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Agenda

• Introduction to the Surgeon General’s Report as a reference

• Social media factors that influence mental health in youth

• Negative and positive effects of social media use

• Primary care pearls



Trigger Warning

This presentation references potentially distressing topics 
including self-harm, eating disorders, suicide, hate speech, 
and bullying

There are no graphic or violent images

We will be viewing social media posts of a person in a swimsuit/athletic 
clothing as examples of photo editing (re: unrealistic beauty standards)



(1) See final slides for citations
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What percentage of youth 
ages 13-17 report using a 
social media platform?

(2)



95%
More than a third report using social media “almost constantly”

(2)
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What percentage of youth ages 
8-12 use a social media 
platform?

(3)



40%

(3)



At this time, we do not yet have 

enough evidence to determine if 

social media is sufficiently safe for 

children and adolescents.

The U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory

(1)



Social media 
factors that 
influence mental 
health in youth
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CONTENT 
EXPOSURE

PROBLEMATIC 
USE OF 

SOCIAL MEDIA





Self-Harm

A systematic review of more than two dozen studies found 
that some social media platforms show live depictions of 
self-harm acts (cutting, etc) 

These studies found that discussing or showing this 
content can normalize such behaviors (suicide pacts, 
models for self-harm, etc) (4)



Social Comparison/Body Image

Social media may perpetuate body dissatisfaction, disordered 
eating behaviors, social comparison, and low self-esteem (1)

A synthesis of 20 studies demonstrated a significant relationship 
between social media use and body image concerns (5)

Social comparison driven by social media is associated with body 
dissatisfaction, disordered eating, and depressive symptoms (6)



Adolescents aged 13-17 were asked, how does social media 

make you feel about your body image? 

Worse Neither Better

(7)



(8)



(8)



(8)



Cyberbullying/Hate Speech

Roughly two-thirds (64%) of adolescents are “often” or 
“sometimes” exposed to hate-based content (9)

Among adolescent girls of color, one-third or more report 
exposure to racist content or language on social media 
platforms (10)

Adolescent females and sexual minority youth more likely to 
report experiencing incidents of cyberbullying (11)



Predatory Interactions

Social media platforms can be sites for predatory behaviors and interactions 

with malicious actors who target children and adolescents 

Adolescent girls and transgender youth are disproportionately impacted by 

online harassment and abuse (12)

Nearly 6 in 10 adolescent girls say they’ve been contacted by a stranger on 

certain social media platforms in ways that make them feel uncomfortable (10)



Addictive Features of Social Media
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Push notifications, autoplay, infinite scroll, quantifying and displaying popularity (i.e., 
‘likes’), and algorithms that leverage user data to serve content recommendations are 
examples of features that maximize engagement

According to one recent model, nearly a third (31%) of social media use may be attributable 
to self-control challenges magnified by habit formation (13)

Some researchers have found that social media exposure can overstimulate the reward 
center in the brain and, when the stimulation becomes excessive, can trigger pathways 
comparable to addiction (14)

Small studies have shown changes in brain structure similar to changes seen in substance 
use or gambling addictions (15)



Overuse of Social Media

Compulsive or uncontrollable use has been linked to sleep problems, 
attention problems, and feelings of exclusion among adolescents (16)

A systematic review of 42 studies on the effects of excessive social 
media use found a consistent relationship between social media use and 
poor sleep quality, reduced sleep duration, sleep difficulties, and 
depression among youth (17)

Poor sleep has been linked to altered neurological development in 
adolescent brains, depressive symptoms, and suicidal thoughts and 
behaviors (18)



Links to ADHD and FOMO

In a recent narrative review of multiple studies, problematic social media use has 
also been linked to both self-reported and diagnosed attention-deficit/ 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in adolescents, although more research is 
necessary to understand whether one causes the other (19)

Additionally, social media-induced fear of missing out, or “the pervasive 
apprehension that others might be having rewarding experiences from which one 
is absent,” has been associated with depression, anxiety, and neuroticism (20)



The Developing Brain



Varying Amount of Impact

How much time is spent on platforms?

