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Abstract: 

Policy-making needs to think of ways to uproot the systemic culture of gender 

asymmetries in which young teenagers are being brought up. In addition, it needs to 

move beyond pedagogy framed by risk and instead engage with the affordances of 

social media as identified by young people themselves. However, education that is 

not informed by a nuanced and interconnected understanding of young people’s 

everyday experiences of sexual well-being, mental health, and social media, is likely 

to be ineffective and inadequate as it does not resonate with young people’s own 

lives. Instead, education and policy-making could well benefit from academic literature 

in fandom, cultural, gaming and childhood studies where the notion of participatory 

culture is prevalent, and where young people are not constructed as innately passive, 

impressionable, unable to distinguish fiction/representation from reality, or right from 

wrong, and unquestionably mimicking what they see across various media. If we are 

to do away with the ‘discourses of anxiety’ and all kinds of moral panics surrounding 

children and teenagers and their online cultures and practices, now is the time to start 

challenging dominant Western constructions of childhood and childhood innocence. 

1. Country context: Greece 

1.1 Gender-related effects of extensive consumption of 

digital- and social media on girls’ and boys’ mental well-

being 

1.1.1 Monitoring of digital media usage 

The Greek state does not keep a gender-disaggregated record of digital media usage 

(personal communication with the National Centre of Audiovisual Media and 

Communication-EKOME, https://www.ekome.media/who-we-are/). According to the 

latest Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) country report, Greece is ranked 

27th amidst the 28 EU Member States, as Greeks are considered to lag behind in 

advanced digital technologies and skills compared to EU average (DESI 2018). 

1.1.2 Digital- and social media consumption: it’s consequences and patterns 

Once again, there are no specific quantitative data on the matter at the level of the 

Greek polity. However, one of the latest monitoring tools of media literacy amongst 

teenage schoolchildren in 7 European countries, including Greece, which offers an 

https://www.ekome.media/who-we-are/
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evaluation of how young teenagers interact with broadcast and social media, their 

critical and aesthetic approaches when they receive media messages, the ability for 

self-expression via technology, and the development of personal independence while 

using the media (EduMediaTest 2020/2021), shows that teenage girls demonstrate 

considerably higher media literacy skills compared to boys, consistently across all 

countries (Executive report for EduMediaTest). 

1.2 Incorporating a gender perspective in (mental) health 

policies and gender mainstreaming of health policies in 

Greece  

Although gender equality, including positive measures in favour of women, is written 

into the Greek Constitution, (Articles 4, 22, and 116), the first efforts to implement 

gender mainstreaming in Greece took place in the 2000s, through the General 

Secretariat for Gender Equality (GSGE). The Greek approach is characterised by an 

emphasis on legal matters, with little attention paid to quantitative indicators, and the 

production of sex-disaggregated data, up until recently, has been quite limited, as was 

the notion of gender budgeting (EIGE, 2019, country-specific information: 

https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/countries/greece). 

Gender mainstreaming in health-related issues has only recently become directly 

addressed in Greek legislature, with the introduction of Law Νο 4604/2019 about 

‘Promoting Substantive Gender Equality, Preventing and Combating Gender Based 

Violence’. With Article 3 (par.1) introducing gender ‘in all sectors of private and public 

life and in particular in the political, social, economic and cultural realities of the 

country’, Law Νο 4604/2019 puts firmly in place gender equality mechanisms at 

central, regional and local level. Article 10/Law Νο 4604/2019 is ground-breaking for 

the Greek context, for it puts in place activities at ministerial level that will integrate 

gender mainstreaming into public policy-making. In addition, Article 18/ Law Νο 

4604/2019 sets up the legal framework for the introduction and integration of gender 

mainstreaming in public policy-making on physical and mental health, and promotes 

a much needed gender-based health research. Of particular importance is paragraph 

4/Article18, wherein provisions are made in order for a number of vulnerable groups, 

(including single-parent households headed by a single mother, abused women, 

women victims of human trafficking, women refugees and migrants, women from a 

minority background, teenage mothers, elderly women, women living below the 

poverty barrier, women released from prison, and women with severe health 

problems), to have access to services of physical and mental health. 

