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In recent years, the acknowledged levels of depression and anxiety have risen
significantly in the general U.S. population. This is particularly evident among 1Gen students, a
conveniently observable group. The need for mental health counselors in all levels of education
has increased as students express elevated stress. Undeniably, social media use has swiftly
expanded over the past 20 years, encompassing the world of online interaction. While there is a
direct correlation between the influx of poor mental health and social media use among U.S.
teens, causation can be established by examining the nature of addictive technology, studies
linking anxiety and depression to social media, physical symptoms in the brain, and the effects
on specific individuals and American society at large.

Before any claims are made of destructive technologies, first it is necessary to establish
the vast expanse of our mental health epidemic. Depression and anxiety are rising
astronomically. The growth of social media coincides with the rapidly increasing presence of
anxiety in this country. In 2018, The American Psychiatric Association (APA) released the
results of a national poll that confirms Americans feel more anxious now than one year ago.
Participants rated their anxiety on a scale from 0-100 and the mean rose by five points from 46 to
51 since 2017 (APA). This nation is rapidly succumbing to anxiety.

Young adults in particular are struggling the most. A study conducted by the Higher

Education Research Institute surveyed over 200,000 college freshmen, gathering information
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on their emotional health. Over decades of data, the project was able to establish a picture of
the steadily worsening condition of students’ mental health (Twenge, 2015). Dialing in on the
teenage population, another study, conducted by Monitoring the Future, established more
specific evidence of depression in high school adolescents. In 2010, such students reported
much higher rates of somatic depressive symptoms than in in 1980. This survey also concluded
that “teens who spend more time than average on screen activities are more likely to be unhappy
than those who spend more time than average on non-screen activities” (Twenge, 2018). In
addition to the studies pointing to poor mental health, there is physical evidence of the struggle
kids are facing. Quite disturbingly, in 2017, the Pediatric Academic Society declared the number
of young people who have been hospitalized for suicidal thoughts and actions has doubled over
the past 10 years (AAP). In light of these revelations, the need is greater than ever to uncover the
source of this crisis.

Despite the declining mental health of Americans, social media is unlikely the only
primary cause. In fact, the benefits of social media are numerous. It can be an incredible tool
for connection, from everyday relationships to global interactions. Facebook can be a tool to
keep in touch with old friends and build new connections. Many teens use social media to find
a sense of belonging and genuinely express themselves to like-minded, online friends. Social
media can unite groups and provide a platform to share and exchange ideas and enact social
good (Anderson & Lee). Stress can come from many other places, such as increasingly
demanding workplaces and a tense political environment. It stands to reason that misuse of
social media may just be a symptom of preexisting depression and anxiety. People with social
anxiety tend to use social media as a buffer. Those who already feel depressed often use social

media as a coping mechanism, feeling as if the technology helps uplift them as opposed to
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acting as an enforcing downer (Berryman). However, there are a multitude of studies which
directly link negative behavior and poor mental health to social media use.

The fault of social media addiction may not necessarily lie with media consumers.
Developers are finding ways to make technology addictive; they are essentially programming
people. The financial profit media companies make from ads just keeps increasing as people
spend more time on their sites and apps. Therefore, the platforms vie for consumer attention
through any means necessary. Anderson Cooper, as part of his 60 Minutes investigation, spoke to
a former Apple developer, Tristan Harris. He discovered apps are programmed to compete in a
"race to the bottom of the brain stem” to access “the most primitive emotions we have. Fear,
anxiety, loneliness, all these things.” Harris said, “In the race for attention, I have to do whatever
works” (Cooper). Companies big and small use strategies to keep users engaged and addicted.

Out in Silicon Valley, there is a startup called Dopamine Labs which specializes in
creating addictive programming, essentially getting people hooked on its media. The founder,
Ramsay Brown, explains that engaging people “involves three steps: a trigger, an action and a
reward. We use Al and neuroscience to help apps become more engaging and persuasive”
(Smart). The technology works “by controlling when and how you give people that little burst of
dopamine, you can get them to go from using [the app] a couple times a week to using it dozens
of times a week" (Smart). Dopamine Labs has keyed in on scientific and psychological triggers
that keep people glued to their screens.

Seemingly harmless or convenient features on the most popular media platforms are
designed as traps. Snapchat has the ever-popular feature of “Streaks,” which requires users to
engage daily and implements a feeling of loss aversion to encourage use. The platforms of

Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram all have an endless scroll model so people continuously scroll
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in search of the dopamine hits which are programmed to release at the most opportune moments
for each person (Cooper). The brain’s addiction centers are targeted constantly, and, therefore,
social media use can be all-consuming. Thankfully, clinical studies are beginning to explore the
harms of this addictive technology.

Various scientific journals have established direct links between social media use and
symptoms of anxiety and depression. The Journal of Affective Disorders conducted a national
2017 survey which “suggested that higher daily social media use was associated with greater
dispositional anxiety symptoms and an increased likelihood of having a probable anxiety
disorder in U.S. emerging adults” (Vannucci). The University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine
came to the similar conclusion, this time regarding depression, in their intensive questionnaire of
young adults “based on total time spent or frequency of visits” (Chowdhry). Essentially, the
greater the use, the higher the risks and signs of depression.

