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1. Asynchronicity

2. Permanence

3. Publicness

4. Availability

5. Cue absence

6. Quantifiability

7. Visualness

8. Algorithmic

Unique features of online peer experiences

Nesi, Choukas-Bradley, & Prinstein, 2018; Nesi,, Dredge, Maheux,, Roberts, Fox, & Choukas-Bradley, S. (in press)



The problems got worse when 
social media began?
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The problems got worse when 
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- School shootings

- Exposure to violence and sexual assault

- Unrealistic academic pressures

- Increased polarization

- Climate change

- Leadership critique of underrepresented identities



The Adolescent Brain



• Starting age 10:  
Hypersensitive to 
peer feedback, 
attention, or 
punishments

• Through age 25…:  
Underdeveloped 
self-control



- Social media is not a homogeneous experience

- Social media = content + platform functions (e.g., likes) + AI

- Adolescent development is gradual and continuous

- Racism and bias are built into platforms themselves

- Causal data are largely unavailable

- More complex than you have heard so far

Key Assumptions



Under which conditions, and for 
which children may specific social 

media features or content be 
helpful or harmful to youth 

development?



1. What are the potential benefits of technology use?

2. What types of technology use may increase or decrease mental health risk?

3. Who may be most susceptible to potentially negative effects of tech/social 
media on mental health?

4. How might tech/social media content promote adaptive or maladaptive 
behavior?

5. Are teens more influenced by peers online?

6. Does digital media cause youth stress?

7. What are teens not doing when using tech/social media?

8. What is “problematic” technology use?

9. Is smartphone use in school related to positive or negative outcomes?

10. Is technology use related to brain development?

What questions are we asking….



1) Positive attributes

- Affinity/identity communities

- Potential for immediate social support/lower threshold

- Online only friends buffer effects of stress on suicidal 
behavior 

- Social companionship during COVID-19 lockdown

- Great diversity among online vs offline peer contacts

- Adolescents report they enjoy interactions online

- Civic engagement and activism
-  (Lenhart, Smith, Anderson, Duggan, & Perrin, 2015; Maheux, Nesi, Galla, Roberts, Choukas‐Bradley, 2021; 

Massing-Schaffer, Nesi, Telzer, Lindquist, & Prinstein, 2020)



2) How teens use technology

Online social 

comparison and 

feedback seeking

Depressive 

symptoms

Gender

Anxiety

 symptoms

Weight-related 

behaviors

(e.g., Choukas-Bradley, Nesi, Widman, & Higgins, 2019; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015)



3) Most susceptible?

Cyber-hate

• Associated with later anxiety and 

depression, even after accounting 

for offline discrimination 

experiences

• Affects victims and bystanders

(Tynes, Giang, Williams, & Thompson, 2008)
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4) Promoting Maladaptive 
Behavior

search for “self-injury” and 
“self-harm”

50 most-viewed character 
(with a live individual) & 50 
most-viewed noncharacter 
videos examined

Lewis, Heath, St Denis, & Noble, 2011



Pro-Anna



5) Peer influence

Nesi, Rothenberg, Hussong, & Jackson, 2017

Exposure to 
Alcohol-related 

Posts

Perception of 
Peers’ 

Attitudes

Initiation of 
Heavy 

Episodic 
Drinking

These processes also can promote adaptive behaviors.



- Connection overload

- Fear of Missing Out (FOMO)

- Availability Stress

- Approval Anxiety

6) Is digital media use a stressor?

Steele, Hall & Christofferson , 2020



Digital 
Stress in 
High School

N = 680, aged 14-15

Experiencing Digital Stress

No

Significant

Predicted increased 
depression one year 
later Nick et al., 2021

Small effect sizes



7) Interferes with Sleep
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recommended sleep (8+ hours)

Poor sleep linked to obesity, depression, 

risky behaviors, poor school performance



Nighttime Screen Use linked to Poor 
Sleep Health

● Meta-analyses:  Nighttime smartphone use 

associated with poorer sleep health

● later sleep onset

● shorter sleep duration 

● more frequent and longer wake events

Burnell et al., in press; Garrett et al., in press



- Do you ever feel like you spend more time on social media than you intended?