Law No 4808/2021 is also of great national significance for it ratifies Conventions 187 

and 190 of the International Labour Organisation for the Promotion of Safety and 

Health at Work and for the Elimination of Violence and Harassment in the World of 

Labour, respectively; it also incorporates Directive (EU) 2019/1158 of the European 

Parliament and the Council, on the balance between work and private life, thus 

helping to alleviate a major source of stress for working women and men (for a 

detailed account of the work-life dilemma for women, known as ‘downshifting’, see 

Parkins 2009; Ross, 2016; Tsaliki 2019; Wilson and Chivers Yochim, 2017). 

https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/countries/greece
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1.3 Examples of good practices  

Recent policy measures include the new National Action Plan for Gender Equality 

(2021-2025), which ‘promotes a coherent policy nexus with a horizontal integration of 

the gender perspective in all sectoral policies and takes into account both the social 

and economic environment of women, as well as all the particular conditions that 

came with the pandemic in Greece’ (General Secretariat for Demography and Family 

Policy and Gender Equality, 2021). The underlying rationale is for an integrated policy 

approach towards gender equality and a continuous monitoring of actions taken at 

central, regional and local level. Four thematic Priority Axes have been drawn, each 

one of which aims at facilitating gender mainstreaming, and all of which are -

eventually – related to women’s (mental)/health: 1. Preventing and Combating 

Gender-Based and Domestic Violence and Protecting Women from all Forms of 

Violence and the Importance of Awareness Raising among Stakeholders and the 

Greek society. 2. Equal Participation of Women in Decision-Making/Leadership 

Roles, Aiming to Enable Women and Girls to Participate in Public Affairs and Prepare 

them for Positions of Responsibility. 3. Equal Participation of Women in the Labour 

Market to Strengthen Women's Employment and Entrepreneurship and 

Harmonisation Between Work and Personal Life. 4. Gender Mainstreaming in 

Sectoral Policies (General Secretariat for Demography and Family Policy and Gender 

Equality, 2021). 

Health-related gender-mainstreaming within the Greek polity seems to have a strong 

societal component, as, for example, transpires in the case of women taking refuge 

in the national network of Women’s Safe Centres, many of who involve immigrant and 

refugee mothers. These Shelters cater to women survivors of any form of Gender 

Based Violence (such as physical, psychological, sexual and financial violence), 

regardless of age, nationality and religion. As they also give legal counselling and aid, 

and facilitate women’s access to employment, education, health and welfare 

agencies, in the process, the Shelters offer invaluable psychological support to 

women in need (General Secretariat for Demography and Family Policy and Gender 

Equality, 2021). In fact, despite the fact that Greece was considered a laggard in 

gender equality issues (EIGE, 2019), such policy-making has gained the country a 

‘thumbs ’up’ in EIGE’s 2021 Annual Report on Gender Equality in the EU, whereby 

Greece was celebrated for the way it catered for the needs and rights of vulnerable 

refugee and migrant women (EIGE 2021, p. 15). Similar initiatives that work towards 

health-related gender mainstreaming include the “Neighbourhood Nannies” project 

(as part of policy efforts to achieve greater balance between work and family life) 

(EIGE 2021, p. 34), as well as the national quotas to address gender imbalances in 

economic decision-making during the COVID-19 pandemic (EIGE 2021, p. 37). 

Within a similar frame of mind, and following a wave of revelations about sexual 

harassment in sports and performative arts, and an intense public debate regarding 

Gender Based Violence in late 2020-early 2021, the Greek authorities launched the 

https://metoogreece.gr/ platform in March 2021, with the aim to protect all women/girls 

and men/boys from domestic violence, sexual harassment and rape, further 

https://metoogreece.gr/
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cementing the Greek polity’s firm take on health-related gender mainstreaming 

(Eurogender/EIGE 2021). 

Within a context of good practice, the General Secretariat for Demography and Family 

Policy and Gender Equality, in close collaboration with the Ministry of Health, has put 

in place monitoring mechanisms to evaluate gender-mainstreaming in health-related 

fields, agencies and services since 2017. Such policy initiatives include: participation 

of the Secretariat (at the time, ‘General Secretariat for Gender Equality’) in research 

led by the University of Maastricht regarding gender-equality in health; a co-ordinated 

attempt at battling gender stereotyping in health-related public administration and 

services (linked to physical, reproductive, sexual health and childcare); as well as 

actions to ensure gender equality in health services (including mental health) for 

migrant women and women refugees (Annual Progress Report on Gender Equality 

Policy making in Greece 2017, pp 52-53). 

