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INTRODUCTION
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As a mother of four, including two kids in 
their tween and teen years, I recognize 
the prevalence of technology in young 
people’s lives. We have become an 
increasingly digital world - exacerbated 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, where 
our kids’ access to devices became 
necessary for remote learning and 
social media became their near-constant 
companion. 

But as we study the effects of social 
media on young people’s lives, it is clear 
we’ve swung the pendulum too far in 
terms of their exposure. Quite frankly, as a parent, I am terrified about what 
our innocent kids are exposed to and the values and fear these experiences 
instill in the younger generation, whose cognition, emotional regulation, and 
critical thinking skills are still very much in development. 

I see this with my own kids: my daughters are exposed to consistently harmful 
messages that their value lies solely in their youth, beauty, and sexuality - and 
my sons are fed disturbing content around violence and toxic masculinity. As 
I have researched for my films, none of this is new - it’s just been made worse 
by the 24-7 inundation of dangerous and addictive content readily available 
at their fingertips.

My friend Joe Ehrmann shared in my documentary The Mask You Live In that 
“comparison is the thief of all happiness.” Social media was unfortunately 
constructed with a hierarchy in mind - you are liked or disliked, in or out. As a 
result, adolescents are constantly comparing themselves to others. What an 
unfortunate toll this has taken on their mental health. 

Jennifer Siebel Newsom
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Excessive social media use further hampers critical aspects of development, 
such as emotional regulation: this inability has been shown to correlate with 
higher levels of suicidal ideation and suicide attempts. Just this year, we saw a 
report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention indicating nearly 
30% of U.S. teen girls seriously considered taking their own lives - an 
increase of 60% from a decade ago.1 These are the very real consequences 
at stake when we discuss the dangers of social media and when adolescents 
are already in a time of heightened sensitivity and vulnerability. 

Of course, social media has positive aspects, such as the notion that community 
can be cultivated online. But we also must emphasize fostering genuine, in-
person relationships and community away from devices. 

So it’s up to us - as the adults, caregivers, policymakers, and tech industry 
employees - to hold tech titans accountable, take responsibility for what 
our youth are exposed to, listen deeply to their experiences, enlist serious 
guardrails to protect their physical and mental well-being, and ensure all 
children get the best start in life: one that preserves their innocence and their 
physical and mental health. In essence, we need tech to be a force for good.

In partnership,

Jennifer Siebel Newsom
First Partner of California and Co-Founder of the California Partners Project

1  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2023). Youth Risk Behavior Survey: Data Summary and Trends Report. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
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PERSPECTIVE
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California is home to organizations and 
institutions that develop innovative technologies 
and advance creative approaches to youth 
leadership development. We appreciate the 
opportunity to work with the California Partners 
Project in an applied research capacity. Our 
report, Shared Experiences, synthesizes the 
evidence base for action on youth’s well-being 
and tracks the risks and rewards of their digital 
activities, with a particular focus on girls and 
young women.

The participation of girls and young women 
in digital technologies helps diversify 
representation in social media and generates 
unprecedented opportunities for youth activism 
and empowerment. With proper controls 
that create a safe place for users, social 
media platforms can build community, spread 
educational information, and amplify the talents 
and voices of girls and young women. By 
encouraging diverse content creators, social 
media platforms can contribute to more inclusive 
discourses. 

As our society recovers from the COVID-19 
pandemic, growing economic inequality and 
deadly climate change have exacerbated a 
mental health crisis among our young people. 
Their use of social media has skyrocketed 
in recent years, and profitable social media 
companies are falling short in prioritizing the 

Veronica Terriquez, Ph.D. 
Director, UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center

Monique Lane, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor of Educational Leadership, 

Saint Mary’s College of California

Jazmine Miles 
Research Project Manager, UC Santa Cruz
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mental health and well-being of minors. The California-based young women 
whose experiences are emphasized in our report call on stakeholders to find 
ways to ensure that all girls and young women in tech are safe and supported.

We hope for greater corporate responsibility. More must be done to mitigate 
the harm young users, especially girls and young women, often experience on 
social media platforms. Social media companies can be part of the solution by 
implementing policies and practices aligned with the needs of racially diverse 
young users. Further controls must be implemented to prevent excessive use, 
hurtful context, predatory behavior, and the spread of disinformation.

