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Terms and Policies

Terms of Use Copy link

Welcome to Instagram!

These Terms of Use (or "Terms") govern your use of
Instagram, except where we expressly state that
separate terms (and not these) apply, and provide
information about the Instagram Service (the
"Service"), outlined below. When you create an
Instagram account or use Instagram, you agree to
these terms. The Meta Terms of Service do not apply
to this Service.

The Instagram Service is one of the Meta Products,
provided to you by Meta Platforms, Inc. These Terms
of Use therefore constitute an agreement between
you and Meta Platforms, Inc.

ARBITRATION NOTICE: YOU AGREE THAT DISPUTES
BETWEEN YOU AND US WILL BE RESOLVED BY
BINDING, INDIVIDUAL ARBITRATION AND YOU
WAIVE YOUR RIGHT TO PARTICIPATE IN A CLASS
ACTION LAWSUIT OR CLASS-WIDE ARBITRATION.
WE EXPLAIN SOME EXCEPTIONS AND HOW YOU
CAN OPT OUT OF ARBITRATION BELOW.

The Instagram Service

We agree to provide you with the Instagram Service.
The Service includes all of the Instagram products,
features, applications, services, technologies, and
software that we provide to advance Instagram's
mission: To bring you closer to the people and things
you love. The Service is made up of the following
aspects:
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share. People are different. So we offer you
different types of accounts and features to
help you create, share, grow your presence,
and communicate with people on and off
Instagram. We also want to strengthen your
relationships through shared experiences that
you actually care about. So we build systems
that try to understand who and what you and
others care about, and use that information to
help you create, find, join and share in
experiences that matter to you. Part of that is
highlighting content, features, offers and
accounts that you might be interested in, and
offering ways for you to experience Instagram,
based on things that you and others do on
and off Instagram.

Fostering a positive, inclusive, and safe
environment.

We develop and use tools and offer resources
to our community members that help to make
their experiences positive and inclusive,
including when we think they might need
help. We also have teams and systems that
work to combat abuse and violations of our
Terms and policies, as well as harmful and
deceptive behavior. We use all the information
we have-including your information-to try to
keep our platform secure. We also may share
information about misuse or harmful content
with other Meta Companies or law
enforcement. Learn more in the Privacy Policy.

Developing and using technologies that help
us consistently serve our growing
community.

Organizing and analyzing information for our
growing community is central to our Service. A
big part of our Service is creating and using
cutting-edge technologies that help us
personalize, protect, and improve our Service
on an incredibly large scale for a broad global
community. Technologies like artificial
intelligence and machine learning give us the
power to apply complex processes across our
Service. Automated technologies also help us

2/15


https://help.instagram.com/2136147216424213/?helpref=hc_fnav
https://help.instagram.com/300557977301126/?helpref=hc_fnav
https://help.instagram.com/138925576505882?ref=tou&helpref=faq_content
https://privacycenter.instagram.com/policy/
https://help.instagram.com/
https://help.instagram.com/search/
https://help.instagram.com/1417489251945243/?helpref=hc_global_nav

10/17/23, 2:12 PM

l Ol Help Center

https://help.instagram.com/581066165581870

Terms of Use | Instagram Help Center

Providing consistent and seamless
experiences across other Meta Company
Products.

Instagram is part of the Meta Companies,
which share technology, systems, insights, and
information-including the information we
have about you (learn more in the Privacy
Policy) in order to provide services that are
better, safer, and more secure. We also
provide ways to interact across the Meta
Company Products that you use, and designed
systems to achieve a seamless and consistent
experience across the Meta Company
Products.

Ensuring access to our Service.

To operate our global Service, we must store
and transfer data across our systems around
the world, including outside of your country of
residence. The use of this global infrastructure
is necessary and essential to provide our
Service. This infrastructure may be owned or
operated by Meta Platforms, Inc., Meta
Platforms Ireland Limited, or their affiliates.

Connecting you with brands, products, and
services in ways you care about.

We use data from Instagram and other Meta
Company Products, as well as from third-party
partners, to show you ads, offers, and other
sponsored content that we believe will be
meaningful to you. And we try to make that
content as relevant as all your other
experiences on Instagram.

Research and innovation.

We use the information we have to study our
Service and collaborate with others on
research to make our Service better and
contribute to the well-being of our
community.

How Our Service Is Funded
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organizations pay us to promote on and off the Meta
Company Products. We use your personal data, such
as information about your activity and interests, to
show you ads that are more relevant to you.

We show you relevant and useful ads without telling
advertisers who you are. We don't sell your personal
data. We allow advertisers to tell us things like their
business goal and the kind of audience they want to
see their ads. We then show their ad to people who
might be interested.