The interest the Greek polity has taken in the way in which biological and sociological 

factors converge, interact and impact upon the health of the citizenry is evident in the 

2013 report of the General Secretariat for Gender Equality (now General Secretariat 

for Demography and Family Policy and Gender Equality) on ‘Women’s and Men’s 

Health in Greece: defining factors of health and of health services use’ (General 

Secretariat for Gender Equality, 2013). The report reflects upon the gender imbalance 

in the state of health in Greece, which remains an issue despite major improvements 

in the public health sector overall. Specific mentioning is given to the ongoing and 

heavy psychological load – linked with depression, stress, anxiety, nervousness, 

worry, domestic violence, loss of desire for sex, among others – brought about by the 

austerity crisis, affecting women and disenfranchised groups disproportionally than 

others. Gender inequalities in the Greek labour market mean that women in Greece 

face a greater risk of impoverishment compared to men, which, in turn, impacts their 

mental health further (General Secretariat for Gender Equality, 2013 p. xi). 

A WHO report looking at young people’s mental health in 12 European countries 

(World Health Organisation/WHO 2011), including Greece, Sweden and the Czech 

Republic, states that girls report more mental health issues than boys, and thus 

argues that adolescent boys are more stable and score higher on self-esteem in 

relation to girls, who show symptoms of depression and anxiety twice as much as 

boys (p. 5). What similar accounts lack is a broader, socio-cultural understanding of 

gender norms and expectations, which, once taken into account, can explain the 

higher ratio of mental health reporting we see from girls. 

To put it differently, we need to realise that girls tend to report more often than boys 

mental health-related problems as a result of an over-arching culture that ‘urges’ 

young girls (more so than boys) to face adversity, take control, report problems and 

become more ‘resilient’. What should not go amiss here is how boys are brought up 

and socialised within a context of ‘manliness’, where strength defines a man (thus the 

boy), and ‘weakness’ is ridiculed and frowned upon, hence boys tend to under report 

mental-health issues for Fear of Missing Out on ‘manliness’ – and the notion that it’s 

now considered ‘ok’ for men, and boys to cry, is a misconception. Although campaigns 

for healthier masculinity and greater emotional literacy among men such as White 
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Ribbon’s ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ video in Canada are a step in the right direction, we are still 

a long way away before eradicating unequal gender stereotyping. Men are silenced 

by a collective culture that expects them to be ‘manly’, Alpha, males – hence there’s 

not enough room for self-doubt, helplessness and vulnerability. In Greece, hegemonic 

masculinity prescribes an equally rigid ‘gender framing’ for young boys, so no wonder 

‘male adolescents reported statistically significantly better mental health than 

adolescent girls’ (Ravens-Sieberer et al., 2008, in WHO 2011, p. 5). 

Still, it’s not just teenage boys who tend to under-report incidents of mental health 

(and come across with ‘better mental health’ than girls); if we take a historical look at 

the construction of femininity in modernity, we can account for the way in which 

teenage girls are almost ‘expected’ to report mental health problems. Indeed, 

elsewhere, as I unravel Cynthia Eagle Russett’s (1989) rich account of the 

development of sexual science in the nineteenth century, I provide a mental bridge 

between present-day perceptions of the impact of sexual content on children and 

adolescents and the attendant dominance of psychological discourses of media 

effects, and the Anglo-American male scientific establishment of the later nineteenth 

century which pathologised female sexuality and constructed women and girls as 

emotionally vulnerable and in need of protection (Tsaliki 2016, ch.4). In equal 

measure, present day concerns about the impact of pornography consumption upon 

young girls resonate 18th century worries about female consumption of the romantic 

novel (Tsaliki 2016, ibid). 

2. Comparison of the situation in Greece with 

Sweden and the Czech Republic 

As mentioned above, Greece has been working fast and hard to rectify the ‘missing’ 

gender dimension in its (mental)health system and services. So, although research 

on mental health in relation to gender issues within the state administration is limited, 

as in the case of the Czech Republic, the National Action Plan for Gender Equality 

(2021-2025) the Greek state has put in place will work towards an integrated policy 

approach towards gender equality and its continuous monitoring at central, regional 

and local levels. 