Tech-savvy girls and young women yearn for greater access to digital 
technology and instruction that will enhance their talents. Social media 
companies can help by investing their profits in initiatives designed to 
advance the tech skills and creativity of girls and young women, especially 
those from Black, Latina, and Indigenous backgrounds who have been largely 
excluded from opportunities to excel in STEM fields. California’s private and 
public sectors can partner to develop and fund infrastructure that will support 
this next generation of tech leaders. Through their vision, talents, and values, 
these girls and young women have the potential to heighten the positive 
elements of social media while diminishing its harmful impacts.

Veronica Terriquez, Ph.D. 
Director, UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center 

Monique Lane, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor of Educational Leadership, Saint Mary’s College of California 

Jazmine Miles 
Research Project Manager, UC Santa Cruz
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SETTING THE STAGE



9

Social media plays a vital role in the 
lives of many young people, influencing 
how they connect to their peers and the 
broader society. This report focuses 
primarily on social media because it is 
more strongly associated with negative mental health outcomes 
than other forms of screen time, including TV, movies, and video 
games.1 The 2020-2021 pandemic lockdown heightened the 
centrality of, and engagement with, social media platforms as 
young people missed out on everyday in-person social and 
academic interactions at a critical time in their development. 
Emerging digital technologies boomed as families and schools 
depended on online platforms to communicate, connect, work, 
and learn. Quickly evolving patterns of social media usage and 
design, along with the content young people are exposed to, 
pose challenges to researchers as they seek to understand the variety of 
ways these digital platforms shape young people’s transition to adulthood.2 
One thing, however, is clear; adolescents’ relationship to social media and its 
subsequent impact on their lives is complicated and varies across sex/gender, 

race/ethnicity, and other aspects of 
identity.³,4,5,6

This report briefly summarizes a 
selection of studies and research 
examining social media’s positive 
and negative impact on adolescent 
development and well-being, focusing 
on girls and young women. The social 

media platforms popular among teens during writing include, but are not limited 
to, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube. This review 
considers the variation in function and design among platforms with similar 
features. Adolescent girls tend to spend more time on social media than boys 

One thing, however, is clear; 
adolescents’ relationship to social 
media and its subsequent impact on 
their lives is complicated and varies 
across sex/gender, race/ethnicity, 
and other aspects of identity.
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and engage in online behaviors associated with poorer psychological well-
being.⁷ Recent research suggests that teenage girls spend over two hours 
daily on popular platforms and have mixed opinions about how they impact 
their mental health.⁸ Girls and young women, in particular, use social media in 
various ways and for different 
purposes: to foster meaningful 
connections, seek information 
and education, and find joy 
in self-expression. Platforms 
allow girls from racially and 
ethnically diverse backgrounds 
to showcase their experiences and viewpoints. At the same time, social media 
can contribute to poor mental health through excessive use, unrealistic body 
standards and social comparison, cyberbullying, the spread of disinformation, 
and a lack of privacy.
 

To complement the research and ground our review, we also consider 
the specific reflections of young women who participated in the California 
Partners Project and Youth Leadership Institute’s 2021-2022 We Hear You 
(WHY) Campaign. The project aimed to understand the experiences of young 
women on social media, provide guidance on how to design and regulate 
technology to meet their needs, and hold those in power (at technology 
companies and in government) accountable for supporting their mental 

Recent research suggests that teenage 
girls spend over two hours daily on popular 

platforms and have mixed opinions about 
how they impact their mental health.
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health. The six youth ambassadors were racially diverse, female-identifying 
or non-binary individuals across California. Their youth programs nominated 
them based on demonstrated leadership within their communities. 

Ranging in age from 13 to 20 years, these youth ambassadors met regularly 
over Zoom to discuss the role of social media in their lives. With guidance 
from adult staff facilitators and program leaders, the ambassadors worked 

together to design and lead small 
focus groups with 23 adolescent 
girls from California. Focus 
group questions addressed the 
implications of social media for 

mental health, relationships, agency, and voice. We coded de-identified focus 
group transcripts and extrapolated salient themes from the discussions. The 
ambassadors then drew on their focus group findings and internal meetings to 
develop a declaration articulating their vision, values, and demands regarding 
digital technology. 

The following summary highlights themes from both research and the youth-led 
focus group discussions and reflections. We also offer some recommendations 
to support the safe and healthy use of social media.

Focus group questions addressed the 
implications of social media for mental 
health, relationships, agency, and voice.



