is imperative that we use the 
school age years to prime them with the skills and approaches they need to handle these situations in 
healthy ways, before they encounter them on their own.

STAKEHOLDER RESPONSIBILITIES

Parents and Other Primary Caregivers
In the school age years, parents and other primary caregivers continue to serve as a main support for 
children. Similar to the youngest group of children, the way that digital wellbeing is understood by school 
age children is still closely linked to the habits of their parents and how they mediate the child’s access to 
technology and media. The early school years, however, provide an optimal time and setting to introduce 
media and technology in moderated, monitored ways to encourage skill building and conversations about 
how the child is experiencing the effects of the time they are spending online and the content they are 
engaging with. 

The participants cautioned all stakeholders — including parents, clinicians, and educators — against 
having fear- and guilt-based conversations with children, particularly at this age. This is a time for 
empowering, open, honest conversations that help children to learn that they can maintain control of  
their online lives with thoughtful, critical engagement and concern for their own privacy and safety.



Creating a Positive Foundation for Greater Civility in Online Spaces
Expert Ideas for Technology, Policy, and Education Innovations to Build a More Civil Online Ecosystem for and by Youth	 14© 2024 Digital Wellness Lab. All Rights Reserved.  |  Designing a Roadmap for a Healthier Digital Ecosystem	 14

AGE & STAGE DISCUSSIONS  |  SCHOOL AGED

Teachers and Other Educators
Teachers and other educators can work to set consistent expectations about how technology is expected 
to be used, and how it is expected to be put down in favor of other experiences within educational settings. 
Consistent, school-wide expectations about smartphones, tablets, laptops, and other forms of technology 
should be made clear and be universally  enforced, to help children to develop strong self-regulation skills 
and an understanding of the times when technology can be supportive to their learning and when it can be 
a distraction from it. 

Tech and Media Companies 
Tech and media companies have a responsibility to make parental controls easy to access and to 
understand. These companies should use their platforms and policies to encourage discussions between 
children and trusted adults about how they are using products and platforms and how different features 
can keep them safe. Tech and media companies can work to keep adult spaces away from young users and 
to support parents in keeping their children off of interactive media spaces or apps until the parents have 
decided their children are ready. 

Government 
Government and regulators have a responsibility to support thoughtful, evidence-based regulation that 
empowers families to design the boundaries and rules that are right for their values and their children’s 
readiness. They can ensure that media literacy education encouraging critical thinking and civility is 
accessible to all children through their educational experiences. It is critical that children at this age are 
provided with non-judgmental, open dialogues and access to core skills and knowledge about staying 
healthy and safe online before they are granted more open access to interactive online spaces. 
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AGE & STAGE DISCUSSIONS

Tweens (Ages 10-13)

OVERVIEW

During the “tween” years, children are beginning to transition into puberty, including the initial years  
of their experiencing the key developmental tasks associated with adolescence. Children in this age range 
are becoming increasingly independent from their parents and begin to develop more critical thinking  
and more sophisticated thought processes (Semrud-Clikeman, 2015). 

In the United States, on average, children receive their first smartphone at age 10 and nearly  
three-quarters (71%) own a smartphone by age 12 (Bickham et al., 2021; Rideout et al., 2022). Although 
most online communities and all social media platforms do not allow users under the age of 13 to create 
accounts, 38% of children ages 8 to 12 report using social media, and 18% report doing so every day 
(Rideout et al., 2022). 

Video games become increasingly popular in the tween years, especially for boys. Children use these 
spaces to spend time with their friends, often engaging in ongoing chats (audio or text) while they play the 
games (Carter, Moore, & gaspard, 2020). Similarly, celebrities and online influencers become increasingly 
important, encouraging parasocial relationships and setting expectations for identity formation and how 
to be seen by peers as cool (Tolbert & Drogos, 2019). 

