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Social Networking, Age and Privacy 
 

Aims 

 

This report examines the social networking practices of European children, and the restrictive practices of 

their parents, based on data collected from children and their parents in 25 European countries, including 

the UK, during the EU Kids Online II research project. 

 

Key Findings 

 

General use 

� Social Networking Sites (SNS) are popular among children in the UK – 43% of 9-12 year olds and 88% of 
13-16 year olds have their own profile. Facebook is the most popular, used by 58% of all 9-16 year old 
internet users in the UK (and by 87% of social networking youngsters in the UK). 

� A quarter of children on social networking sites in Europe have their profile set to ‘public’. One fifth of 
children whose profile is public display their address and/or phone number, twice as many as for those 
with private profiles.  The UK has fewer children with public profiles on Facebook than the European 
average (10% of all children aged 9 -16 with a Facebook profile). 

 
Age restrictions and under-age use 

� Many providers ban users under 13 and many apply particular technical protection mechanisms and 
moderated services for minors under 18.  However, age restrictions are only partially effective. Fewer 
younger than older children use SNS but, nonetheless, many ‘under-age’ children are using SNS. It 
seems clear that measures to ensure that under-aged users are rejected or deleted from the service are 
not successful on the top SNS services used by children in Europe. 

� There are some particular implications for countries and/or SNS providers. For example, in the UK 
Facebook dominates, and one third of 9-12 year olds who use the internet use Facebook ‘underage’. 
On the other hand, the safety campaigns appear successful in that, although these 9-12 year olds are 
the most likely in Europe to display an incorrect age, they are also most likely to keep their profile 
private.  This could be because Facebook protections are not equally applied in all countries. 

 

Digital Safety Skills 

� Features designed to protect children from other users (if necessary) are not easily understood, by 
many younger and some older children. Interestingly too, the main increase in skills appears to be at 
13+ years, even among SNS users. Nearly half of 11-12 year olds do not know how to change their 
privacy settings and one in four does not know how to block another user. 

 
Parental restrictions 

� 32% of parents of the children surveyed say their child is not permitted to have an SNS profile; 20% say 
their child can only use SNS with supervision; and half say they do not restrict their child’s use of SNS. 

� Among children whose parents impose no restrictions, most have an SNS profile, including three 
quarters of the youngest ages. However, among those whose parents restrict their SNS use, the age 
difference is marked. Younger children appear to respect parental regulation and, for the most part, do 
not have a profile at all. However, among teenagers whose parents restrict their use, over half of them 
do have a profile. For some, this is in opposition to a parental ban, for others their use is subject to 
parental monitoring. 
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Information sharing 

� Children are rather more, not less, likely to post personal information when their profiles are public 
rather than private or partially private. 

� One fifth of children whose profile is public display their address and/or phone number, twice as many 
as for those with private profiles. It cannot be determined here whether this is deliberate or is because 
some children struggle to manage the privacy features of their SNS. 

 

Policy Context 

 

By combining chat, messaging, photo albums and blogging, SNS integrate online activities more seamlessly 

than ever. This offers children many opportunities, but possibly also more risks. To minimise these, the 

European Commission’s Safer Internet Programme facilitates self-regulation by the major providers. The 

resulting guidance recommends that: 

 

� Services should be age appropriate, with measures in place to ensure that under-age users are rejected 
and/or deleted from the service. 

� Privacy provisions should ensure that profiles of minors are set to ‘private’ by default, and that users 
can control who can access their full profile and be able to view their privacy settings at all times. 

� SNS should encourage and enable users so they can safely manage personal information 

� SNS services should provide an easy-to-use mechanism for children to report inappropriate content or 
conduct by other users. 

 

All of the top SNS identified in this report except Hi5 have signed the Safer Social Networking Principles for 

the EU (http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/social_networking/docs/sn_principles.pd)f). 

 

Methodology 

 

The large scale, quantitative survey was administered face-to-face at home to a random stratified sample of 
25,142 children aged 9-16 who use the internet, plus one of their parents, during Spring/Summer 2010 in 
25 European countries. 
 

Background 

 

The UK survey was conducted as part of a larger 25 country survey conducted by the EU Kids Online 
network and funded by the EC’s Safer Internet Programme.  

Source http://www2.lse.ac.uk/media@lse/research/EUKidsOnline/ShortSNS.pdf 
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