12

THE PROMISE OF 
SOCIAL MEDIA



13

Social media has become an 
integral part of youth culture, 
and many young people 
find comfort and connection 
through social platforms. 
Apps and websites can 
facilitate the development 
of close bonds with peers in 
their adolescent communities 
and beyond. When asked 
how social media helps 
build positive relationships, 
one focus group participant 
said, “Sometimes we just 

give each other advice, or we just talk, and it's honestly very nice and very 
positive. I've realized that I've created closer bonds with these people than 
the people that I actually know in person." These connections are important 
during adolescence when young 
people develop their identity 
and find their place in the world 
through networks outside of 
their immediate family.⁹ Girls of 
color who use social media can 
form digital kinship structures 
and employ a social agency that 
can be challenging to cultivate and sustain in the real world.10,11 These online 
spaces can give youth a sense of control over their lives that they may not feel 
in their everyday school and home environments.
 
Social media has made the world smaller, serving as a medium for maintaining 
relationships with long-distance friends and family. “I have family who live 
all over the world, and it's really nice to be able to maintain these long-

“Sometimes we just give each other 
advice, or we just talk, and it's honestly 
very nice and very positive. I've realized 

that I've created closer bonds with 
these people than the people that I 

actually know in person."
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distance familial relationships,” reflected 
one youth. Overall, the social connections 
that young people develop and sustain 
online can enhance their well-being. Joining 
or establishing a community (or multiple 
communities) that entertains, brings joy, and 

provides a sense of belonging can be invaluable to developing a positive 
sense of self.12

For teens who believe social media to be a positive force in their lives, 
accessing information and engaging in learning is a significant reason.1³ 
Young people can find resources and 
access opportunities through social media 
networks.14,15 Teens looking for internships, 
advice, and tips can search for specific 
content that meets their needs. As one focus 
group participant noted, “There are a lot of 
accounts that teach you how to reflect and 
heal past trauma or how to confront certain situations. And I think that's really 
helpful.” Platforms also offer access to general education and identity-specific 
information invaluable for LGBTQ+ youth and other vulnerable groups.16,1⁷ Vast 

social media networks that transcend 
state and national boundaries can 
help youth learn about gender identity 
and sexual orientation and connect 
with gender-affirming care. For female 
teens, many state public schools do 
not teach all of the sexual health topics 
recommended by the CDC (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention), 
making easy access to resources 
and learning even more crucial.1⁸ For 

“I have family who live all over 
the world, and it's really nice to 
be able to maintain these long-
distance familial relationships."

“There are a lot of accounts that 
teach you how to reflect and heal 
past trauma or how to confront 
certain situations. And I think 

that's really helpful.”
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others, social media offers introductions to life experiences different than their 
own. “I find a lot of happiness in seeing people travel because I like to believe 
that one day, I will travel there, but for 
right now, I like seeing it on my phone,” 
voiced one participant. Without global 
platforms, exposure to diverse cultures 
and different ways of being from around 
the world would not be possible for 
many without the financial means to 
travel, especially low-income youth. 

Adolescence is a critical time for identity construction. Social media allows youth 
to experiment with different identities, learn to present themselves to others, 
and receive affirmation and validation. Many adolescent girls of color find 
content on social media that affirms their racial identity.1⁹ 
Additionally, young people find safety in self-expression, 
including artistic and political expression.20,21,22,2³,24,25 
“I post a lot of my creative artwork on social media. I 
like to make different things; whether it's furniture or 
skateboards or just painting and artwork, I will post that 
on social media,” communicated one youth. Seven out 
of ten teens say that social media gives them a space 
to showcase their creative side, sharing aspects of their 
lives through photos, videos, musical performances, 
writing, and other artistic talents.26 They may also 

voice their 
opinions, educate their peers 
about social issues, and mobilize 
them to support a cause. One 
study found that Latinx grassroots 
youth organizing groups use 
social media to prepare to 

“I find a lot of happiness in seeing 
people travel because I like to 

believe that one day, I will travel 
there, but for right now, I like 

seeing it on my phone."

“I post a lot of my creative artwork on 
social media. I like to make different 
things; whether it's furniture or 
skateboards or just painting and artwork, 
I will post that on social media.”
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engage in civic action through 
nonpartisan peer-to-peer 
voter education.2⁷ Platforms 
also support the distribution 
of social campaigns for 
diverse youth voices. One 
focus group participant 
stated, “As far as activism, 
I really do try to do a lot of 
work advocating for Black 
women and young Black 
girls. I'm part of a couple of 
campaigns, and I'll post those 
on social media to get the word out there to have people support.” Using 
social media, young people can develop a public presence and point of view 
and broadly shape public narratives about themselves, their communities, 
and society.