What kind of content are they consuming?

To what degree does social media disrupt their healthy 
activities like sleep and physical activity?

Youth are affected by social media in different ways, based on 
their individual strengths and vulnerabilities, and based on 
cultural, historical, and socio-economic factors (21)



Brain Development
The adolescent brain is at its peak when it comes to risk-taking 
behaviors

Identity formation and sense of self-worth --> the brain is 
susceptible to social pressures, peer opinions, and peer 
comparison (22)

Frequent social media use may be associated with changes in 
the amygdala (emotional learning and behavior) and the 
prefrontal cortex (impulse control, emotional regulation, and 
moderating social behavior), and could increase sensitivity to 
social rewards and punishments (23)

Therefore, adolescents may experience heightened emotional 
sensitivity to the effects of social media (24) This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://igorminar.github.io/story-about-superpower-management/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Potential Benefits

Community and connection with others who share identities, abilities, and 
interests

Space for self-expression

Formation and maintenance of friendships

Access to more diverse peer groups than are available to them offline

Studies have shown that these effects can be especially large for marginalized 
youth (racial, ethnic, and sexual and gender minorities) (25)

Social media may be a platform to which we can disseminate resources like 
mental health interventions



Potential Harms
A longitudinal cohort study of U.S. adolescents aged 12–15 
(n=6,595) that adjusted for baseline mental health status 
found that adolescents who spent more than 3 hours per day 
on social media faced double the risk of experiencing poor 
mental health outcomes including symptoms of depression 
and anxiety (26)

As of 2021, youth spend an average of 3.5 hours per day on 
social media



Studies that have shown harm
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Limits on the use of social media have resulted in mental health benefits 

A small, randomized controlled trial in college-aged youth found that limiting social media use 

to 30 minutes daily over three weeks led to significant improvements in depression severity (27)

This effect was particularly large for those with high baseline levels of depression



Studies that have shown harm

A study conducted among 14-year-olds (n = 10,904) found 
that greater social media use predicted poor sleep, online 
harassment, poor body image, low self-esteem, and higher 
depressive symptom scores with a larger association for girls 
than boys (16)



The Role of the Pediatrician

Pediatricians play a crucial role in providing guidance and education to both 
patients and their families regarding the safe and responsible use of social 
media (28)

They can help families navigate potential risks and promote healthy social 
media habits

Advocate for policies aimed at protecting youth mental health in regards to 
social media

Suggest a Family Media Plan 
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/fmp/Pages/MediaPlan.aspx

https://www.healthychildren.org/English/fmp/Pages/MediaPlan.aspx
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Pediatrician as Advocate (1)

Advocate at the local, 
state, or national 

level to urge 
policymakers to:

Strengthen 
protections to ensure 

greater safety for 
youth

Develop age-
appropriate safety 

standards for 
technology platforms

Protect youth from 
accessing harmful 

content – enforce age 
minimums

Limit use of features 
that attempt to 

maximize 
engagement

Develop tools to 
protect activities such 

as sleep

Higher standard of 
data privacy for youth

Support the 
development of 

digital and media 
literacy curricula in 

schools

Support increased 
funding for future 
research on how 

social media impacts 
the developing brain

Ensure technology 
companies share data 
relevant to the health 

impact of their 
platforms



When to refer to 
psychiatric care?
As always, pediatricians are our first-line in screening for depression, 
anxiety, and eating disorders 



Gaming Disorder proposal

There is currently no diagnosis of “social media addiction” or 
“internet addiction” in the DSM-5.

Internet Gaming Disorder is included in the DSM-5-TR (29)



Internet Gaming Disorder (29)

Must cause significant impairment or distress

Preoccupation with gaming

Sadness, anxiety, or irritability when gaming is taken away

Unsuccessful attempts to quit gaming

Giving up other activities due to gaming

The use of gaming to relieve negative moods (guilt, hopelessness)



Questions?
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