SKILLS & KNOWLEDGE FOR DIGITAL WELLBEING

Balance need for autonomy and social connection with appropriate boundaries
Participants noted that the main challenge with tweens is to balance their increasing need for autonomy  
and social connection with setting appropriate boundaries around media use. Preliminary research 
suggests that many adolescents are actually in favor of parental rules around managing their smartphone  
and other digital technology use (Carter et al., 2023; Moreno et al., 2019), which supports the implementation  
of this all-important monitoring and boundary setting for safety and learning. 
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AGE & STAGE DISCUSSIONS  |  TWEENS

The group noted that, while they are technically “underage” for using social media according to most 
platforms’ terms of use, many tweens have their own accounts and most have engaged with social 
media applications either through their own, their parents’/siblings’, or their friends’ accounts. For this 
reason, rather than completely restricting tweens’ access to these platforms, the convening participants 
recommended a version of hands-on “social media training” for kids at this age, before they start more 
independent use of interactive online spaces. This might include designing more child-friendly spaces 
intended to be used alongside trusted adults to scaffold a child’s learning, and including child-friendly, 
easy-to-read language in community guidelines. 

Use positively worded expectation-setting
Participants again raised the importance of positively worded expectation-setting. For example, there is 
much conversation about preventing and intervening in cyberbullying incidents, but less focus on what 
behaviors exemplify positive membership within an online community. Tweens can be learning about ways 
to engage with technology and digital media creatively and collaboratively, learning content creation and 
ways to safely engage their curiosity through online information searches. 

Support development of critical thinking skills in online spaces
Similar to younger ages, the participants also noted that learning to critically engage with both information 
and people online is a must, particularly as children begin preparing for more independent engagement 
online. Children need to be engaged in explicit and clear conversations with caregivers, particularly focused 
on sharing content and personal information and about potential harms that can arise online. 

Parents and other primary caregivers often gloss over difficult topics such as child sexual abuse material 
and pornography, but these are the exact conversations that are necessary to ensure children have the 
information and skills they need to stay safe in online spaces (Thorn, 2022), particularly as they get older 
and begin independently navigating online spaces. 

Finally, it is not too early for children in this age range to begin learning about their rights and recourse, 
both on specific platforms and in the legal system, so they are prepared and feel empowered when they 
eventually have negative experiences online.  
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STAKEHOLDER RESPONSIBILITIES

Parents/Families and Educators
Parents/families and educators can collaborate to ensure that tweens’ lives have digital citizenship 
and media literacy integrated in both formal and informal learning spaces, instead of being framed 
as a standalone learning experience in a specific class at school. All adults in a child’s life can provide 
mentorship and guidance, avoiding fear-based narratives to encourage open dialogue and respect for 
boundaries. Modeling healthy and balanced media use can have a positive effect on how tweens use 
technology. Co-viewing and co-engaging with media alongside the child can help to support ongoing open 
conversations, positive guidance, and the setting of clear expectations around use (Uhls & Robb, 2017). 

Influencers and Content Creators
A greater focus on the social circle and the importance of being seen as “cool” or “popular” emerges in  
the tween years (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010), which extends to digital media and technology. Influencers  
(or, more specifically, content creators) can have an outsized effect on how young people of this age 
conceive of themselves and their world. They have a responsibility to treat their viewers with respect, 
sharing prosocial messages and information that is rooted in fact and evidence. 

Tech and Media Companies 
Tech and media companies can support parents and educators in scaffolding tweens’ learning about the 
online world by designing more child-friendly spaces that support parent/child co-engagement for skill 
building before children are released into the online world more independently as teens. They can provide 
families with accessible, easily-understandable user guides and supports, and clear guidance on safety 
features which feels relevant to tweens and parents alike. 

Government
Government representatives can take time to integrate young people’s experiences, clinicians’ and 
researchers’ knowledge of developmental arcs, and parents’ and educators’ needs in designing thoughtful 
and nuanced regulation that supports young people’s development of necessary long-term skills in a 
digitally-saturated world. 
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AGE & STAGE DISCUSSIONS

Teens and Young Adul ts (Ages 14 - 24)4

OVERVIEW

Teens are becoming more capable of future thinking and logical problem solving (Simpson, 2018) and  
their peers have transitioned into their primary connections, offering further independence from parents/
caregivers (Mount Sinai Medical Center, n.d.). Teens and young adults are working to develop their own 
values and morals, separate from those of their families. Their social lives and connections have become 
integral to their wellness (Jose et al., 2012) and fitting in with peers is a primary motivator (Ginsburg, 2011). 

