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Agenda
• Background: What‘s the problem?

• Theory: Social media use, mental health & young people?

• Data: What do studies show?

• Implications: What and how should we regulate?
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Background: Whats the problem?
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Theory: Social media use, mental health, & young people
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There are many
different ways
to analyze
social media
use
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Mental Health
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• General situation comparable to adults

• Specific situation of youths
◦ Time of expansion and experimentation
◦ Friends and social integration even more important
◦ Heightened insecurity
◦ Social status increasingly important

• Social media both address and challenge those needs
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Young people:
Same same but different



Data: What do studies show?
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Germany: Time spent online of youths increases strongly
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Europe: Face-to-face contact of youths decreases
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Europe: Discussion partners of youth increases slightly
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Europe: Health problems of youth stay the same
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Europe: Happiness of youth increases slightly
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16Orben (2017), Orben & Przybylski (2018)

Correlation between social media use & mental health is marginal
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Highest levels of well-being
when use is moderate
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Meta-analyses find 
mixed results: 
Results depend on type of
use and outcome

Seite 18EPRA Workshop Youth Engagement in the Digital EnvironmentMeier & Reinecke, 2020



Behavioral
data of media
use show even
smaller effects
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Small long-term 
„causal“ effects of
social media use on 
life satisfaction

Orben, Dienlin, & Przybylski (2018)



Effects differ across persons
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Implications: What and how should we regulate?



• No need to ring the „general alarm“
◦ Let‘s not pathologize common cultural practices
◦ No need to propagate general or complete abstinence

• Adopt focused approach
◦ Identify risk groups

• Useful general approach
◦ Increase social media competence for everyone
◦ Aim not to eliminate risks, but to optimize them

Implications
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• Social media aren‘t problematic because they‘re bad à
they‘re problematic because they‘re too good

• Strategies
◦ Actively reflect upon use
◦ Develop skill to say no
◦ Say no at specific times
◦ Say no to specific content
◦ „Know your limit“

Foster digital media competence
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• Experience sampling of mental health

• Behavioral data on smartphone use

• Within-person data to understand causality

• Multinational samples

• Data-generating research infrastructure

• Identity risk groups and situations

Future steps
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Thank you for your attention
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Germany: 
Development of
suicides