The Greek Ministry of Education and Religion introduced a pilot class on sex 

education in spring 2021 (within a wider framework – a Skills Workshop, where 

primary and secondary education students will learn Life Skills, including sexual 

education). At the moment, interested primary and secondary school educators are 

acquiring certified training on Sex-Ed, run by the Dept of Primary Education at the 

University of the Aegean. Training axes include: Sex-Ed across Europe (best practice 

from different European countries); Gender-Sexuality-Society; Corporeality and 

sexuality in folk fairy tales; Gender identities-Sexuality-Religion; Teenage sexuality; 

Children’s rights and the role of educators in cases of sexual abuse. This is the first 

time that the Greek state has explicitly addressed sex-ed as part of the curriculum, 

and although this is a long-awaited development, little is known about what the course 

will actually entail. In this sense, there is no way, as yet, to determine and evaluate 

https://www.whiteribbon.ca/boysdontcry.html
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the way in which gender parity and the variety of sexual and gender identities will be 

addressed within the Greek school. 

One of the good practices mentioned in the Swedish report needs to be singled out. 

Here, I’m referring to the revised sex-ed Swedish curriculum, which will focus on a 

more consent- and value-based version of sexual education with an emphasis on 

discussing norms, values and consensual sex (The Ombudsman for Children in 

Sweden, 2020). The way in which the curriculum contextualises pornography 

consumption is interesting, because it seems that it makes room for young people’s 

voices regarding pornographic content and the norms represented in it. What is also 

of great significance is how previous sex-ed was perceived to be skewed towards 

heteronormativity and gender dualism, to the exclusion of non-mainstream 

sexualities, sexual practices and gender identities. This is something really worth 

pursuing within the Greek context. 

Insofar the (mental)health-related public policy-making about online technologies and 

uses is concerned, the over-arching narrative of child/teenage protection in Greece 

revolves around internet and gaming addiction and is usually treated alongside 

other kinds of (substance, gambling, etc.) addiction. In this sense, the Greek case 

differs a lot from the Swedish one. 

The main public bodies that offer advice, parental mediation tips, toolkits and 

psychological and clinical support for teenagers (and sometimes their parents) are 

listed in annex 1 of this paper. 

As I will argue in the next section, the contextualisation of young people’s online 

practices and social media use as something leading to ‘impaired mental well-being’ 

(and more so for girls compared to boys), is problematic. Having said that, there is 

something to be said not only about the state of the public debate around mental 

health in Greece, but also about how mental health services in the country remain 

under-developed. The discussion of Tsaliki and Chronaki (in press) regarding the 

political upheaval that erupted when the film Joker was screened in Greece is a case 

in point, because it places young teenage boy’s media practices at the centre of public 

discussion. The authors use the political and popular turmoil surrounding the 

screening of Joker in Greece to unpack the dominant discourse of the ‘child-at-risk’ 

but also to point at the missed opportunity to engage with ‘toxic masculinity’. The 

hegemony of the pro-effects conceptual paradigm means that, with regard to male 

youth, in Greece, we find ourselves in the middle of a discussion about whether we 

should restrict or control young people’s access to media for fear of what they will 

transpire as an outcome of their media practices. Framing the debate in these terms 

focuses attention on a narrow range of phenomena and ‘infantilises’ young teenage 

boys in Greece – for it perceives them being as impressionable as were the young 

readers of 19th century dime novels in Victorian times. It also largely misses the 

chance to widen the public dialogue in the country regarding ‘toxic masculinity’ and 

mental health (as well as the stigma attached to it), especially in what concerns 

adolescent young men living in austerity times (Tsaliki and Chronaki, in press). 
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In this sense, contrary to international social commentary about Joker’s mental health 

and/or toxic masculinity, the contemporary ‘discourse of anxiety’ in Greece that 

surrounded the film was exhausted in a moral panic about boyhood masculinity, seen 

to become ‘toxic’ (though only implicitly) in the form of a politically instigated (aka left-

leaning) urban guerrilla warfare, as a result of having watched the film. In equal 

measure, mental health problems and policy are only superficially addressed in the 

public debate surrounding Joker, something that chimes with the way mental health 

services at community level remain under-developed in Greece. The authors suggest 

that the Greek media coverage of mental health issues that came as a result of the 

screening of Joker, was marked by the missed opportunity to publicly address both 

teenage mental health and the stigma associated with mental health in Greece, as 

well as the weaknesses and shortcomings within the National Mental Health Plan 

(Karagianni 2016, Madianos 2019). Indeed, despite the deinstitutionalisation reform 

of the Greek mental health system that took place in the early nineties, the reform 

remains incomplete, also as a corollary of the post-2009 austerity crisis (Madianos 