“As far as activism, I really do try to do a lot of work 
advocating for Black women and young Black girls. I'm 

part of a couple of campaigns, and I'll post those on social 
media to get the word out there to have people support.”
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THE PITFALLS OF 
SOCIAL MEDIA
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Social media platforms hold promise as a 
facilitator of connections and safe spaces for 
many young people. Still, research demonstrates 
they can present challenges linked to adverse 
mental health outcomes.2⁸,2⁹ Overconsumption 
of social media, judgment from peers, bullying, 
dissemination of negative and false content, and 
a lack of agency are some risks young people 
take when using social media. In December 
2021, U.S. Surgeon General Vivek Murthy issued a rare public advisory 
declaring youth mental health as a top national priority and listed social media 
as a contributing factor to the growing crisis.³0 In January 2023, the nation's 
top doctor stated that he believes 13 is too young for children to be on social 
media platforms as kids are still determining who they are.³1 Adolescents' 
brains are still developing during identity construction, and teens tend to live in 

the moment. Developmental research 
has shown that the brain's executive 
functions, which are responsible 
for planning, anticipating future 
consequences, controlling impulses, 
and comparing risk and reward, are 
fully developed around age twenty-
five.³2 Current generations of youth, 

often called “digital natives,” have never known a world without sophisticated 
social networks. These technologies have become an integral part of their 
lives, and teens use them for everything 
from staying connected with friends 
and family to learning new things and 
finding jobs. Given that young people 
tend to be particularly reliant on social 
media, its ubiquitous influence cannot 
be disentangled from daily life.³³ 

Overconsumption of social media, 
judgment from peers, bullying, 
dissemination of negative and false 
content, and a lack of agency are 
some risks young people take when 
using social media.

In January 2023, the nation's top 
doctor stated that he believes 13 
is too young for children to be on 

social media platforms as kids are 
still determining who they are.
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Data from the Youth 
Risk Behavior Survey, 
developed by the CDC’s 
Division of Adolescent 
and School Health and 
part of the most extensive 
public health monitoring 
system in the United 
States, found that three in 
five girls felt persistently 
sad and hopeless in 2021, 
double that of boys and 
up nearly 60% from 2011.³4 
This unprecedented rise in 
adolescent mood disorders 
and related behaviors 
corresponds with rapid 
growth and change in the 

social media landscape since 2012.³5 Studies generally show a correlation 
between increased time spent on social media and decreased mental health 
and well-being, especially for 
girls and young women.³6,³⁷,³⁸ 
“They [social media platforms] 
are good at what they do. 
They’re good at catching my 
attention, so it can be super 
distracting not being able to 
tell how long I’ve been scrolling because I wouldn’t even know,” voiced one 
female teen. When social media usage becomes excessive, it can hamper 
other aspects of development, such as emotion regulation and social 
interaction, when adolescents are already within a window of heightened 
sensitivity.³⁹,40,41,42 

"They [social media platforms] are good 
at what they do. They’re good at catching 

my attention, so it can be super distracting 
not being able to tell how long I’ve been 

scrolling because I wouldn’t even know."
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Additional time spent on social media may lead to negative health outcomes 
because the visual nature of many platforms has led to a rise in social 
comparison – young people comparing themselves to peers or popular online 
personalities and influencers.4³,44 Adolescents constantly seeking validation 
through social media are more likely to feel inadequate when they compare 
themselves to others.45 For many girls, these comparisons lead to a negative 
body image or low self-esteem when their posts don’t yield the social rewards 
they had hoped for.46,4⁷ One focus group participant 
reflected on their followers, "I look at their following 
and think, ‘Oh, wow, they have a lot of people following 
them,’ and I feel bad about myself because I don't 
have that many people." Social media use can expose 
adolescent girls to hundreds or thousands of images 
and photos daily. In a preliminary study conducted by 
the American Psychological Association, researchers 
found that reducing social media use by 50% for a 
short period significantly improved body image in teens and young adults.4⁸ 
One focus group teen asserted, “To maintain some of my mental health, I have 
to take breaks from social media for a good three to six months sometimes.”

