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Social media has become a part of daily life, especially for younger generations.
However, the impacts of social media are not nearly as universal as its use. This means
that mitigation of potential harms through blanket public policy lacks the targeted
nuance needed to be effective.

To inform the public policy conversation, this comment discusses: the lack of
clear causation between social media use and mental health issues among teens; the
want of evidence that proposed policies will work as intended; and how legislation is not
an adequate replacement for parental involvement.

In the United States, mental illness among young people has risen over the last
few years, with depression rates doubling among teenagers between 2009 and 2019.1
Social media use has grown among young people around the same time, leading to
questions of whether the two are linked. Politicians are, in turn, pushing legislation to
regulate social media and have largely been posing it as a solution to mental health.

However, consensus on the link between social media and mental health does
not exist. Lauren Leffer’s article, “Here’s How to Actually Keep Kids and Teens Safe
Online,” discusses in part how the impacts of social media are currently being debated
with differing opinions even among experts.? Although there is a correlation between
high use of social media and poor mental health, there is insufficient causal evidence.®

In a large study on the effects of technology use on teenagers’ mental health,
Amy Orben and Andrew K. Przybylski found a statistically significant but still small
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impact on mental health with other life events and circumstances having a much more
substantial impact.

In an article on adolescent mental health, Candice L. Odgers and Michaeline
Jensen’s examined the correlation between social media use and mental health found
that studies showed no clear causation.® They also point out that many assumptions
about the role of screen time where based on old data when a much smaller population
of teenagers were on the internet.

Odgers and Jensen further assert that changes in the internet landscape may
make the linkages between internet use and depression no longer relevant, because
teenagers were largely in anonymous chat rooms when the connections were first
measured. Today, teens are more likely to connect with people they know in real life and
use social media to support, rather than replace, in-person social connections.® While
there has been a correlation between the rise of mental health issues among teenagers
and the growing prevalence of social media, research has not shown the causation that
would justify expansive legislation.

The lack of consensus on social media should give pause to regulators. It would
be a mistake to misdiagnose the root cause and implement a solution that does not
work.

Despite a lack of definitive cause and effect, several bills have been proposed at
the state and federal levels. At the national level, the Kids Online Safety Act (KOSA) by
Senator Blumenthal (D-CT) aims to tackle the mental health crisis by requiring social
media platforms to provide parental controls as well as creating a duty of care for social
media platforms to remove material deemed harmful to minors.”’

At the state level, several states have proposed and, in some cases, passed bills
to regulate social media use by minors. Utah gained national attention for its far-
reaching regulation requiring I1Ds for children to sign up for social media and
establishing a curfew for social media by minors.8

The KOSA and similar bills largely miss the mark on what the evidence suggests
would help young people better manage their screen time. These bills assume the
effects of social media are primarily harmful, and overly broad rules have the potential
to limit kids' access to resources that would help them regarding topics related to mental
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health.® Rather than blanket rules, the American Psychological Association (APA)
recognizes that social media usage is not necessarily bad for teenagers and that
approaches and restrictions should be based on individual needs and development.?
With everyone requiring different levels of guidance and freedom, legislation is not a
practical solution.'!

To solve the mental health crisis among children and teenagers, it is necessary
first to find and resolve the root cause. While the narrative that social media is the culprit
has gained traction, the empirical evidence remains unclear. Acting before
understanding will lead to unintended consequences.

Respectfully,
Trey Price
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