2019). The financial crisis has had a negative impact on the provision of public mental 

services for children and adolescents, with family finances becoming increasingly 

unable to provide treatment in the private sector (Giannakopoulos and 

Anagnostopoulos 2016). With little to have to offer towards the public debate 

regarding toxic masculinity – a theme that breaks up in Greece only in late 2020 and 

leading to the Greek #metoo – and the mental health system, discussion and 

commentary about Joker revolved almost exclusively around the impact of screen 

violence upon ‘impressionable’ (male) youth (Tsaliki and Chronaki in press). 

Turning to how children’s/teenagers’ consumption of pornographic content is usually 

framed, Tsaliki and Chronaki (2015a) take into account the pro-effects reading of the 

culture of pornography that permeates the Greek context and a media agenda that 

focuses on children who are ‘at risk’ from the consumption of porn. The authors point 

at the overabundance of research that accounts for either the (usually negative) 

impact of pornographic content on children and teenagers (Greenfield 2004), or for its 

cultivation of sexist and misogynistic stereotypes (Tyden and Rogala 2004; Manning 

2006). They discuss how contemporary public debate about pornography is largely 

framed by a notion of the psychological effects that follow the consumption of 

pornography, using an ‘addiction’ discourse and hypothesising about the adoption of 

violent behaviour (Flood 2009; Peter and Valkenburg 2008; Young 2008). Such a 

social construction of pornography as addictive, viral and pervasive is certainly not 

new, for it goes back to nineteenth-century conceptualisations of ‘appropriate’ content 

and sexuality with heavy class undercurrents and is devoid of any political readings 

of pornography. Yet this kind of conceptualisations become intensified with the 

‘onslaught’ of online technologies which (are seen to) provide ‘unfettered’ access to 

pornographic content to just about anyone with an internet connection. In so doing, 

however, they constitute scaled up anxieties of the kind encountered in the nineteenth 

century, when mass literacy and technological developments facilitated the access 

and consumption of an array of texts, artifacts and representations – which up until 

then were predominantly available to the upper classes – to a mass audience, 

including ‘vulnerable’ groups such as women, children and the working class (Hunt 
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1996; Kendrick 1996; Tsaliki 2015b). The preoccupation with violent behaviour is fairly 

common within the radical feminist agenda, where pornography is equated with 

objectification (MacKinnon 1993; Nussbaum 1999) and with communicating 

unrealistic body images and standards of sexual performance (Albright 2008). In 

Greece, the study of pornography in the country remains underdeveloped and is 

dominated by a hegemonic pro-effects approach regarding the impact of sexually 

explicit content on children’s and adolescents’ wellbeing (Frangos, Frangos, and 

Sotiropoulos 2011; Tsitsika et al. 2009). 

Meanwhile, contrary research has shown that social, policy and academic concerns 

regarding the ‘devastating’ impact of pornographic content on youngsters are 

seriously overstated and serve to reify a media alarmist and sensationalist culture 

(Buckingham and Bragg 2004; Buckingham and Chronaki 2014; Buckingham and 

Jensen 2012; Rovolis and Tsaliki 2012) and are largely fed by North American 

conceptions and political divisions. 

Indeed, working within the EU Kids Online research network, which reflects a more 

mainstream agenda where children’s online practices are discussed in terms of risks 

and opportunities, empirical research from 25,000 children from 25 participating 

countries shows that alarming voices regarding children’s experiences with sexual 

content are largely overstated. Drawing on data related to sexual risks online, Rovolis 

and Tsaliki (2012), and Tsaliki et al (2014) have found: 

 It is mostly boys rather than girls who have such experiences, and older children 

rather than younger ones; 

 It is primarily girls and younger children who are likely to report being bothered by 

such experiences; 

 Girls’ and younger children’s experiences are mostly accidental in comparison to 

older children and boys; 

 Experiences with sexual content online are not significantly more than 

experiences with sexual content in mainstream media like TV; 

 The number of children who report having been bothered by such experiences 

overall is rather small (4% of the 23% who reported experiencing sexual content). 