- Have you ever tried to spend time away from social media, but couldn't do it?

- Do you ever expend extra effort to make sure you will continue to have access to social media at 

times when you otherwise may not be able to use it?

- Do you ever have a craving or strong desire to use social media?

- Does social media use ever get in the way of things you are supposed to be doing (e.g., sleep, 

exercise, schoolwork)?

- Do you ever use social media even after you realized that it was getting in the way of what you 

thought was best for you?

- Have you ever been away from social media and felt like you were missing it too much to engage 

in normal day to day activities? 

- Do you think you may be addicted to social media?

8) Problematic Social Media Behaviors 



• Nearly all adolescents report 

spending more time on social media 

than they intended 

• Half of adolescents report that being 

away from social media results in 

experiencing difficulties in engaging 

with daily life activities

• One-quarter perceive that they are 

“moderately” or “severely” addicted to 

social media

Results

Burnell et al., in press





- Not much data

- Distraction
- Users and bystanders

- Multitasking vs. task 
shifting

9) Smartphone use in school



10) Social Media and Brain Development



Collecting Smart Phone 
Data Objectively

Every day for 14 days, teens 
upload a screenshot of their 
phone usage

• Objective
• Not retrospective
• Thousands of data points



Average pickups = 100/day

Average time on smart phone = 500min/day (8.3 hours)

Daily Pickups and Time on Smartphones



Two-week EMA study (3 x per day)

• In the immediate hour after teens use 
social media to connect with peers, they 
feel 

• increased sensation seeking 

• crave more social interactions 

• End of day:  increased loneiness

Armstrong-Carter et al., Developmental Psychology, 2023

Social Media and Reward Seeking



Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9

Social Media and Brain Development



Social Media and Brain Development

Left Amygdala/ 
Posterior Insula/ Ventral 
Striatum

Maza, Fox et al., 2023 JAMA Pediatrics







1) Wait for 
technology
Most parents report they 
allow tech because they 
fear their child will be only 
one not using tech



2) Encourage 
Functions That 
Promote Healthy 
Socialization

• Social support 

• Companionship

• Emotional intimacy



3) Discourage Functions that are not 
suitable for your child’s maturity

• Open Chat

• Adult Content

• AI



4) Monitor Use for 
Early Adolescents 

Combination of:

• Restrictive Monitoring

• Active Monitoring

Validate importance of 
their online lives



5) Minimize Exposure 
to and Remove 
Content Depicting 
Illegal or 
Psychologically 
Maladaptive 
Behavior 

• At least 33-50% are exposed to 
this content

• Discuss it



• Discuss cyberhate and appropriate 
responses

6) Minimize Exposure to, 
and Remove Content that 
Promotes Discrimination, 
Prejudice, Hate or 
Cyberbullying



7) Routinely Screen for 
Signs of “Problematic Use” 
that Can Impair Their 
Ability to Engage in Daily 
Life and Routines 

• Have you tried to reduce your screen time, 
but can’t?

• Have you gone to extreme measures (e.g., 
lying) to retain access?

• Does screen time interfere with your other 
roles and responsibilities?



8) Limit Use that Interferes with Sleep 
and Physical Activity



9) Limit Use that 
Encourages Social 

Comparison, 
Particularly Around 

Beauty- or 
Appearance-related 

Content



10) Precede 
Use with 
Training Teens 
in Digital 
Media Literacy

1) Question the accuracy/ 
representativeness of 
content

2) Understand tactics 
used to spread mis-/ 
disinformation

3) Limit 
“overgeneralization” and 
“misestimation” errors

4) Know the signs of 
problematic social media 
use

5) Learn how to build 
healthy online 
relationships

6) Understand how to 
solve conflicts on social 
media 

7) Refrain from excessive 
social comparisons online

8) Recognize online 
structural racism and 
critique racist messages

9) Communicate safely 
about mental health 
online

10) Understand who 
benefits from kids using 
social media



Why did people invent 
social media?



Example - Instagram



Thanks!

Open Public Access at Cambridge 

University Press

https://www.teensandtech.org/

https://www.teensandtech.org/handbook
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