We also provide advertisers with reports about the
performance of their ads to help them understand
how people are interacting with their content on and
off Instagram. For example, we provide general
demographic and interest information to advertisers
to help them better understand their audience. We
don't share information that directly identifies you
(information such as your name or email address that
by itself can be used to contact you or identifies who
you are) unless you give us specific permission. Learn
more about how Instagram ads work here.

You may see branded content on Instagram posted by
account holders who promote products or services
based on a commercial relationship with the business
partner mentioned in their content. You can learn
more about this here.

The Privacy Policy

Providing our Service requires collecting and using
your information. The Privacy Policy explains how we
collect, use, and share information across the Meta
Products. It also explains the many ways you can
control your information, including in the Instagram
Privacy and Security Settings. You must agree to the
Privacy Policy to use Instagram.

Your Commitments
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Who Can Use Instagram. We want our Service to be
as open and inclusive as possible, but we also want it
to be safe, secure, and in accordance with the law. So,
we need you to commit to a few restrictions in order
to be part of the Instagram community.

® You must be at least 13 years old.

* You must not be prohibited from receiving any
aspect of our Service under applicable laws or
engaging in payments related Services if you
are on an applicable denied party listing.

¢ We must not have previously disabled your
account for violation of law or any of our
policies.

¢ You must not be a convicted sex offender.

How You Can't Use Instagram. Providing a safe and
open Service for a broad community requires that we
all do our part.

¢ You can't impersonate others or provide
inaccurate information.
You don't have to disclose your identity on
Instagram, but you must provide us with
accurate and up to date information (including
registration information), which may include
providing personal data. Also, you may not
impersonate someone or something you
aren't, and you can't create an account for
someone else unless you have their express
permission.

e You can't do anything unlawful, misleading,
or fraudulent or for an illegal or
unauthorized purpose.

¢ You can't violate (or help or encourage
others to violate) these Terms or our policies,
including in particular the Instagram
Community Guidelines, Meta Platform Terms
and Developer Policies, and Music Guidelines.
If you post branded content, you must comply
with our Branded Content Policies, which
require you to use our branded content tool.
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You can't do anything to interfere with or
impair the intended operation of the Service.
This includes misusing any reporting, dispute,
or appeals channel, such as by making
fraudulent or groundless reports or appeals.

You can't attempt to create accounts or
access or collect information in unauthorized
ways.

This includes creating accounts or collecting
information in an automated way without our
express permission.

You can't sell, license, or purchase any
account or data obtained from us or our
Service.

This includes attempts to buy, sell, or transfer
any aspect of your account (including your
username); solicit, collect, or use login
credentials or badges of other users; or
request or collect Instagram usernames,
passwords, or misappropriate access tokens.

You can't post someone else’s private or
confidential information without permission
or do anything that violates someone else's
rights, including intellectual property rights
(e.g., copyright infringement, trademark
infringement, counterfeit, or pirated goods).
You may use someone else's works under
exceptions or limitations to copyright and
related rights under applicable law. You
represent you own or have obtained all
necessary rights to the content you post or
share. Learn more, including how to report
content that you think infringes your
intellectual property rights, here.

You can’t modify, translate, create derivative
works of, or reverse engineer our products or
their components.

You can't use a domain name or URL in your
username without our prior written consent.

Permissions You Give to Us. As part of our agreement,
you also give us permissions that we need to provide
the Service.

6/15


https://help.instagram.com/
https://l.instagram.com/?u=http%3A%2F%2Fhelp.instagram.com%2F535503073130320%3Fref%3Digtos%26helpref%3Dfaq_content&e=AT3yW2F5_On5Svg3BlP_OizSmlFYM5nfPj81k3w15oTsdgHPK45dVzgQ3J6SEcJyYgaNIYcZYGfeHVwfFIDKb7Gsj0zeNW_AYyhGOCGl9Spc6WJglKUUqd3AIbWmx1XrvRRjhU6tIJrLbz4SbXmWxA
https://help.instagram.com/
https://help.instagram.com/search/
https://help.instagram.com/1417489251945243/?helpref=hc_global_nav

10/17/23, 2:12 PM

l Ol Help Center

https://help.instagram.com/581066165581870

Terms of Use | Instagram Help Center

Nothing is changing about your rights in your
content. We do not claim ownership of your
content that you post on or through the
Service and you are free to share your content
with anyone else, wherever you want.
However, we need certain legal permissions
from you (known as a “license”) to provide the
Service. When you share, post, or upload
content that is covered by intellectual
property rights (like photos or videos) on or in
connection with our Service, you hereby grant
to us a non-exclusive, royalty-free,
transferable, sub-licensable, worldwide license
to host, use, distribute, modify, run, copy,
publicly perform or display, translate, and
create derivative works of your content
(consistent with your privacy and application
settings). This license will end when your
content is deleted from our systems. You can
delete content individually or all at once by
deleting your account. To learn more about
how we use information, and how to control
or delete your content, review the Privacy
Policy and visit the Instagram Help Center.