Of the 25,000 children interviewed, only 5,750 reported experiences with sexual 

content; of those, only 230 reported having been bothered by the experience; 

 Experiences with sexting range from 4% to 22% in different countries, with a 

tendency to decrease over time. 

It is notable that illegal or abusive activities like sexual harassment, sexual abuse 

(‘grooming’), also fall within the range of sexual risks online and are invariably blended 

with experiences like sexual content and sexting and attributed to the ‘child as 

perpetrator’ (Livingstone et al., 2011, p.135). In effect, children’s active engagement 

with sexual communication is by default considered not just problematic, but almost 

having legal implications. This understanding of children’s sexual agency and the 

construction of their experiences as in need of censoring, regulation and guidance 
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reflect – as argued later – the anxieties that frame childhood as a status of innocence 

and as an uncontrolled, monstrous period in one’s life (Egan & Hawkes, 2009), and 

scholars have argued that such constructions reflect further anxieties about societies’ 

current state and future (Egan & Hawkes, 2012; Tsaliki, 2016). 

3. Conclusions and recommendations 

The Swedish contribution (insofar the Swedish Media Council is concerned) needs to 

take into account more the body of academic work on porn research and porn 

literacies, in order to avoid replicating stereotypical depictions of porn and social 

media in terms of (harmful) media effects. This way it could allow for a richer variety 

of cultures of consumption, inhabited by different communities of users, with a variety 

of sexual tastes and pleasures. Young teenagers should not be constructed as lacking 

in critical skills, and as ‘at risk’. Such deployment of ‘problem porn’ as a blanket 

understanding of all kinds of sexual expression is indicative of the cultural 

conservatism and intense moralising that drives policy making related to children and 

teenagers for years by now, and shapes present-day parenting, to the extent that this 

moralising discourse has become hegemonic and ‘commonsensical’.  

As to social media uses and practices, as in many other cases of institutional policy 

making, here, too,  young people’s agency and critical awareness should not be 

undermined and their sexual and intimate citizenship not be problematised – 

especially that of young girls. 

Research within cultural studies has already deconstructed the conventional wisdom 

cemented by psychologists and other clinical experts about young people ‘at risk’ from 

porn and social media alike. The way such voices are rarely heard and are ignored in 

policy-making circles has been discussed for some time now (among others, see 

Buckingham 2011; 2013; Buckingham and Bragg 2004; Chronaki 2013; Tsaliki 2016). 

Rather than ‘wishing innocence’ on children and teenagers, constructing them as pre-

sexual (the younger ones) or ‘over-sexual’ (teenagers), we need to see them as 

sexual beings, with sexual citizenship, who construct their sexuality as they negotiate 

their gendered identities in everyday social interactions and online practices. In the 

process, we also need to acknowledge that accessibility to sexual knowledge does 

not automatically translate into sexual enactment and behaviour. 

Drawing from the 2014 EU Kids Online report on ‘Experiences with sexual content: 

What we know from research so far’ which reviews research about children’s 

experiences with sexual content online from the EU Kids Online and Net Children Go 

Mobile projects (Tsaliki, Chronaki & Ólafsson 2014), what should be taken into 

account when considering children’s experiences with sexual content, is that such 

experiences reflect the ways in which children define what they have seen as sexual. 

Such experiences, however, depend a lot on what adults frame as sexual, as well as 

on the parallel political and social context in which children are immersed. Thus, 

children employ these ready-made frameworks in order to interpret and classify 

something as ‘sexual’. What children define as sexual content usually comes more 
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from ‘traditional’ media, such as television. However, sexually explicit content (i.e., 

pornography) is banned from television screens (and Facebook) by legislation in most 

countries. Hence, alarmist arguments about the internet posing a major threat to 

childhood should be contextualised and downplayed. This indicates that researchers, 

policymakers, educators and parents alike need to take into account children’s 

definitions of what is ‘sexual’. Children’s experiences with sexual content are, after all, 

limited, as research has indicated. In addition, as already noted in other EU Kids 

Online reports, many children are well aware of effective coping strategies which they 

apply if annoyed or bothered by such encounters (see for example, de Haenens and 

Tsaliki, 2013). 