An additional two studies, more intensive than the previous surveys, uncovered further
evidence to support linear associations of media and poor mental health. The Computers in
Human Behavior Journal compared subjects who engaged on 0-2 social media platforms vs.
subjects who used 7-11 platforms. The participants with higher engagement “had substantially
higher odds of having increased levels of both depression and anxiety symptoms” (Primack).
Again, a separate study reported by the American Journal of Health and Behavior reinforced
these findings. They conducted a “multivariable logistic regression model study” in which the
subjects were grouped into clusters based on social media use and then their mental health
conditions were evaluated. The top two groups for usage had “increased odds of elevated
depression and anxiety symptoms” (Shensa). Based on the abundant evidence provided by these

studies, social media is playing a significant role in decreasing mental health. After establishing
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this connection, it is only appropriate to explore the specific repercussions and interactions which
are occurring in the brain.

Social media use is changing brain chemistry and enforcing addictive pathways in
teenage brains. It is widely acknowledged that developing brains do not have adequate impulse
control. This lack of mature decision making, paired with the plasticity of a not yet fully
developed brain, is a recipe for disaster. In order to establish social media’s effect on young
minds, a study was conducted by the UCLA branch of the Children’s Digital Media Center. They
performed brain scans on teens while the subjects were actively engaging with their devices. The
researchers noted that when receiving “likes” the brain’s rewards circuitry lit up, the same
circuits which are activated by gambling and eating chocolate (APS). Every social media
platform had systems of gratification that stimulate this region of the brain that forms addiction.
Teens are actually addicted to their technology.

Addiction physically alters the chemicals in the brain. A study by the Radiological
Society of North America found chemical imbalances in the brains of teenagers who exhibited
signs of smartphone addiction. This study “measured the levels of a neurotransmitter, GABA”
and found “the ratios of GABA significantly correlated to clinical scales of internet and
smartphone addictions, depression and anxiety” (RSNA). Essentially, these addictions are
provably damaging to mental health.

For individuals who are already struggling with anxiety and depression, social media
only worsens their conditions. The CEO of Anxiety UK, Nicky Lidbetter, reported: “If you are
predisposed to anxiety, it seems that the pressures from technology act as a tipping point, making
people feel more insecure and more overwhelmed” (Fitzgerald). Studies have also linked

nighttime cell phone use to depression (Demour). Addicted to their devices, many teens fall
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asleep with their phones in hand after scrolling for hours. Not only can the blue light of cell
phones decrease melatonin, but the mental stimulation before bed prohibits the brain from
relaxing. Lack of sleep provides a better breeding ground for depression to set in (Twenge,
2018). Social media acts like fuel on the fire for the thousands of teenagers who are already
struggling with mental wellbeing.

Alongside generalized depression and anxiety, there are many different symptoms
experienced by the younger generation as a whole, thanks to media usage. A prominent example
is FOMO, fear of missing out. This sensation “has been confirmed to play an important role in
the development of maladaptive mobile phone use and its negative consequences for
adolescents” (Orburst). When experiencing the nagging worry of missing out, people turn to
social media for the hits of dopamine they have subconsciously come to expect. However, often
viewing the filtered lives of others only worsens FOMO. This documented anxiety has only
gotten worse over the years with the development of new addictive media techniques. No one
wants to feel excluded, and social media makes it all too easy to know if that is happening. A
shocking “forty-eight percent more kids said they often felt left out in 2015 than in 2010”
(Twenge, 2018). Much of this loneliness is derived from toxic comparison to others which
causes anxiety.

Social media can be a very stressful experience. People feel pressure to update their
personal profiles and have quality content, and they suffer from receiving negative feedback.
Teens are not unaware of these negative side effects. In an interview, a 13-year-old, Athena,
expressed a strong sentiment felt among her generation: “I’m nervous about what people think
and are going to say. It sometimes bugs me when I don’t get a certain amount of likes on a

picture” (Twenge, 2018). For many kids like Athena, anxious feelings accompany nearly every
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move on media platforms. Recent research suggests that “young people who spend more than
two hours per day on social networking sites are more likely to report poor mental health,
including psychological distress, symptoms of anxiety and depression” (Hugues). New phobias
are even being named to contend with the rising media stress. Nomophobia, “no-mobile-phone
phobia,” is anxiety induced by the loss of one’s phone, or merely a dead battery or poor network
connection. A 2010 study commissioned by the UK Post Office first coined the term in response
to the overwhelming evidence of cell phone related anxiety (Elmore). Even if teens are self-
aware of their fears and addictions, breaking free is much easier said than done.

There are significant differences between Generation Z, who grew up with technology,
and previous generations. When the iPhone was released, clear changes began to appear in
teenage behavior. Generation Z, kids born after 1995, do not hang out in person as much, are in
no rush to get a driver’s license, are dating and having sex in high school 30% less than
millennials, and they report feeling much lonelier (Twenge, 2018). Social media is consuming
their time, energy, and lives.

Technology has an undeniable grasp on the brains of teenagers. Platforms are utilizing
more and more addictive techniques, and teens are programmed further into the trap. As young
brains develop, their interactions are shaped by anxiety producing apps. The extensive use of
screens pulls teens out of reality into a landscape of comparison and time-consuming stress.
Social media can take significant credit for the increase of depression and anxiety, both of which

are taking this nation’s youth by storm.
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