Permission to use your username, profile
picture, and information about your
relationships and actions with accounts, ads,
and sponsored content.

You give us permission to show your
username, profile picture, and information
about your actions (such as likes) or
relationships (such as follows) next to or in
connection with accounts, ads, offers, and
other sponsored content that you follow or
engage with that are displayed on Meta
Products, without any compensation to you.
For example, we may show that you liked a
sponsored post created by a brand that has
paid us to display its ads on Instagram. As
with actions on other content and follows of
other accounts, actions on sponsored content
and follows of sponsored accounts can be
seen only by people who have permission to
see that content or follow. We will also respect
your ad settings. You can learn more here
about your ad settings.
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Additional Rights We Retain

e If you select a username or similar identifier

for your account, we may change it if we
believe it is appropriate or necessary (for
example, if it infringes someone's intellectual
property or impersonates another user).

If you use content covered by intellectual
property rights that we have and make
available in our Service (for example, images,
designs, videos, or sounds we provide that
you add to content you create or share), we
retain all rights to our content (but not yours).

You can only use our intellectual property and
trademarks or similar marks as expressly
permitted by our Brand Guidelines or with our
prior written permission.

You must obtain written permission from us or
under an open source license to modify,
create derivative works of, decompile, or
otherwise attempt to extract source code from
us.

Content Removal and Disabling or
Terminating Your Account

¢ We can remove any content or information

you share on the Service if we believe that it
violates these Terms of Use, our policies
(including our Instagram Community
Guidelines), or we are permitted or required
to do so by law. We can refuse to provide or
stop providing all or part of the Service to you
(including terminating or disabling your access
to the Meta Products and Meta Company
Products) immediately to protect our
community or services, or if you create risk or
legal exposure for us, violate these Terms of
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rlghts or where we are permitted or required
to do so by law. We can also terminate or
change the Service, remove or block content
or information shared on our Service, or stop
providing all or part of the Service if we
determine that doing so is reasonably
necessary to avoid or mitigate adverse legal or
regulatory impacts on us. If you believe your
account has been terminated in error, or you
want to disable or permanently delete your
account, consult our Help Center. When you
request to delete content or your account, the
deletion process will automatically begin no
more than 30 days after your request. It may
take up to 90 days to delete content after the
deletion process begins. While the deletion
process for such content is being undertaken,
the content is no longer visible to other users,
but remains subject to these Terms of Use and
our Privacy Policy. After the content is
deleted, it may take us up to another 90 days
to remove it from backups and disaster
recovery systems.

Content will not be deleted within 90 days of
the account deletion or content deletion
process beginning in the following situations:

e where your content has been used by
others in accordance with this license
and they have not deleted it (in which
case this license will continue to apply
until that content is deleted); or

¢ where deletion within 90 days is not
possible due to technical limitations of
our systems, in which case, we will
complete the deletion as soon as
technically feasible; or

e where deletion would restrict our
ability to:

* investigate or identify illegal
activity or violations of our
terms and policies (for
example, to identify or
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e protect the safety and security
of our products, systems, and
users;

e comply with a legal obligation,
such as the preservation of
evidence; or

e comply with a request of a
judicial or administrative
authority, law enforcement, or
a government agency;

¢ in which case, the content will be
retained for no longer than is
necessary for the purposes for which it
has been retained (the exact duration
will vary on a case-by-case basis).

¢ If you delete or we disable your account, these

Terms shall terminate as an agreement
between you and us, but this section and the
section below called "Our Agreement and
What Happens if We Disagree" will still apply
even after your account is terminated,
disabled, or deleted.

Our Agreement and What Happens if We
Disagree

Our Agreement.

¢ Your use of music on the Service is also

subject to our Music Guidelines, and your use
of our APl is subject to our Meta Platform
Terms and Developer Policies. If you use
certain other features or related services, you
will be provided with an opportunity to agree
to additional terms that will also become a
part of our agreement. For example, if you use
payment features, you will be asked to agree
to the Community Payment Terms. If any of
those terms conflict with this agreement,
those other terms will govern.
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e Any amendment or waiver to our agreement

must be in writing and signed by us. If we fail
to enforce any aspect of this agreement, it will
not be a waiver.

e We reserve all rights not expressly granted to

you.

Who Has Rights Under this Agreement.

e Qur past, present, and future affiliates and

agents, including Instagram LLC, can invoke
our rights under this agreement in the event
they become involved in a dispute. Otherwise,
this agreement does not give rights to any
third parties.

You cannot transfer your rights or obligations
under this agreement without our consent.

Our rights and obligations can be assigned to
others. For example, this could occur if our
ownership changes (as in a merger,
acquisition, or sale of assets) or by law.