The public arena of social media and the popularity among teens of self-
presentation online brings significant concerns about cyberbullying and the 
repeated sharing of unkind, intimidating, and threatening messages. The 
extant research suggests that cyberbullying may be more common among 

girls than boys as both victim 
and offender.4⁹,50 In 2021, 20% 
of females reported being 
electronically bullied compared 

"I look at their following and think, ‘Oh, wow, they 
have a lot of people following them,' and I feel bad 

about myself because I don't have that many people."  

"To maintain some of my mental health, I 
have to take breaks from social media for a 
good three to six months sometimes."
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to 11% of males.51 Teen girls are also more 
likely than boys to say that false rumors 
have been spread about them online.52 
One focus group teen reflected, “On 
social, it's much easier to spread negativity 
and put negative comments because no one knows who you are.” Research 
has shown that girls who experience cyberbullying may also be more likely 
than boys to display internalized symptoms such as anxiety, depression, and 

suicidal ideation.5³ While boys tend 
to form friendships based on shared 
interests and companionship, girls 
tend to value intimacy and support 
and often seek these friendship 

values through community and online connection.54 Social media can amplify 
confusing interpersonal dynamics and social insecurities, leading people to 
internalize negative feelings (such as rumination) or externalize difficult feelings 
(such as cyberbullying). Moreover, girls of color contend with harassment that 
is both sexist and racist, compounding the negative impact.55

The internet has made it possible to access news from anywhere in the 
world, leading to more people relying on online media as a primary news 
source. Historically, stories about crime, tragedy, and violence have driven 
news consumption, and over time, news headlines 
have become increasingly negative.56,5⁷ The tendency 
to pay more attention to negative rather than positive 
information, a human phenomenon known as negativity 
bias, may primarily fuel this shift.5⁸ Social media algorithms 
that flood feeds with bad news can make it difficult for 
adolescents to escape this negativity. As a focus group 
teen echoed, “There are at least ten different negative 
news stories every day. It's really overwhelming when 
you start seeing all that. With social media, you just have 

In 2021, 20% of females reported 
being electronically bullied 
compared to 11% of males.

“On social, it's much easier to spread 
negativity and put negative comments 
because no one knows who you are.”
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 "How do you even know if 
someone is telling the truth?"

more awareness of what's happening.” The constant bombardment of bad 
news and images can take a toll on young people’s mental health. Exposure 
to disturbing and stressful news headlines without the necessary cognitive 
and emotional skills to process them is associated with increased fear and 
anxiety.5⁹
 
The spread of inaccurate, false, and detrimental content creates additional 
challenges. Social media is a powerful vehicle for the efficient and widespread 
dissemination of content, yet limited user controls and governmental regulation 
expose adolescents to content counterproductive to healthy development. 
As the world becomes more polarized, social media has become a breeding 
ground for disinformation – misleading, fabricated, or manipulated content 
– making it difficult for people to discern fact from fiction.60,61 Focus group 
discussions reflected this dilemma as teens questioned, “How do you even 
know if someone is telling the truth?” Unwittingly 
or otherwise, young people tend to disseminate 
and amplify disinformation, most often among 
their peers.62 The spread of false information can 
erode trust in civic institutions and contribute to violence and hate.6³ Even 
when content is truthful, negative emotions are still elicited, including posts 
that aim to raise awareness about social issues.64 For example, repetitively 
viewing videos and other content that exhibit police violence can negatively 
affect young people’s well-being, reinforcing feelings of stress and anxiety.65,66 
The pervasiveness of inaccurate content on social media makes it difficult 
for young people to differentiate truth from falsehood during a pivotal and 
formative time for reasoning skills.

“There are at least ten different negative news 
stories every day. It's really overwhelming when 
you start seeing all that. With social media, you 

just have more awareness of what's happening.”
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Lastly, social media companies often require users to forfeit privacy to 
engage on their platforms. Most teens believe they have little to no control 

over the data that social media companies 
collect about them.6⁷ “It's also very scary how 
any sort of information can get sold without your 
permission, without you knowing,” one focus 
group teen observed. Social media companies 
make a significant portion of revenue by selling 
the data they collect about their users to data 

collection companies. These data collection companies then sell the data to 
other third parties, who use it to target users with advertising.6⁸

