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“I’ll Die 
Without 

A Phone.”

Effects of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health
Rebecca Krill, MD (she/her)

Objectives + Disclosures

1. No Disclosures
2. Review typical bio-social development in 
adolescents
2. Identify current generational characteristics of 
adolescent social behavior 
4. Effects of social media on the developing 
adolescent
5. Current Research on social media and 
Adolescents
6. Key points + actions to share with colleagues, 
patients and families 

Research and Bias Limitations

How Does Social Media Affect Adolescents?

1. I already know social media is 
awful for teens, you’ll have to 
convince me otherwise

2. Social media has done more good 
than harm for teens

3. I’m not sure and would like to 
understand more

4. It’s bad for my own mental health, I 
can’t imagine what teens are going 
through

What Makes Adolescents Special?

Emotional Spark

Social Engagement

Novelty

Creative 
Exploration

The ESSENCE of Adolescence
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Pre-Frontal 
Cortex

I Did He’s thinking, ‘how 
did she get into this 
math class?” She 

doesn’t know 
anything.’

They’re 
wishing I’d 
go take a 
shower 

He didn’t say hi to 
me in the hallway 
because of what I 
posted on tiktok

Amygdala

Social Engagement

Novelty and Creative Exploration
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Hyper-Rational Decision Making

Mental Illness Onset

50% during
adolescence

75% by 
Age 24

Emotional 
Spark Novelty

Social 
Engagement

Creative 
Exploration 

Adolescence

The Modern Teen

This Generation

 Less car accidents

 Less alcoholism

 Less sexually transmitted infections and 
pregnancy

More passion for social justice
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?
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Social Comparison

Correspondence Bias

Intermittent Reinforcement

Cyber-aggression

Child Predators

Financial Exploitation

Co-rumination

Pain-Pleasure imbalance

Disrupted  Sleep

We’ve created a world in which online connection 
has become primary. Especially for younger 
generations. And yet, in that world, anytime two 
people connect, the only way it’s financed is 
through a sneaky third person who’s paying to 
manipulate those two people. So we’ve created an 
entire global generation of people who were raised 
within a context with the very meaning of 
communication, the very meaning of culture, is 
manipulation.” 

— Jaron Lainer, computer scientist and virtual reality pioneer

Adolescents are not addicted 
to social media….

They’re 
addicted to 
each other
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“The paradox is that hedonism, the pursuit of pleasure 
for its own sake, leads to anhedonia. Which is the 

inability to enjoy pleasure of any kind.”  

What Do Teenagers Say 
About Their Phones?
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Knowledgeable about their friends

Understand their feelings, situations 

Social support from friends more readily

Those who in engage in pro-social face to face 
interactions are more likely to engage in prosocial 
social media behaviors by encouragement, offering 
help and uplifting

Greater sensitivity to social justice

De-stigmatizing of mental health

Refuge for teens in marginalized groups

What Does Research Say 
About Adolescents and their 

Phones?

Ferguson, C. J., et.al (2022Like this meta-analysis: Screen media and 
mental health. Professional Psychology

“On balance, the data fail to 
support the contention that 
exposure to screen media generally, 
or social media and smartphones 
specifically, is associated with 
negative mental health symptoms.” 

A. H. M., & Howard, A. L. (2023). Stress and Mood Associations With Smartphone Use 
in University Students: A 12-Week Longitudinal Study. Clinical Psychological 

Science, 11(5), 921-941. 

“Our findings contribute to a growing 
scholarly consensus that time spent 
on smartphones tells us little about 
young people’s well-being.”

Steinsbekk, Silje & Nesi, Jacqueline & Wichstrøm, Lars. (2023). Social media behaviors 
and symptoms of anxiety and depression. A four-wave cohort study from age 10–16 years.. 

Computers in Human Behavior. 147

“Messages about the negative impact of screen 
time on the well-being of young people feature 
frequently in the media, the community, and 
political discourse. The current review suggests 
that this discourse may not accurately reflect the 
available scientific literature and that the 
magnitude of the effects when they can be 
measured range from small to very small. It is likely 
that the degree to which increases in screen time 
account for the recent rise in mental health 
problems among young people is negligible.”
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Of the 40 longitudinal studies those 
that measure effects after one week 
of quitting social media (7) , only 1 
found an effect

Of the remaining 33 that measure 
effects after 3+ weeks, 24 found an 
effect

 “Going cold turkey doesn’t make you 
happy, it makes you anxious and 
dysphoric for a few weeks, so we 
should not expect to find benefits to 
mental health in the short interval”
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Out of 18 experimental studies, 12 
found a causal effect. 

 In the 6 studies that did not show an 
effect participants had only reduced 
or eliminated social media for one 
week or less.

Those who limited their use after 4 
weeks demonstrated reductions in 
loneliness and depression compared 
to control group

More image based 
content generated 

for girls

Girls engage 
more hours on 
social media

More hours on 
social media 
strengthens 
algorithm

Adolescent 
girls are the 
most affected 
group

Co-hort effect

Lose-Lose 

Situation
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What Do Teenagers Say Is 
Causing Their Mental Health 

Crisis?

55

56

57

58

59

60



4/18/2024

11

Goldilocks Hypothesis
The most well-being was found among moderate 
television watchers, video game players, computer 
users, and smartphone users, with lower or higher 
use rates associated with lower measures of well-
being. 

“…even if depression is associated with heavy 
social media use, the problem is spending 
excessive time on any one activity [at the expense 
of other healthy activities] rather than anything 
[inherently] dangerous about social media.”

Key Talking Points with 
Families

Educate: Adolescents are designed to explore and 
seek new opportunities and relationships. Healthy 
risk-taking is an antidote to anxiety

Set Limits: social media is particularly detrimental 
to adolescent girls. No smartphones under the age 
of twelve. Delay social media as long as possible.

Reduce Suicide Risk: Keep your home safe of 
lethal means (lock medications and get rid of guns)

Healthy online behavior mirrors health real life 
behaviors: Parents can promote digital citizenship 
 Joining platforms as a way to learn adapt to the 

language and passively observe what is posted
 Model time boundaries around electronics
 Provide education about the power of intermittent 

reinforcement and the financial gain of the 
creators of social media. Turn off notifications.

 Model open dialogue about their online social 
lives so that teens will come to them when 
victimized or upset

Key Talking Points with 
Families

Actions for Professionals

Ask patients about their social media use in a 
non-judgmental fashion. 

 “What do you like about social media?”

 “Are there any downsides or dislikes?”

 “Do you set limits on how much time you 
spend on it?”

Write letters to representatives advocating for 
protections

Are we the masters of the tools we’ve created, 
or are the tools a master of us?
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