Who Is Responsible if Something Happens.

e Qur Service is provided "as is," and we can't

guarantee it will be safe and secure or will
work perfectly all the time. TO THE EXTENT
PERMITTED BY LAW, WE ALSO DISCLAIM ALL
WARRANTIES, WHETHER EXPRESS OR
IMPLIED, INCLUDING THE IMPLIED
WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS
FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE, TITLE, AND
NON-INFRINGEMENT.

We also don't control what people and others
do or say, and we aren't responsible for their
(or your) actions or conduct (whether online
or offline) or content (including unlawful or
objectionable content). We also aren’t
responsible for services and features offered
by other people or companies, even if you
access them through our Service.

Our responsibility for anything that happens
on the Service (also called "liability") is limited
as much as the law will allow. If there is an
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proflts revenues, information, or data, or
consequential, special, indirect, exemplary,
punitive, or incidental damages arising out of
or related to these Terms, even if we know
they are possible. This includes when we
delete your content, information, or account.
Our aggregate liability arising out of or
relating to these Terms will not exceed the
greater of $100 or the amount you have paid
us in the past twelve months.

You agree to defend (at our request),
indemnify and hold us harmless from and
against any claims, liabilities, damages, losses,
and expenses, including without limitation,
reasonable attorney's fees and costs, arising
out of or in any way connected with these
Terms or your use of the Service. You will
cooperate as required by us in the defense of
any claim. We reserve the right to assume the
exclusive defense and control of any matter
subject to indemnification by you, and you will
not in any event settle any claim without our
prior written consent.

How We Will Handle Disputes.

e Except as provided below, you and we agree

that any cause of action, legal claim, or
dispute between you and us arising out of or
related to these Terms or Instagram
("claim(s)") must be resolved by arbitration
on an individual basis. Class actions and class
arbitrations are not permitted; you and we
may bring a claim only on your own behalf
and cannot seek relief that would affect other
Instagram users. If there is a final judicial
determination that any particular claim (or a
request for particular relief) cannot be
arbitrated in accordance with this provision's
limitations, then only that claim (or only that
request for relief) may be brought in court. All
other claims (or requests for relief) remain
subject to this provision.

Instead of using arbitration, you or we can
bring claims in your local "small claims" court,
if the rules of that court will allow it. If you
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then the claims must be resolved by binding,
individual arbitration. The American
Arbitration Association will administer all
arbitrations under its Consumer Arbitration
Rules. You and we expressly waive a trial by

jury.

The following claims don't have to be
arbitrated and may be brought in court:
disputes related to intellectual property (like
copyrights and trademarks), violations of our
Platform Policy, or efforts to interfere with the
Service or engage with the Service in
unauthorized ways (for example, automated
ways). In addition, issues relating to the scope
and enforceability of the arbitration provision
are for a court to decide.

This arbitration provision is governed by the
Federal Arbitration Act.

You can opt out of this provision within 30
days of the date that you agreed to these
Terms. To opt out, you must send your name,
residence address, username, email address or
phone number you use for your Instagram
account, and a clear statement that you want
to opt out of this arbitration agreement, and
you must send them here: Meta Platforms, Inc.
ATTN: Instagram Arbitration Opt-out, 1601
Willow Rd., Menlo Park, CA 94025.

Before you commence arbitration of a claim,
you must provide us with a written Notice of
Dispute that includes your name, residence
address, username, email address or phone
number you use for your Instagram account, a
detailed description of the dispute, and the
relief you seek. Any Notice of Dispute you
send to us should be mailed to Meta
Platforms, Inc., ATTN: Instagram Arbitration
Filing, 1601 Willow Rd. Menlo Park, CA 94025.
Before we commence arbitration, we will send
you a Notice of Dispute to the email address
you use with your Instagram account, or other
appropriate means. If we are unable to resolve
a dispute within thirty (30) days after the

13/15


https://help.instagram.com/
https://help.instagram.com/search/
https://help.instagram.com/1417489251945243/?helpref=hc_global_nav

10/17/23, 2:12 PM Terms of Use | Instagram Help Center

l Ol Help Center

e We will pay all arbitration filing fees,
administration and hearing costs, and
arbitrator fees for any arbitration we bring or
if your claims seek less than $75,000 and you
timely provided us with a Notice of Dispute.
For all other claims, the costs and fees of
arbitration shall be allocated in accordance
with the arbitration provider's rules, including
rules regarding frivolous or improper claims.

e For any claim that is not arbitrated or resolved
in small claims court, you agree that it will be
resolved exclusively in the U.S. District Court
for the Northern District of California or a
state court located in San Mateo County. You
also agree to submit to the personal
jurisdiction of either of these courts for the
purpose of litigating any such claim.

e The laws of the State of California, to the
extent not preempted by or inconsistent with
federal law, will govern these Terms and any
claim, without regard to conflict of law
provisions.

Unsolicited Material.

We always appreciate feedback or other suggestions,
but may use them without any restrictions or
obligation to compensate you for them, and are under
no obligation to keep them confidential.

