Youth Social
Media Use;
A Call to Action




Youth Social Media Use

Social mediais a constant
reality for teens.

Understanding the benefits,
risks, and the addictive design
elements of these platforms is

the first step in guiding your

child.

Up to 95% of adolescents ages
13=17 are online, with a third
using it almost constantly.

This brief guide describes the

good and bad of youth social

media use as summarized in
our short video:

High Risk, High Reward:
Understanding Social
Media's Impact on
Youth



https://youtu.be/7Qm68grixsg
https://youtu.be/7Qm68grixsg
https://youtu.be/7Qm68grixsg
https://youtu.be/7Qm68grixsg

The Good:

Developmental Benefits

Social media can be a positive force during adolescence - a natural
and exciting time of identity exploration and increasing independence.

A PEW research study noted teens described the following benefits of
social media use:

e Stronger Connections: 74% of teens feel
more connected to friends and family via
social media because it reduces
geographical barriers.

e Creative Outlets: Platforms offer safe
spaces for self-expression and sharing
talents and interests.

e Supportive Community: Social media
provides vital support for marginalized
youth to find community and belonging,
which significantly contributes to their
mental well-being.

Get a Teen Perspective

Learn more about how youth think about and use social media by
watching the following short videos.

» A Day in Teens'Digital Lives (2:56)

» Teen Voices: Friendships and Social Media (3:13)
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https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2025/04/22/teens-social-media-and-mental-health/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fH3YfRFBqFE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fBWQTb5WLg4

The Bad: The Urgency of Harm

Despite the positives, many teens recognize the stress of being
constantly "on stage,” which intensifies peer comparison,

In 2023, the U.S. Surgeon General highlighted
three critical concerns:

1. Excessive Time Online: Teens who use
social media for over three hours daily face
double the risk of negative health outcomes
like depression and anxiety.

. Harmful Content: Exposure to cyberbullying,
hate content, and harassment is linked to
depression, body image issues, and poor
sleep.

3. Developmental Disruption: Social media
interferes with essential healthy activities

like sleep, physical activity, and face-to-
face social interaction, harming emotional
regulation and focus.



https://rmpbs.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/mht-social-media-benefits-risks-video/student-mental-health-matters/
https://rmpbs.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/mht-social-media-benefits-risks-video/student-mental-health-matters/
https://rmpbs.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/mht-social-media-benefits-risks-video/student-mental-health-matters/

The Addictive Loop:
Dopamine

The mechanisms that drive excessive social media

use share similarities with substance misuse. These
platforms are intentionally engineered to hijack the

brain’'s natural reward system.




Why Adolescents
are More Vulnerable

Adolescence is a . During this
time, the brain's reward pathways are highly sensitive, and the
prefrontal cortex - the area responsible for self-control and impulse
regulation - is still maturing.

e This makes young people naturally more prone to impulsivity and less
capable of exercising the necessary self-control to limit their screen time.

e The dopamine-driven social interactions, such as chasing validation through
"likes,” directly tap into the adolescent’s intense desire for social acceptance.

This creates powerful feedback loops that increase the risk of developing
addictive usage patterns and psychological dependency.




Social Media Characteristics

Platform Design & Engagement
(How the Apps Work)

This section focuses on the technical mechanisms
that drive usage and addiction.

Engagement Mechanisms

Features like "likes,” comments, shares, and notifications.
These are intentionally addictive by design, utilizing instant
gratification.

Pros
e Fosters community & peer support.

Cons

¢ Drives excessive screen time & focus on social
comparison

e Negatively impacts focus, impulse control, &
mental well-being.

Content Feeds & Algorithmic Curation

The constant, customized stream of content prioritized by
sophisticated algorithms based on your teen's engagement.
Pros

e Helps users find relevant content, connection, & learning

Cons

e Can limit exposure to diverse views
e Promotes harmful content
e Leads to sleep disruption & reduced engagement in healthy activities




Social Media Characteristics

Digital Identity & Connection
(How Teens Interact)

This section focuses on the social and psychological aspects
of how teens present themselves and relate to peers online.

Different Experiences

The reality that social media use, norms, and expectations
vary across cultures and countries.

Pros

e Connects teens with diverse communities,
fostering empathy & a broader worldview

cons

e Negative impacts (bullying, harmful content) are
often ampilified by language barriers and existing
cultural struggles

Digital Identity & Connection Networks

The user's profile and network (friends, followers) used for
self-expression and identity exploration.

Pros
¢ Facilitates strong social connections & supportive communities, especially

for marginalized youth.
Cons
e Exacerbates social comparison & the need for validation
e Promotes unrealistic standards
e Contributes to anxiety, depression & negative body image




Social Media
Characteristics

Content Flow & Credibility
(What Teens See)

This section focuses on the
nature of the information itself
and the challenges of
authenticity.

User Generated Content (UCG)

Content created and distributed by
everyday users (not brands of traditional
media). This content is often curated,
filtered, or exaggerated.

Pros

e Boosts authenticity, engagement, & community
building

Cons

¢ Leads to the rapid spread of misinformation and
can damage reputations or cause legal issues.
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https://www.checkthenshare.ca/say-something/pdf/MS_PDF_EN.pdf
https://www.checkthenshare.ca/say-something/pdf/MS_PDF_EN.pdf

Learn More!

The resources below provide more
information about the risks and benefits of
youth social media use.

e Common Sense Education’s: Digital Literacy & Well-Being_
Resources for Family Engagement
This site provides a collection of resources, including
podcasts & videos, activities, & tips to reflect with youth on
the social media habits of your family.

e Federal Trade Commission's: Complying with COPPA:
Frequently Asked Questions
This site provides important information about the
Children’'s Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA), including
direct notices to parents.

¢ National Academies’ Report: Assessment of the Impact of
Social Media on the Health & Wellbeing of Adolescents &
Children
This report provides the current findings about the impact
of social media use on youth mental and physical health.

e Jonathan Haidt's Book: The Anxious Generation
This book details how social media’s addictive design
causes social deprivation, sleep loss, & addiction, offering
caregivers clear, research-backed reforms to reclaim a
healthier path for their children.



https://www.commonsense.org/education/family-resources
https://www.commonsense.org/education/family-resources
https://www.ftc.gov/business-guidance/resources/complying-coppa-frequently-asked-questions#Schools
https://www.ftc.gov/business-guidance/resources/complying-coppa-frequently-asked-questions#Schools
https://www.nationalacademies.org/our-work/assessment-of-the-impact-of-social-media-on-the-health-and-wellbeing-of-adolescents-and-children
https://www.nationalacademies.org/our-work/assessment-of-the-impact-of-social-media-on-the-health-and-wellbeing-of-adolescents-and-children
https://www.nationalacademies.org/our-work/assessment-of-the-impact-of-social-media-on-the-health-and-wellbeing-of-adolescents-and-children
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