Analytics that track every click and engagement by a user can create an 
environment ripe for exploitation. Dark patterns – design elements that 
lead users to make unwilling and potentially damaging choices – invite 
children to share personal information, allowing data about their behaviors 
and preferences to be collected and used in platform algorithms.6⁹,⁷0 
Research by the corporate accountability group, Ekō, found that even low-
level engagement with problematic posts triggered TikTok’s algorithm and 
inundated 13-year-old users’ accounts with harmful content promoting suicide 
and violence despite the content violating the platform’s terms of service and 
community guidelines.⁷1 Furthermore, in 2021, one in two (50%) girls reported 
experiencing a potentially harmful experience online, and one in three (35%) 
girls shared they experienced an online sexual interaction.⁷2 One female teen 
shared, “I've seen sexualization of minors which is definitely not okay… It's 
not good to expose yourself to that, especially for younger people who don't 
understand the impact of what they're seeing.” The manipulative design of social 
media and the public nature of 
many platforms lends itself to 
predatory behavior, compromising 
young people’s safety and well-
being.⁷³,⁷4,⁷5

“It's also very scary how any 
sort of information can get 
sold without your permission, 
without you knowing."

“I've seen sexualization of minors which 
is definitely not okay… It's not good to 
expose yourself to that, especially for 
younger people who don't understand 

the impact of what they're seeing.”
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WE HEAR YOU (WHY)
YOUTH 
DECLARATION
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The We Hear You (WHY) Youth Ambassador program was part of a California 
Partners Project (CPP) campaign to elevate youth leaders to co-create and 
promote healthier technology use, design, and regulations.

In partnership with CPP, California statewide youth-based organizations 
nominated the WHY Youth Ambassadors. Organizations included Alliance For 
Girls, Youth Leadership Institute, Youth Radio (YR Media), The Representation 
Project, Shelectricity, and Music Changing Lives, programs all known for 
uplifting the voices of young people and empowering them to be agents of 
change. 

The WHY Youth Ambassadors used their skills as leaders in their communities 
to spearhead dialogue and transform tech by exploring improvements to 
platform design and regulation that better serve the needs of adolescents. The 
following statement was envisioned and authored by the Youth Ambassadors:

We envision a safe, healthier version of tech that allows us to express 
ourselves freely and connect with our communities in a way that supports our 
mental health. In this vision, the voices and opinions of youth are welcomed 
and considered.

1.                All youth feel safe and are protected from harm when 
engaging online 
2.                             Youth are free to foster healthy connections when 
engaging online 
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3.       Youth-generated content is valued and credited 
equitably
4.     We welcome, celebrate, and respect all identities in 
online spaces

We ask policymakers and tech leaders to protect the interests of youth on 
the internet and across all platforms by proactively tackling toxic social issues 
that arise and harm youth. We ask that online platforms improve their systems 
to protect youth and folks of color from targeted content, harm, and unfair 
restrictions. We can realize these requests through the following:

1. Enhanced User Control and Safety
Give users and creators more control of feature settings and what 
content is visible at any given time
Address and reduce cyberbullying while not blocking users without 
their knowledge and provide tools to support kids who are being bullied 
Restrict the collection and use of minors’ personal information for 
commercial purposes 
Provide accessible privacy agreements and create intuitive safety 
features
Permanently delete flagged comments that violate community 
engagement agreements 
Label images that are altered and enhanced with platform tools
Improve systems for reporting harmful and inappropriate content 

2. Youth Engagement 
Invite feedback and trust youth voices and opinions when they share 
their experiences
Form a statewide youth advisory group focused on healthy social media 
use and partner with the advisory group to design and develop tech 
with youth in mind

This declaration was written and endorsed by the CPP WHY Youth Ambassadors: 
Nancy Aguilar-Aquino, Shawn Isabella Jones, Karina Lipe, Malinalli Perez, Nina Roehl, Sasha Mylan Williams 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
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Based on this research review and the reflections from the WHY Youth 
Ambassador focus groups with teens and young women, we offer four general 
recommendations to enhance social media's benefits and reduce negative 
impacts. As digital natives become a growing share of the adult population, 
industry regulation, improved media literacy, gender parity in tech, and more 
nuanced research can have widespread positive effects on civil society, public 
health, and the economy.
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IMPROVE ONLINE SAFEGUARDS AND CONTROLS
Government must regulate the tech industry to protect children's well-being 
by overseeing and holding platforms accountable for their actions. Policies 
that ensure the transparency of product impact research and encourage 
innovation and safety by design are essential to support young people in 
a rapidly evolving digital age. New state laws like AB 2273, the California 
Age-Appropriate Design Code Act (AADC) signed by Governor Newsom in 
September 2022, represent a step in the right direction. This legislation, set to 
take effect in July 2024, will require 
businesses to take additional steps 
to protect the privacy and safety of 
children under 18 who use their online 
products or services. For instance, 
the new law requires businesses that 
meet specific criteria to set default 
privacy settings for underage users to the most private option. It also prohibits 
them from collecting, selling, sharing, or keeping a child’s personal information 
unless they prove that doing so is in the child's best interests.⁷6 Companies 
can create innovative products with built-in safeguards by designing them with 
the well-being of youth at the core. As a result, users can experience greater 
control, increased privacy, and overall healthier engagement with content.