Updating These Terms

We may change our Service and policies, and we may
need to make changes to these Terms so that they
accurately reflect our Service and policies. Unless
otherwise required by law, we will notify you (for
example, through our Service) before we make
changes to these Terms and give you an opportunity
to review them before they go into effect. Then, if you
continue to use the Service, you will be bound by the
updated Terms. If you do not want to agree to these
or any updated Terms, you can delete your account,
here.

https://help.instagram.com/581066165581870 14/15
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OPINION This piece expresses the views of its author(s), separate from those of this publication.

Nashville area is a special place and
Facebook wants to be part of it | Opinion

Facebook is investing in Middle Tennessee with plans to open a data center in Gallatin and
invest in solar energy in Lincoln and Madison counties.

Sheryl Sandberg Guest Columnist
Published 5:00 a.m. CT Aug. 12, 2020

Key Points

Sheryl Sandberg is Facebook COO and founder of Leanin.Org and OptionB.org.

In March, when tornadoes devastated parts of Music City, the community came together.

Nashville native Kiri Lanice, who lived through the 1998 tornado that hit many of the same
areas, was determined to bring people together to clean up the damage and support those
whose homes and livelihoods were devastated.

She started a Facebook Group Nashville Tornado Volunteer Army — and more than 2,000
people signed up.

Since then, Nashville has coped with the human and economic cost of the pandemic too.
Despite the challenges, Nashville’s community spirit shines through every day.

We see it in the Groups Nashvillians formed, like the Tennessean’s Nashville Recovery:
Tornado & Coronavirus Relief Efforts, to take care of their neighbors and support healthcare
workers. And in inspiring initiatives like Thistle Farms — a nonprofit which supports domestic
abuse survivors — and Middle TN Disability and Support Group — which supports families with
children who have a disability.

How Facebook is investing in Middle Tennessee

Community is at the heart of what Facebook is about. Connecting people is what we do, and
seeing local people use our platform to come together when it matters most is inspiring.
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Nashville is a special place — and it is a community we want to be part of.

That’s why Facebook is announcing a major investment in the local area with our new data
center in Gallatin. Data centers are Facebook’s engine room — state of the art technological
hubs that store, process and protect the information that powers our platform.

The Gallatin center will be one of our most advanced yet — powered by renewable energy and
supporting more than 100 high-skilled and well-paid jobs. Alongside the center we're also
investing in two solar energy projects in Lincoln and Madison counties.

Hear more Tennessee Voices:Get the weekly opinion newsletter for insightful and thought
provoking columns.

We are also supporting small businesses that have been hit hard by the pandemic. Many
business owners are getting creative in order to find new ways to reach people and sell online —
like Jade and Kevin Bazile at 80/20 Fitness, an East Nashville gym that had to temporarily
close its doors due to social distancing guidelines. Unable to see their clients face to face, they
created virtual workouts and consultations using Facebook Live to reach them online.

Small businesses have received financial support during the
economic downturn

At Facebook, we are in the business of small business. Every month, more than 180 million
businesses use Facebook, Instagram, Messenger, or WhatsApp to reach customers, sell and
grow. We have created new products like Facebook Shops to help businesses sell online and
made training and advice available through our Business Resource Hub.

But many also need direct financial support. In mid-March, we announced a $100 million grant
program to help small businesses around the world. Since we opened applications, we have
seen a huge amount of interest from Black-owned businesses — so we know they are facing
enormous challenges.

Black businesses have faced systemic barriers for generations and have been hit hardest by the
economic impact of the pandemic. So last month we announced we were making an additional
$100 million available in grants for Black-owned small businesses, Black creators, and
nonprofits that serve the Black community in the US.

Applications for small businesses open shortly and I would urge business owners in Nashville to
visit Facebook.com/grantsforbusiness to see if they’re eligible and find out how to apply. These
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are difficult times for everyone, but Facebook is proud to be joining the Music City community
and we are determined to do what we can to help.

Sheryl Sandberg is Facebook COO and founder of Leanin.Org and OptionB.org.
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|'Never get high on your own supply’ - hy
social media bosses don't use social media

Developers of platforms such as Facebook
have admitted that they were designed to be
addictive. Should we be following the
executives example and going cold turkey -
and is it even possible for mere mortals?

by Alex Hern

'Social media executives are following the rules of pushers and dealers everywhere." Illustration: Jason Ford for
the Guardian

Tue 23 Jan 2018 07.27 EST

ark Zuckerberg doesn’t use Facebook like you or me. The 33-

year-old chief executive has a team of 12 moderators dedicated

to deleting comments and spam from his page, according to

Bloomberg. He has a “handful” of employees who help him
write his posts and speeches and a number of professional photographers
who take perfectly stage-managed pictures of him meeting veterans in
Kentucky, small-business owners in Missouri or cheesesteak vendors in
Philadelphia.