Beyond known peers, teens and young adults may also feel connected to, and want to emulate, content 
creators and celebrities on social media platforms (Bond, 2016). As these non-familial relationships become 
increasingly important for teens and young adults, they may prefer to get information and support from 
friends and “near peers” (those slightly older or more experienced, but still around the same age as the teen).  

Nearly half of teens say they use the internet ‘almost constantly’ (Anderson et al., 2023) and nearly all 
report using the internet at least daily (Anderson et al., 2023). For many young people, there is little to no 
separation between their digital and “real world” lives; digital wellbeing is even more intimately connected 
to overall wellbeing for this age group. 

A majority of teens in the United States use video- and image-based social media platforms regularly, 
including YouTube (93%), TikTok (63%), Snapchat (60%), and Instagram (59%) (Anderson et al., 2023).  
One consequence of this is that young people are increasingly expected to curate their personality, image, 
and online engagement to those outside of their in-person social networks.  

4	 During the convening, participants split into groups discussing teens (14-18) and young adults (19-24) separately, however their recommendations and takeaways 
overlapped so substantially that it made sense to combine the groups here. We include young adults in our explorations of youth digital wellbeing because of the 
variance in rates that youth develop and the fact that the brain isn’t considered to be an “adult” brain until around age 24.
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Explorations of identity and culture play an enormous role in the developmental trajectory of teens and 
young adults. These explorations can often feel more safe and supportive in online spaces (Fish et al., 2020; 
Ringland, 2019). They are also exploring romantic relationships and their own sexual orientations and 
gender identities. Young people who identify as LGBTQ+ may find online communities to be safer, more 
affirming spaces. While only about one in three (38%) LGBTQ+ youth describe their home as an affirming 
place, nearly twice that number, 68%, say they have found affirming spaces online (The Trevor Project, 
2023; Gardner, 2024).

SKILLS & KNOWLEDGE FOR DIGITAL WELLBEING

Participants put a heavy focus on the importance of teens being able to build safe, civil, healthy habits with 
tech and digital media, so that they are able to be successful independent members of online communities 
as young adults. 

All current teens and young adults have grown up in a digitally-enabled world. Coming of age alongside 
social media and other interactive technology has meant that this current generation of young people 
were often subject to low levels of initial regulation as new features and applications appeared during 
their formative years. It has also helped to blur the line between “digital” and “real” life. Teens and young 
adults have had to increasingly learn new skills and thinking patterns about which parts of themselves  
they want to share, within which media and communities, particularly as they get older and think about 
post-secondary education and the workforce. 

Learn the difference between privacy and secrecy
For young people online, it’s important to understand the difference between privacy and secrecy.  
Secrecy reflects an intention to withhold certain information from others within a community — such as 
your full name, image, or address — and privacy indicates your willingness to broadcast information more 
generally (Slepian, 2022). For example, a young internet user may prefer to navigate communities under an 
alias with an avatar to protect their identity but is willing to openly share about their dating experiences  
or challenges at school. 

Social expectations for access and exposure, alongside fears of being “canceled,” can place excessive 
pressure on young people to perfectly balance their decisions about privacy and secrecy. They may feel 
forced to take a stance on an issue even if they don’t know enough about the situation to have an opinion 
or don’t feel comfortable sharing an opinion, for fear of social rejection. 

Navigating this nuance of privacy versus secrecy to remain safe and comfortable in online spaces may feel 
particularly challenging to young people, so it is especially important for them to develop an understanding 
of the dichotomy of private/secret and to intentionally and thoughtfully draw lines for themselves. 

Similarly, young people are under pressure to share well-curated images of themselves and their lives. 
They see highly manufactured images and videos of creators and even their own peers and may feel the 
need to produce similar personas for themselves, or they may minimize their own lives and experiences  
in the face of such contrived perfection. 
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AGE & STAGE DISCUSSIONS  |  TEENS AND YOUNG ADULTS

Bring a critical eye to all online experiences
This heightens the importance of media literacy and the ability to bring a critical eye to all online 
experiences. Media literacy skills taught in school or in informal spaces like at home or in community 
spaces like libraries may possibly be protective against situations commonly cited as concerns surrounding 
“influencer culture,” such as body dissatisfaction (Burnette et al., 2017; Rodgers et al., 2019). Participants 
noted that teens and young adults need to continue honing their critical thinking about their online 
experiences, particularly as they enter full online independence. 