As more and more youth and families demand change, many other states 
have created their own versions of the AADC. Maryland, Minnesota, Nevada, 
and New Mexico lawmakers introduced bills modeled after California’s 
AADC. Additional states – Arkansas, Oregon, Kansas, Connecticut, New 
Jersey, Florida, Illinois, South Carolina, New York, Massachusetts, Louisiana, 
West Virginia, Virginia, Texas, Iowa, and Utah – have followed California’s 
lead in drafting children’s data privacy legislation independently, with many 
bills focused on social media specifically. Opponents of the California Age-
Appropriate Design Code Act challenged the law in federal court.⁷⁷ With 
users in mind, the AADC can revolutionize technology design, but its long-

Policies that ensure the transparency 
of product impact research and 

encourage innovation and safety by 
design are essential to support young 

people in a rapidly evolving digital age.
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term impact remains uncertain. As states take action to regulate online safety, 
pressure is mounting on the federal government. Momentum is building to 
update the Children and Teens’ Online Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) and 
pass a comprehensive national law that sets a minimum standard to address 
the processing of children’s data and the design of age-appropriate features. 
One approach is the Kids Online Safety Act (KOSA), a bipartisan bill that would 
create a national standard for online safety.⁷⁸ 

DISSEMINATE BEST PRACTICES AND EXPAND MEDIA 
LITERACY PROGRAMMING
The majority of parents today believe that parenting is more difficult now than 
it was two decades ago, with many citing technology as the main reason.⁷⁹ 
Additionally, seven out of ten parents believe that the potential harm of 

smartphone use outweighs the 
potential benefits.⁸0 Caregivers 
recognize that they have a 
pivotal role in supporting 
their children's healthy use of 
technology but often need more 

knowledge and resources. Parents look to other parents, family doctors, and 
schools for advice and information about technology use.⁸1 Several advocacy 
groups and organizations have already developed best practices for 
children’s engagement with social media. 
Increasing the visibility of these existing 
tools by sharing them with parent groups, 
pediatricians, libraries, and educators can 
equip caregivers with valuable information 
to support their children.  

Technology companies also have a role to play in helping consumers use their 
platforms in a way that benefits their well-being. Many companies have safety 
and privacy teams who work with online safety experts to create resources 

Caregivers recognize that they have a 
pivotal role in supporting their children's 
healthy use of technology but often 
need more knowledge and resources.

Technology companies also have 
a role to play in helping consumers 

use their platforms in a way that 
benefits their well-being.
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for caregivers and families, yet they are not widely distributed or advertised. 
Platforms can publicize these safety features using campaigns that center 
youth engaging with their products in ways that maximize creativity and well-
being. Tech companies can also form partnerships with school districts and 
organizations to support media literacy and digital citizenship programs, 
particularly in schools serving low-income communities. Creating public youth 
advisory councils to hear directly from adolescents could help companies 
design products that keep children safe, protect their privacy, and encourage 
social media use that fosters critical thinking and developmental growth.

INVEST IN RACIALLY AND ETHNICALLY DIVERSE YOUNG 
WOMEN AND GIRLS TO BECOME TECH AND MEDIA 
COMPANY LEADERS, PROGRAMMERS AND CONTENT 
CREATORS 
Despite girls and women being reliable and consistent social media users, 
they remain underrepresented in the creation, development, and regulation 
of technology. Girls are more vulnerable to the adverse effects of social media. 
We must close the digital divide and provide training, mentoring, and support 
for young women, especially women of color, to become programmers 
and creators of content that benefits them and their communities.⁸2,⁸³ It is 

important to recognize that Black, 
Latina, and Indigenous girls tend 
to be excluded from opportunities 
that prepare them to excel 
in STEM fields.⁸4 As a result, 
their exposure to basic coding 
knowledge is relatively limited 
compared to other youth learning 

to program. Insufficient exposure inhibits their understanding of how social 
media technology is programmed and used, thereby hampering their ability 
to create digital products for social impact.⁸5 