Facebook’s locked-down nature means mere mortals can’t see the private
posts on Zuckerberg’s timeline, but it is hard to imagine him getting into
arguments about a racist relative’s post of an anti-immigration meme. And it
is not just Zuckerberg. None of the company’s key executives has a “normal”
Facebook presence. You can’t add them as friends, they rarely post publicly
and they keep private some information that the platform suggests be made
public by default, such as the number of friends they have.
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Over at Twitter, the story is the same. Of the company’s nine most senior
executives, only four tweet more than once a day on average. Ned Segal, its
chief financial officer, has been on the site for more than six years and has
sent fewer than two tweets a month. Co-founder Jack Dorsey, a relatively
prolific tweeter, has sent about 23,000 since the site was launched, but that is
a lot less than even halfway engaged users have sent over the same period.
Dorsey rarely replies to strangers and avoids discussions or arguments on the
site. He doesn’t live-tweet TV shows or sporting fixtures. In fact, he doesn’t
really “use” Twitter; he just posts on it occasionally.

It is a pattern that holds true across the sector. For all the
industry’s focus on “eating your own dog food”, the most diehard users of
social media are rarely those sitting in a position of power.

I am a compulsive social media user. I have sent about 140,000 tweets since I
joined Twitter in April 2007 - six Jacks’ worth. I use Instagram, Snapchat and
Reddit daily. I have accounts on Ello, Peach and Mastodon (remember them?
No? Don’t worry). Three years ago, I managed to quit Facebook. I went cold
turkey, deleting my account in a moment of lucidity about how it made me
feel and act. I have never regretted it, but I haven’t been able to pull the same
stunt twice.

Iused to look at the heads of the social networks and get annoyed that they
didn’t understand their own sites. Regular users encounter bugs, abuse or
bad design decisions that the executives could never understand without
using the sites themselves. How, I would wonder, could they build the best
service possible if they didn’t use their networks like normal people?

Now, I wonder something else: what do they know that we don’t?

Sean Parker, the founding president of Facebook, broke the omerta in
October last year, telling a conference in Philadelphia that he was
“something of a conscientious objector” to social media.

“The thought process that went into building these applications, Facebook
being the first of them ... was all about: ‘How do we consume as much of
your time and conscious attention as possible?’ That means that we need to
sort of give you a little dopamine hit every once in a while, because someone
liked or commented on a photo or a post or whatever. And that’s going to get
you to contribute more content and that’s going to get you ... more likes and
comments,” he said.

A4 The short-term “It’s a social-validation feedback loop ... exactly
the kind of thing that a hacker like myself would

dopamine-driven . o
come up with, because you’re exploiting a

feedback loops that o
we have created are vulnerability in human psychology. The
destroying how inventors, creators - me, Mark [Zuckerberg],

. Kevin Systrom on Instagram, all of these people -
:"())(l:‘:lite}ll‘ ;'v:(:‘(l:ljook understood this consciously. And we did it
executive Chamath
Palihapitiya

A month later, Parker was joined by another Facebook objector, former vice-
president for user growth Chamath Palihapitiya. “The short-term, dopamine-
driven feedback loops that we have created are destroying how society
works. No civil discourse, no cooperation; misinformation, mistruth,”
Palihapitiya said at a conference in Stanford, California. “This is not about
Russian ads. This is a global problem. It is eroding the core foundations of
how people behave by and between each other. I can control my decision,
which is that I don’t use that shit. I can control my kids’ decisions, which is
that they’re not allowed to use that shit.”
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Palihapitiya’s statements rattled Facebook so much that the company issued
aresponse acknowledging its past failings - a rare move for a business that,
despite its mission to “connect people”, is notoriously taciturn about its
shortcomings. “When Chamath was at Facebook, we were focused on
building new social media experiences and growing Facebook around the
world,” a company spokeswoman said. “Facebook was a very different
company back then ... as we have grown, we have realised how our
responsibilities have grown, too. We take our role very seriously and we are
working hard to improve.”

A few days later, the site pulled a more interesting move, releasing the results
of research that suggested that Facebook did make users feel bad - but only if
they didn’t post enough. “In general, when people spend a lot of time
passively consuming information - reading, but not interacting with people -
they report feeling worse afterward,” two Facebook researchers said in a
review of the existing literature. On the other hand, “actively interacting
with people - especially sharing messages, posts and comments with close
friends and reminiscing about past interactions - is linked to improvements
in wellbeing”. How convenient.

For Adam Alter, a psychologist and the author of Irresistible, an examination
of technology addiction, it is almost beside the point whether social media
makes you happy or sad in the short term. The deeper issue is that your
usage is compulsive - or even addictive.

