
The role of social media and AI: 

Challenges and opportunities



Major challenge:

Youth mental health crisis



The current 
narrative



What do kids experience?

• Don’t you know that phone is rotting your 
brain?

• Why don’t you go outside and touch grass or 
something?

• In my day we did worthwhile things with our 
time

• “I can honestly say I have never had a positive 
conversation with an adult about my phone, I 
don’t have anyone to ask who isn’t going to 
tell me about how bad I am for using a phone”

• “I feel a lot of shame about using my phone, 
but I see my mom on her phone throughout 
dinner and she doesn’t really talk to me”



How did we get here?

• New technologies = societal change and 

often moral panic

• Clickbait news stories create buzz and 

noise but not clarity

• COVID

• Increased expectations on adults/parents 

to be available outside of work (and to 

parent perfectly around tech)

• Increased stressors and limited time



What is the evidence?

• The majority of evidence is based on cross-sectional studies

– Cannot determine direction

– Do not show causality

– For example: There is an association between drinking coffee and putting 
on shoes

• Some show a positive association between social media use and depression 
symptoms

– When present, the association is weak, estimated to explain less than 5% 
of the phenomenon being studied

• This means there is high variation in results (different people have 
different levels of association) and other variables are key factors

• For example: A positive association between Snickers and weight gain

Social media Mental health



What is the evidence?

• Studies of problematic media use and depression symptoms

– When present, the association is stronger, estimated to explain around 
15% of the phenomenon being studied

• Studies of youth with depression or anxiety and social media use

– Not many studies with this focus but stronger association in this population

• Other important variables not included in these studies

– Sleep

– Physical activity

– Social context

Problematic media use  Mental health

Media use  Depression/anxiety



What is the evidence?

• Newer evidence is beginning to add other variables to the 
analyses 

• In several studies: 

– Parent social media use was more strongly associated with youth 
mental health than the youth’s own social media use

Social media Mental health

             Parent social media



What is the evidence?

• What can we conclude?

– Not a uniform experience

– Some kids do well, some have risks and harms

– Other variables (e.g. parents) are important

• Avoid monocausal determinism and population-level assumptions

• Focus on kids at risk to provide targeted prevention and support

• Consider context and other key variables



What’s the Context?

At  t h e  s u r f a c e ,  r a t e s  o f  t e e n  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  c h a l l e n g e s  c o i n c i d e  w i t h  s o c i a l  m e d i a  b o o m  
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What’s the Context?
Te e n s  a r e  g r o w i n g  u p  i n  i n c r e a s i n g l y  t u m u l t u o u s  t i m e s
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The Big Picture- 
Many Factors Influence Mental Health

Biology/Genetics

Positive Strengths 
& Supports

Social RelationshipsEnvironment
Family

Community

Childhood Experiences, 
Trauma, & Stress



Opportunities



A new narrative: The Center of Excellence 

Framework

Positive / Negative
Media Experience

Youth individual 
characteristics

Platform design, 
content, and 

algorithm

Family/caregiver support, media use

Peer group/school community support

Backdrop: Social, economic, and climate stresses



Conversation Starters for Teens

PDFs available in English and Spanish.



AAP Family Media Plan

• A list of media priorities to choose from

• Practical tips

• Ability to print or share finished plan

• Option to return to plan and make changes



Q&A Portal on Social Media & Youth Mental Health



School Phone Policies: Resource Guide for Pediatricians



Printable Resources
• The Good & Bad of Social Media: What Research Tells Us 

• Family tip sheet

• 5 Cs handouts for each age



Take home points

• In the setting of the youth mental health crisis

– Social media plays a role, but not the only role

– Adults’ communication, guidance, role modeling is critical

– Resources can help
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