We must close the digital divide and 
provide training, mentoring, and support 
for young women, especially women 
of color, to become programmers and 
creators of content that benefits them 
and their communities.
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There is no question that tech culture continues to be dominated by white 
men.⁸6 Gender attitudes undermine girls’ interest in STEM, making young 
women more likely to avoid taking math and science courses.⁸⁷,⁸⁸ This is 
especially true for girls from marginalized backgrounds who experience 
exclusion based on their gender, race, and class backgrounds.⁸⁹,⁹0 The fear of 
being seen as confirming negative stereotypes, hostile learning environments, 
a lack of mentors, and the absence of opportunities prevent many young 
women from pursuing career paths focused on math and science, content 
areas required for programming. Women represent only 28% of engineering 
graduates globally and 11% of practicing engineers.⁹1,⁹2 At the executive level, 
women hold only 5% of leadership positions in the tech industry.⁹³ Without 
collective encouragement in these fields and incentive structures to close 
the gap, equal representation is a barrier to harnessing the full potential of 
technology like social media. Girls and women make up nearly 50% of the 
global population.⁹4 If more young women have the skills to create high-
quality, educational, and creative digital media content and there are more 
women in tech leadership, it could lead to changes in the design of products 
that better serve diverse audiences.⁹5,⁹6

ENCOURAGE AND COMMISSION RIGOROUS, NOVEL 
RESEARCH TO DEVELOP A MORE COMPREHENSIVE 
UNDERSTANDING OF HOW YOUNG PEOPLE USE DIGITAL 
MEDIA AND ITS IMPACT ON WELL-BEING 
Social media and its role in the lives of young people will continue to evolve 
as emerging technologies appear. Therefore, researchers, technology 
developers, and children’s advocates must continue tracking how social 
media helps and hinders healthy adolescent development. To fully understand 
the effects of social media on younger generations, it is important to use 
an intersectional lens to assess the different ways social media impacts 
adolescents of heterogeneous backgrounds. More research is needed 
to examine social media use by young people from low socioeconomic 
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backgrounds, gender expansive/gender non-conforming youth, differently 
abled youth, and BIPOC youth. Applying a racial and class analysis of tech 
and social media's varying roles in youth well-being is crucial to identifying 
and implementing solutions at structural and cultural levels. 

Over 90% of the existing research focuses on time spent on a platform without 
addressing important nuances in how youth spend that time.⁹⁷ In addition to 
research that looks at overall social media consumption across demographics, 
future research should include more sophisticated measures of social media 
use. Recent research has hypothesized that active versus passive use of social 
media has disparate impacts on 
well-being.⁹⁸,⁹⁹ Active digital media 
use involves creating, sharing, and 
engaging with others, while passive 
use refers to consuming content 
without interacting with anyone. 
Long-term and experimental studies are needed to see more clearly how 
different types of engagement and activities affect young people's health. 
Other areas that have gone unexamined in the field are the roles of pre-
existing mental health conditions and environmental factors on social media 
interactions. By identifying risk factors associated with problematic social 
media use, tech companies can proactively design products that mitigate 

potential problems. Caregivers and 
families also need research to help 
determine the appropriate age for 
young people to start using social 
media and the limits that should be 
in place, given the malleable nature 

of the brain during adolescence. Finally, few studies explore the impact of 
different apps and platforms promoting mental well-being and mental health 
literacy. Technology is a permanent fixture in our lives, and finding ways to use 
it as a tool for good supports young people's long-term health and wellness. 

Over 90% of the existing research 
focuses on time spent on a platform 

without addressing important nuances 
in how youth spend that time.

Technology is a permanent fixture in 
our lives, and finding ways to use it as a 
tool for good supports young people's 
long-term health and wellness.
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Designing research that effectively studies children's tech use can be 
challenging. Research costs, special requirements, and the interplay of digital 
media and social systems can make it hard for technology companies to justify 
investing in quality impact research.100 Regulatory sandboxes – 'safe spaces' 
that allow businesses to test innovative products without being subject to 
regulations – have been used in certain industries to test new technologies 
in a controlled environment before launching them widely.101 This approach 
could create a safe and contained space for governments, the private sector, 
and other stakeholders to develop products and shape innovation-friendly 
regulations that put the interests of young people first.102
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