Focus on positive growth rather than specific media use
Among teenagers and young adults, digital wellness involves a careful balance of free expression and 
exploration with safety and support. Because young people’s development and use of digital media during 
this stage will be more diverse and varied than ever before, the focus should be on positive growth rather 
than specific media use guidelines based on developmental milestones.

STAKEHOLDER RESPONSIBILITIES

Parents and Other Caregivers
Rather than attempting to completely avoid negative online experiences and other issues in the digital media 
landscape, parents and other caregivers should instead focus on fostering young people’s independence 
while providing support as needed. Adults can also take this opportunity to learn about new forms of 
digital media and technology alongside teenagers and young adults, helping to build both knowledge and 
trust. 

Educators
Educators can collaborate to create formal media literacy and citizenship measures that can be 
implemented in curricula specific to developmental needs and updated to reflect shifts in the educational 
and digital landscapes. Especially as COVID-19 exacerbated existing educational inequities and resulted 
in stagnating growth, or even regression, in core subjects (Betthauser et al., 2023), educators may feel 
overburdened by already-existing curricular expectations. Participants emphasized that media literacy 
approaches should be created by experts in ways that allow integration into already existing lessons.

Content Creators
Content creators can use social reach and trusted status among young people to promote evidence-
based education in media literacy, health and wellbeing, and other key issues, in collaboration with 
researchers or established media literacy organizations.  
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Tech and Media Companies
Tech and media companies can moderate and curate content targeted towards teenagers and young 
adults, not only in terms of restricting dangerous or harmful materials but also amplifying prosocial 
messages, particularly those related to marginalized communities. 

Platform and community guidelines should be made easily accessible in clear, youth-friendly language, as 
any ambiguity about these policies or how they are enforced can empower bad actors and behaviors. Teens 
report that they don’t believe platforms follow through as promised when they report harmful behaviors 
or experiences (Bickham et al., 2023). Platforms must increase transparency of their regulatory practices 
surrounding features like blocking or reporting, to maintain young people’s trust in the platform’s ability to 
support their wellbeing and, therefore, their ongoing participation in these types of safety measures. 

Government
Governmental representatives and officials have a role to play in ensuring digital well-being for teens  
and young adults. In recent years, a number of laws and regulations which seek to protect children from 
harm online have been recommended and even implemented. However, crucial input from teens and  
young adults who have direct experience with these technologies must be considered when these 
regulations are created, in order to protect teens and young adults in ways that respect their autonomy 
and rights of expression.
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Designing a Roadmap for a Healthier Digital Ecosystem
An expert convening to define what it means to tune for wellbeing across  
ages and stages within online spaces

Next Steps
The Tuning for Wellbeing convening in 2023 was only the first step of many conversations designed to 
define online wellbeing for youth across the developmental spectrum and to identify actionable short-, 
medium-, and long-term actions that key stakeholders can take to optimize the online space for young 
people’s wellbeing. 

Next steps following this convening include:

Define stakeholder roles, responsibilities, 
and clear actions 
Continue to engage with cross-disciplinary 
groups of experts to define stakeholder roles, 
responsibilities, and clear actions they take to 
support youth wellbeing at each age and stage. 
This includes designing methods to engage with 
young people directly, to capture their input and 
experiences. 

Work to understand the feasibilty  
of our recommendations
Engage with educators, regulators, and product 
designers to understand the feasibility of the 
recommendations and what needs to be true for 
the recommendations to be implemented. 

Grow Inspired Internet Pledge signatory 
and advisor participation
Continue to enroll technology and media 
companies, advertisers, and advisors in the 
Inspired Internet Pledge to increase collaboration 
in making a healthier internet for everyone, 
especially young people. 

