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Introduction

Almost all teenagers use social media. Surveys show about 92% of teens use social media, and over half (57%) say they are on-
line almost all the time (Gottfried 2024). Most teens use their phones to go on social media. With this level of use, parents and
teachers may wonder if social media is harmful to teens’ mental health. Parents may wonder whether they should let their kids
use social media at all or how to tell if it’s becoming a problem. This article summarizes what research says about social media
so you can make informed choices for your family.

What does research say?
Social media is linked to higher levels of depression and anxiety, but that relationship is small (Ferguson, Kaye, Branley-Bell & Markey
2025; Orben, 2020). Importantly, most teens (around 85%) use social media without it harming their well-being (Beyens et al., 2020).

Social media may not be the main cause of rising depression. In fact, it might work the other way around. Teens who already
feel depressed may spend more time online to cope with their emotions. While this can feel helpful in the short term, it can
sometimes backfire, making them feel worse over time (Puukko et al., 2020).

Why a teen uses social media and what they do on it matters more than how much time they spend. Using social media to
connect with friends or explore hobbies is often linked to better mental health (Yang & Ariati 2021). But social media can also
create challenges. Teens may compare themselves to others and feel worse about their bodies or lives. Using social media to
escape negative feelings, like sadness or worry, can make those feelings stronger (Yang & Ariati 2021). Teens may also come
across inappropriate or adult content. Teens may experience bullying or talk with unsafe adults. Some may feel pressured to
share personal information or private photos that put them at risk for exploitation.

What should parents do?

Many parents worry about their kids spending too much time online. Some parents make strict rules to protect their children,
but focusing too much on limiting social media or screen time can backfire. (Chen & Shi, 2019). Teens may become defensive or
hide how much time they spend online. This can be a problem if they have a bad experience online or are contacted by someone
unsafe, and they feel afraid to tell their parents. It’s easier for teens to open up if they feel safe and know their parents will listen.

Instead of focusing just on limits, parents can talk with their teens about social media. Since not all online activity is bad,
teens may tune out if parents only talk about the negatives. Talking about both the good and bad parts of social media show you
understand it’s not all harmful and helps teens build critical thinking skills about what they see and do online.

These important talks are not a one-time conversation. Instead, parents should talk regularly about social media and screen
time. As your teens grow and mature, their social media use may also change. If you notice changes in your teen, such as how
often they are online or how much time they spend alone, it could be helpful to have these conversations again.

Some social media platforms, such as Instagram, now feature Teen accounts. These accounts are designed to be safer for
teens to use. They include built-in safety tools, such as limiting the types of content that can be seen and preventing adults they
don’t know from sending them direct messages.

Even with these new accounts, it is important that parents still have conversations with their teens. You know your child best
and are the most important person to help them learn to use social media in a safer, healthier way.
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Questions parents can ask

*  What do you like about social media?

*  What do you typically do when you’re online?

e Arethere any parts you don’t like, or that bother you?

*  How do you feel after using social media - better, worse, the same?

* Have you ever noticed it getting in the way of sleep, school or friendship?

What to listen for

Healthy use
Your teen talks about connecting with friends, learning new things, or enjoying creative or funny content.

Mixed signals
They use social media to relax or distract themselves. Using social media as an occasional break is normal, but if that’s their main
way to cope, try to discuss what they are feeling and explore other ways they could manage stress.

Possible concerns
They often compare themselves to others, feel left out, or use social media mainly to escape negative feelings.

Tips for talking with your teen

¢ Reflect what they say: Briefly repeat it back to show understanding. “It sounds like your favorite part is talking with friends
online.”

e Ask for more details: What else do you like? What else is not so good? How do you know when it’s becoming a problem for
you?

*  Stay calm if something worries you: Thank them for being honest (that’s what you want!) instead of reacting with criticism.

¢ Avoid jumping straight to advice: Listen first and ask, “What do you think might help?”

Remember: Focus on why and how your teen use social media, not just how much time.

If social media seems to be causing problems
* Help your teen notice when it’s becoming a problem.

*  Encourage short breaks or device-free times.

* Talk together about what’s bothering them.

*  Spend offline time doing fun things together.

*  Seek support from a counselor or therapist if needed.

Final takeaway

Most teens use social media safely. By staying involved, listening openly and problem-solving together, parents can help support
a healthy and positive online experience for their teens.

FCS-2433-2



Citations
Beyens, I., Pouwels, J. L., Van Driel, I. |, Keijsers, L., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2020). The effect of social media on well-being differs
from adolescent to adolescent. Scientific Reports, 10(1), 10763. https://doi.org/10.1038/541598-020-67727-7

Chen, L., & Shi, J. (2019). Reducing Harm From Media: A Meta-Analysis of Parental Mediation. Journalism & Mass Communication
Quarterly, 96(1), 173-193. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699018754908

Ferguson, C. J,, Kaye, L. K., Branley-Bell, D., & Markey, P. (2025). There is no evidence that time spent on social media is correlated
with adolescent mental health problems: Findings from a meta-analysis. Professional Psychology: Research and Practice,
56(1), 73-83. https://doi.org/10.1037/pro0000589

Gottfried, J. (2024, January 31). Americans’ social media use. Pew Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/inter-
net/2024/01/31/americans-social-media-use/

Orben, A. (2020). Teenagers, screens and social media: A narrative review of reviews and key studies. Social Psychiatry and
Psychiatric Epidemiology, 55(4), 407-414. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-019-01825-4

Yang, C., Holden, S. M., & Ariati, J. (2021). Social Media and Psychological Well-Being Among Youth: The Multidimensional Mod-
el of Social Media Use. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 24(3), 631-650. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-021-
00359-7

| e |

=/ i
8=¢ Peer Reviewed

Tim Welch
Teaching Assistant Professor, Human Developmet and Family Science

Scan the code or visit extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets for more OSU Extension fact sheets.

EDUCATION EVERYWHERE FOR EVERYONE
Division of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources

Oklahoma State University, as an equal opportunity employer, complies with all applicable federal and state laws regarding non-discrimination. Oklahoma State University is committed to a policy of equal oppor-
tunity for all individuals and does not discriminate based on race, religion, age, sex, color, national origin, marital status, disability, or veteran status with regard to employment, educational programs and activities,
and/or admissions.

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Director of Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service, Oklahoma State

University, Stillwater, Oklahoma. This publication is printed and issued by Oklahoma State University as authorized by the Vice President for Agricultural Programs and has been prepared and distributed at a cost
of 20 cents per copy. 05 26 SB.

FCS-2433-3


http://extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets
http://extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-021
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-019-01825-4
https://www.pewresearch.org/inter
https://doi.org/10.1037/pro0000589
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699018754908
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-67727-7

	Is social media harmful for kids? What should parents do?
	Introduction 
	What does research say? 
	What should parents do? 
	Questions parents can ask 
	What to listen for 
	Tips for talking with your teen 
	If social media seems to be causing problems 
	Final takeaway 
	Citations 