Empirical evidence indicates that there is a need for policy, political and educational 

actors to consider the diverse ways in which children talk about sexual content and 

sexuality, more broadly. Children’s voices need to be taken into account as well as 

claims about how they wish to participate in the discussions about young people’s 

sexuality – which is why the revised Swedish sex-ed curriculum is exemplary. Such 

evidence could also possibly inform current and emerging sex education curricula, 

especially when it comes to countries that have no organised sex education. 

Additionally, we need to consider how public accounts of children’s sexuality influence 

children and parents’ approach to sexuality itself.  

Next, and now drawing from the most recent EU Kids Online report on ‘Young 

people’s experiences with sexual messages online. Prevalence, types of sexting and 

emotional responses across European countries’ (Barbovschi et al 2021), when 

discussing young teenager’s social media practices such as sexting, it is worth 

framing it in terms of ‘online reputation management’. This will pave the way towards 

different notions of self-presentation and curation of the self, instead of framing 

sexting as ‘risk behaviour’ that needs to be regulated. For sure, various ‘sexting 

awareness’ campaigns focus on the ‘risks and consequences’ associated with 

producing and sharing naked or semi-naked images, while abstinence-related notions 

about sexting put forward the message that sexting is almost always wrong and 

shameful (mainly for girls), without distinguishing between consensual sexting and 

deliberate acts of shame and humiliation. In this way, however, a sexual double 

standard is applied, whereby sexuality is tolerated for boys yet pathologised for girls. 

By stressing worse case scenarios, fear and shame for young girls is created, as 

attention is diverted from the perpetrator of the privacy breach and put onto the victim 

(thus authorising victim-blaming). 

This way, urgently needed is relevant sexuality education that will allow young people 

to develop skills and promote critical and informed responses to sexualised digital 

communication. This  also shows that we need to steer away from fear-based sexting 

education, and adopt a positive vision and rhetoric about appropriate sexual practice 

while taking into account young people’s cultural practices and online and mobile 

media cultures (where sexting is a mundane practice) (Albury, Hasinoff and Senft 

2017). In this respect, it is advisable that we open up school-based (as well as in 

tertiary education) sexual education to include issues of sexuality, privacy and 

consent related to existing practices of sexting. By viewing young people as media 

https://tsalikiliza.files.wordpress.com/2021/10/2021_sexualmessages_online-1.pdf
https://tsalikiliza.files.wordpress.com/2021/10/2021_sexualmessages_online-1.pdf
https://tsalikiliza.files.wordpress.com/2021/10/2021_sexualmessages_online-1.pdf
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producers (when sexting), and by building up their understanding of affirmative 

consent, the production and sharing of images will become integrated into 

conversations about negotiating consent and about broader participation in online and 

mobile cultures (: 530). Hence, taking advantage of young people’s media production 

practices, it is time to start ‘teaching with’ instead of ‘teaching about’ social and mobile 

media in teaching and learning about respectful sexual relationships and about 

practices of self-representation. To this goal, the Teaching with Selfies syllabus (Senft 

et al 2014) can provide a footprint of how to engage with young people on issues 

related to sexuality, gender, and the presentation of the private/public self in a manner 

that is culturally and contextually relevant and applicable to them and their needs (for 

more detail, see Barbovschi et al 2021, pp.21-23). 

On a similar level, we need to pitch policy-making differently, so that we stop thinking 

microscopically and start planning macroscopically: rather than targeting the 

individual (girl, more often, than boy) in order to alleviate the kind of emotional 

problems and harm that may follow certain social media uses, as for example 

experiences with sexting (see Barbovschi et al 2021, p. 22 on this), or revenge porn, 

and in the process render individuals responsible for their own resilience and privacy 

(see Banet-Weiser 2018; Gill, R. and Orgard, 2018; McRobbie 2020), we need to think 

of how to eradicate a systemic culture of gender asymmetries wherein sexism, 

misogyny (or misandry), misogynoir, homophobia, racism, hate speech and an all-

around ‘bitch culture’ find breeding ground. Here, too, we need to steer with the media 

in order to enhance and solidify young people’s cultural and sexual citizenship – 

consider for example how corporate videos with a feminist take like Procter and 

Gamble’s 2014 Always campaign #LikeAGirl, can be used in the school context to 

unpack established gender stereotyping and framing. 