Adjust recommendations for inclusivity
Engage with experts to define how all of the 
recommendations need to be adjusted for cultural 
differences, neurodivergence, the experiences 
of youth of color, and the varying intersectional 
experiences of youth, and integrating these 
adjustments into the final recommendations for 
stakeholders to ensure actions are inclusive and 
impactful. 

Integrate the digital ecosystem into  
the “markers of healthy development”
Work to integrate the digital ecosystem into the 
“markers of healthy development” that underpin 
the work of youth development, mental health, 
and medical professionals. These markers were 
designed and tested well before our current 
technology and media had been invented and need 
to be updated to account for the current reality of 
youth development in the modern world. 

Engage youth in our efforts
Work to increase access and inclusiveness for 
youth to engage in efforts such as this convening. 
This includes ensuring that there are working 
group options designed to take place during dates 
and times that don’t conflict with young people’s 
school and extracurricular activities. 

https://digitalwellnesslab.org/
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https://digitalwellnesslab.org/
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APPENDIX

About the Inspired Internet Pledge
The Inspired Internet Pledge, launched in summer 2023, is a commitment by tech companies and the 
broader digital ecosystem to unite with the common goal of making the internet a safer and healthier place 
for everyone, especially young people.

While many attribute the current youth mental health crisis to the use of interactive media, we know from 
our research that the digital ecosystem holds substantial promise for being an important part of the solution, 
enabling young people to express their identities, explore interests, and build meaningful relationships.

The Digital Wellness Lab believes that by sharing rigorous research and clinical expertise, we can change 
the paradigm for how young people use technology and interactive media. We also believe that efforts to 
design and maintain a healthy digital ecosystem for young people are more effective when public and 
private sectors join together for impact. 

With policymakers in the US and around the globe focused on how technology influences and affects 
youth mental health and emotional well-being, the Inspired Internet Pledge is an opportunity for industries 
to come together and show, not just tell, how they are addressing some of our most serious challenges.

Pledge Principles
Signatory companies — drawn largely from tech, media, and corporate advertisers — choose how they will 
implement their commitment to the three core Pledge principles, specific to the realities of their product 
or service. Advisors to the Pledge play a vital role in supporting signatories’ efforts, providing a broader 
perspective to their work and ensuring progress occurs. 

PRINCIPLE 1

Tune for emotional 
wellbeing

We commit to understanding 
which actions and content 
correlate with wellbeing 

outcomes. We will use this to 
inform how we build and evolve 
products and services that 
support healthier experiences  

on and offline.

PRINCIPLE 2

Listen to and act on insights 
from people who have 
experienced harm online
We commit to listening to  

and learning from those who have 
experienced harm online and 
the experts who support these 
communities, to inform  

the evolution of our policies,  
products, and content.

PRINCIPLE 3 

Share lessons 
collaboratively

We commit to sharing best 
practices, key research 
findings, and creative 

solutions to make the internet 
a healthier place for everyone 
— especially young people.

https://inspiredinternet.org/
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APPENDIX  |  ABOUT THE INSPIRED INTERNET PLEDGE

Pledge Signatories & Advisors
The Tune for Wellbeing convening in December, 2023 was generously sponsored by and co-planned with 
Pinterest as part of their commitment to the Pledge, which includes a promise to convene at least four 
thought leadership conversations that center on defining key milestones for the broader online ecosystem. 

Together, we can make the internet a healthier place for young people
We welcome all companies and organizations that operate within and have a hand in defining the digital 
ecosystem to consider joining the Inspired Internet Pledge. Potential signatories and advisors can learn 
more at inspiredinternet.org/the-pledge

SIGNATORIES

ADVISORS

 https://inspiredinternet.org/the-pledge/
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APPENDIX

List of Contributors
The workshop that formed the basis of this report was conducted under Chatham House Rule.  
After the workshop, several participants agreed to have their participation in the workshop publicly listed. 
These experts and stakeholders participated in their individual, not institutional, capacities, and the 
organizations listed next to their names are provided for affiliation purposes only. Not all participants  
are listed, and the presence of a participant’s name below does not necessarily imply total ownership  
and endorsement of the ideas in this document — but is listed with the person’s consent to acknowledge 
their important contributions to this effort.