“The addiction concept applies much more broadly and to many more
behaviours than we perhaps thought and also therefore applies to many
more people in the population,” Alter says. “Roughly half the adult
population has at least one behavioural addiction. Not many of us have
substance addictions, but the way the world works today there are many,
many behaviours that are hard for us to resist and a lot of us develop self-
undermining attachments to those behaviours that border on or become
addictions.”

These addictions haven’t happened
accidentally, Alter argues. Instead,
they are a direct result of the
intention of companies such as
Facebook and Twitter to build
“sticky” products, ones that we want
to come back to over and over again.
“The companies that are producing
these products, the very large tech
companies in particular, are
producing them with the intent to
hook. They’re doing their very best
to ensure not that our wellbeing is
preserved, but that we spend as
much time on their products and on
their programs and apps as possible.
Our addictions to social media ‘haven't That’s their key goal: it’s not to make
happened accidentally’, says psychologist Adam  a product that people enjoy and
Alter. Illustration: Jason Ford for the Guardian therefore becomes profitable, but
rather to make a product that people
can’t stop using and therefore becomes profitable.

“What Parker and Palihapitiya are saying is that these companies, companies
that they’ve been exposed to at the highest levels and from very early on,
have been founded on these principles - that we should do everything we
possibly can to hack human psychology, to understand what it is that keeps
humans engaged and to use those techniques not to maximise wellbeing, but
to maximise engagement. And that’s explicitly what they do.”
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Parker and Palihapitiya aren’t the only Silicon Valley residents to open up
about their unease with the habit-forming nature of modern technology. As
the Guardian reported in October, a growing number of coders and designers
are quitting their jobs in disillusionment at what their work entails. From
Chris Marcellino - one of the inventors of Apple’s system for push
notifications, who quit the industry to train as a neurosurgeon - to Loren
Britcher - who created the pull-to-refresh motion that turns so many apps
into miniature one-armed-bandits and is now devoting his time to building a
house in New Jersey - many of the workers at the coalface of interface design
have had second thoughts.

Others have had the same realisation, but have decided to embrace the
awkwardness - such as LA-based retention consultants Dopamine Labs. The
company offers a plugin service that personalises “moments of joy” in apps
that use it. It promises customers: “Your users will crave it. And they’ll crave
you.”

If this is the case, then social media executives are simply following the rule
of pushers and dealers everywhere, the fourth of the Notorious BIG’s Ten
Crack Commandments: “Never get high on your own supply.”

“Many tech titans are very, very careful about how they privately use tech
and how they allow their kids to use it and the extent to which they allow
their kids access to screens and various apps and programs,” says Alter.
“They will get up on stage, some of them, and say things like: ‘This is the
greatest product of all time, but then when you delve you see they don’t
allow their kids access to that same product.”

44 Techbyitself Last week, Apple’s chief executive, Tim Cook,
doesn’t want to be told the Guardian: “I don’t have a kid, but I have a
good ... It takes nephew that I put some boundaries on. There are
humans to make some th?ngs thatI w’f)n’t allow. I don’t want them
sure that the things on a social network:

that you do with it He added: “Technology by itself doesn’t want to
are good be good and it doesn’t want to be bad either. It
Apple chief takes humans to make sure that the things that

executive Tim Cook  you do with it are good. And it takes humans in
the development process to make sure the
creation of the product is a good thing.”

Alter says that the classic example of this approach is Cook’s predecessor,
Steve Jobs, “who spoke about all the virtues of the iPad and then wouldn’t
let his kids near it”. (“They haven’t used it,” Jobs told a New York Times
reporter a few months after the iPad was released. “We limit how much
technology our kids use at home.”)

It is not only children. “You can see it in their own behaviour,” Alter says.
“Jack Dorsey, the way he uses Twitter, it seems he’s very careful about how
much time he spends. He’s obviously a very busy guy and a very high-
functioning guy, but as a result he’s probably distracted by a lot of other
things and he’s able to tear himself away from the platform.

“But that’s not true for all of the users of Twitter - many of them report
being, using the colloquial term, addicted. Whether or not that’s clinical
addiction, it feels to them like they would like to be doing less; it’s
undermining their wellbeing. And I think that’s absolutely right: for many
Twitter users, it’s sort of a black hole that sucks you in and it’s very hard to
stop using the program.”

That is certainly how I feel about Twitter. I have tried to cut back, after
realising how much of my time was spent staring at a scrolling feed of
aphorisms ranging from mildly amusing to vaguely traumatic. I deleted
133,000 tweets, in an effort to reduce the feeling that I couldn’t give up on
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something into which I had sunk so much time. I removed the apps from my
phone and my computer, forcing any interaction through the web browser. I
have taken repeated breaks. But I keep coming back.

It is one thing to be a child with a protective parent keeping technology away
from you. It is quite another to live like a technology executive yourself,
defeating the combined effort of thousands of the world’s smartest people to
instil a craving to open their app every day. I am not alone in struggling.