Insofar sexual communication is concerned, and taking into account the online 

disinhibition effect (Suler 2005) which may encourage some people to send unwanted 

sexts or pressure others for nude pictures, it is advisable that educators discuss with 

young people how online/mobile media can amplify forms of already existing gender- 

and sexuality-based harassment. In this context, in order to promote respectful 

relationships amongst the youth, school cultures need also to be taken into account, 

where physical bullying may co-exist with online forms of bullying and harassment. 

Otherwise put, I return to the point where policy-making needs to think of ways to 

uproot the systemic culture of gender asymmetries in which young teenagers are 

being brought up. 

Policy-making needs to move beyond pedagogy framed by risk and instead engage 

with the affordances of social media as identified by young people themselves. 

However, education that is not informed by a nuanced and interconnected 

understanding of young people’s everyday experiences of sexual well-being, mental 

health, and social media, is likely to be ineffective and inadequate as it does not 

resonate with young people’s own lives (McKee et al. 2014; Hendry 2017, p. 510). It 

also needs to realise the links between young people’s online media cultures and 

practices and the emergence of digital publics enacting new forms of participatory 

cultural citizenship (Hermes 2006) and benefit from academic literature in fandom, 

https://www.pgcareers.com/likeagirl-video
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cultural, gaming and childhood studies where the notion of participatory culture is 

prevalent, and where young people are not constructed as innately passive, 

impressionable, unable to distinguish fiction/representation from reality, or right from 

wrong, and unquestionably mimicking what they see across various media. If we are 

to do away with the ‘discourses of anxiety’ (Tsaliki and Chronaki 2020) and all kinds 

of moral panics surrounding children and teenagers and their online cultures and 

practices, now is the time to start challenging dominant Western constructions of 

childhood and childhood innocence. 
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Annex 1: Main public bodies offering advice 

and support for teenagers in the field of online 

technologies and uses 

The Adolescent Health Unit of the 2nd Department of Paediatrics at the National 

and Kapodistrian University of Athens: AHU has been addressing the needs of young 

people aged 11-18 since 2006, with a wide variety of health professionals, over 

dietary, sexuality, drug abuse and excessive internet use issues. They have their own 

Helpline. 

KET HEA (Therapy Centre for Dependent Individuals) offers support to 

adolescents and young adults ‘who are addicted to Internet and video games. The 

programmes seek to restrict the time spent in front of the computer screen and playing 

video games and to enable young people to deal effectively with the challenges and 

problems of adolescence’. Other addiction categories treated are drugs, alcohol and 

gambling. 

Over-18 Unit (for young adults), Attika Psychiatric Hospital, Dept of Problematic 

Internet Use (): a psychiatric unit, aiming at supporting and treating individuals with 

problematic internet use and internet addiction. 

The Greek Centre for Safer Internet is the legal representative of INSAFE and 

INHOPE pan-European networks within the framework of the Safer Internet 

Programme. It offers a series of multimedia resources on internet safety and internet 

addiction on its website, catering for youth, parents and educators, under the auspices 

of the Greek Ministry of Education and Religion. With it can be found:  SafeLine, the 

Greek Hotline for illegal Internet content, and The Greek Helpline, with advice on 

internet-related issues, including internet addiction. 

Finally, the Greek Police’s Unit of Minors – Internet Protection and Digital 

Investigation. This Cyber Crime Division is an independent central service, aiming 

among others at the detection and prosecution of crimes committed against children 

using the Internet and other means of digital communication and storage, as well as 

at battling online harassment and bullying, racist and xenophobic instances online 

and online participation in suicide cases and suicide intent or cases of disappearance. 

http://www.youth-health.gr/
https://www.kethea.gr/en/need-help/diadiktyo/
http://www.18ano.gov.gr/tmima-problimatikis-xrisis-diadiktyoy/
https://saferinternet4kids.gr/poioieimaste/
https://saferinternet4kids.gr/hot-topics-ef/ethismos-ef/
https://www.safeline.gr/en/
http://www.help-line.gr/?page_id=227
http://www.astynomia.gr/index.php?option=ozo_content&perform=view&id=8194&Itemid=378&lang=EN
http://www.astynomia.gr/index.php?option=ozo_content&perform=view&id=8194&Itemid=378&lang=EN