Christopher T. Allen, PhD	 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

Karuna Antani, MPH	 National Education Association

Stephen Balkam	 Family Online Safety Institute

Josh Blumenfeld, JD, MA	 YouTube

Alfiee Breland-Noble, PhD	 The AAKOMA Project

Angie Calvin, PhD	 University of Wisconsin-Madison

Michael Carter, PhD	 Digital Wellness Lab at Boston Children’s Hospital

Erika Crowell, MA	 TikTok

Richard Culatta, MS	 Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD)

Pride David	 MediaWise

Jacklyn Doig-Keys	 Meta

Carson Domey	 University of Texas (student)

Eleanor Dong, EdM	 Education Development Center (EDC)

Laura Erickson-Schroth, MD, MA 	 The JED Foundation

Monica Figueroa, MA	 Harvard Graduate School of Education 

Dominique Freeman	 National Alliance on Mental Health (NAMI)

Shae Gardner	 LGBT Tech

Dayna Geldwert	 Meta

Lisa Guernsey, MA	 New America

Ashley Horne, MA	 American Academy of Pediatrics

Elizabeth Hunt, MA	 Center for Children and Technology at EDC

Naomi Hupert, MSEd	 Center for Children and Technology at EDC

Adam Jacobs, MA	 National School Climate Center
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Cjersti Jensen, PhD	 TikTok

Daniel Kelley	 Anti-Defamation League (ADL)

Shari Kessel Schneider, MSPH	 Education Development Center (EDC)

Amanda Lenhart, MA	 Common Sense Media

Michelle Ciulla Lipkin, MA	 National Association for Media Literacy Education (NAMLE)

Kim Lipsky, MPA	 TikTok

Nicole Lopez, JD	 Meta

Roger Manix, MFA	 Immersiva

Morgan Marler, MEP	 Foundation for Social Connection

Kimberly Martin	 National PTA

Melissa C. Mercado, PhD, MSc, MA 	 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Amanda Morin	 Amanda Morin Consulting LLC

Amy Murphy	 Google

Brinleigh Murphy-Reuter	 Digital Wellness Lab at Boston Children’s Hospital

Keris Jän Myrick, MBA, MS	 Inseparable

Patricia Noel, MSW	 Discord

Zainab Okolo, EdD	 The JED Foundation

Dena Portuesi	 Smith Micro Software, Inc

Michael Preston, PhD	 Joan Ganz Cooney Center

Jillian Racoosin Kornmeier, MPH	 Foundation for Social Connection

Heather Rieman	 New Profit / America Forward

Tomislava Savcheva-Petrov, JSD, LLM	 The Walt Disney Company 

Sam Schwamm, MA	 Digital Wellness Lab at Boston Children’s Hospital

Cori Stott, MBA, EdM	 Digital Wellness Lab at Boston Children’s Hospital

Kaitlin Tiches, MLIS	 Digital Wellness Lab at Boston Children’s Hospital

Lucía Urrutia	 TikTok

Christian Villenas, PhD, MS	 National School Climate Center

Nygel White	 Save Our Stories Films

Ericka Williams	 University of Michigan 
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Designing a Roadmap for a Healthier Digital Ecosystem
An expert convening to define what it means to tune for wellbeing across  
ages and stages within online spaces

The Digital Wellness Lab at Boston Children’s Hospital and  
Harvard Medical School seeks to understand and promote positive 
and healthy digital media experiences for young people, from birth 
through young adulthood. 
The Digital Wellness Lab is made up of a dynamic and collaborative team of experts and thought 
leaders from health sciences, tech, academics and entertainment. We are ever-evolving and 
welcome others to join us on our mission. 

BECOME A SUPPORTER

The Digital Wellness Lab works with supporters from healthcare, technology, media, philanthropy, 
and other industries to deepen our understanding and address the future of young people’s healthy 
engagement with media and technology.  If your organization is interested in becoming involved  
as a financial supporter, please email us at dwl@childrens.harvard.edu

For more information about our work, please contact Cori Stott, Executive Director,  
at dwl@childrens.harvard.edu

https://digitalwellnesslab.org/
mailto:dwl%40childrens.harvard.edu?subject=
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