Kevin Holesh, a freelance app developer, is one of those
who tried to cut back. He wrote a program, Moment, that tracks how long
you spend looking at your phone each day. For the average user, it is more
than three hours every day. Holesh’s stats were enough to provide the
motivation for change. “Once I had the hard data, that itself was helping me
use my phone less. I’ve taken a few steps in that direction since, but I knew
just seeing the number itself was half the battle. Seeing that number really
changed my approach ... I was spending an hour a day not doing anything
productive, just wasting time.”

Holesh eventually removed all social networks, and his work email account,
from his phone. “That’s the step that helps me the most, simply not having it
accessible. At first, my mission was just: find out what amount of phone time
makes you happy. But now I’ve started a little more extreme approach, I'm
less stressed out about news articles or my uncle posting something
inflammatory on Facebook. I find I do a better job of communicating in more
old-fashioned methods.”

Alter says willpower can help to a certain extent, while leaving things out of
reach for casual, thoughtless use can help more. Ultimately, however,
addictions are hard to break alone.

“It’s possible that in 20 years we’ll look back at the current generation of
children and say: ‘Look, they are socially different from every other
generation of humans that came before and as a result this is a huge problem
and maybe we need to regulate these behaviours. Or perhaps we’ll look back
and say: ‘I don’t know what the fuss was - I’'m not sure why we were so
concerned. Until we have some evidence, until there’s something that seems
tangible, I think it’s going to be very hard to get people en masse to change
how they behave.”

If you can’t bring yourself to cut back on social media, you could try
following Zuckerberg’s example and hire a team of 12 to do it for you. It
might not be as cheap and easy as deleting Facebook, but it is probably easier
to stick to.
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“| feel tremendous guilt,” admitted Chamath Palihapitiya, former Vice President of User Growth
at Facebook, to an audience of Stanford students. He was responding to a question about his
involvement in exploiting consumer behavior. “The short-term, dopamine-driven feedback loops
that we have created are destroying how society works,” he explained. In Palihapitiya’s talk, he
highlighted something most of us know but few really appreciate: smartphones and the social
media platforms they support are turning us into bona fide addicts. While it’s easy to dismiss this
claim as hyperbole, platforms like Facebook, Snapchat, and Instagram leverage the very same
neural circuitry used by slot machines and cocaine to keep us using their products as much as
possible. Taking a closer look at the underlying science may give you pause the next time you feel
your pocket buzz.

Never Alone

If you've ever misplaced your phone, you may have experienced a mild state of panic until it’s
been found. About 73% of people claim to experience this unique flavor of anxiety, which makes
sense when you consider that adults in the US spend an average of 2-4 hours per day tapping,
typing, and swiping on their devices—that adds up to over 2,600 daily touches. Most of us have
become so intimately entwined with our digital lives that we sometimes feel our phones
vibrating in our pockets when they aren’t even there.

While there is nothing inherently addictive about smartphones themselves, the true drivers of
our attachments to these devices are the hyper-social environments they provide. Thanks to the
likes of Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, and others, smartphones allow us to carry immense
social environments in our pockets through every waking moment of our lives. Though humans
have evolved to be social—a key feature to our success as a species—the social structures in
which we thrive tend to contain about 150 individuals. This number is orders of magnitude
smaller than the 2 billion potential connections we carry around in our pockets today. There is
no doubt that smartphones provide immense benefit to society, but their cost is becoming more
and more apparent. Studies are beginning to show links between smartphone usage and
increased levels of anxiety and depression, poor sleep quality, and increased risk of car injury
or death. Many of us wish we spent less time on our phones but find it incredibly difficult to
disconnect. Why are our smartphones so hard to ignore?

The Levers in Our Brains - Dopamine and social
reward
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Dopamine is a chemical produced by our brains that plays a starring role in motivating behavior.
It gets released when we take a bite of delicious food, when we have sex, after we exercise, and,

importantly, when we have successful social interactions. In an evolutionary context, it rewards
us for beneficial behaviors and motivates us to repeat them.

The human brain contains four major dopamine “pathways,” or connections between different
parts of the brain that act as highways for chemical messages called neurotransmitters. Each
pathway has its own associated cognitive and motor (movement) processes. Three of these
pathways—the mesocortical, mesolimbic, and nigrostriatal pathways—are considered our
“reward pathways” and have been shown to be dysfunctional in most cases of addiction. They
are responsible for the release of dopamine in various parts of the brain, which shapes the
activity of those areas. The fourth, the tuberoinfundibular pathway, regulates the release of a
hormone called prolactin that is required for milk production.

Figure 1: Three dopamine pathways and their related cognitive processes. Most of your
dopamine is generated deep in the midbrain, and it is released in many different areas across
the brain. These areas are largely responsible for behaviors associated with learning, habit
formation, and addiction.

While the reward pathways (Figure 1) are distinct in their anatomical organization, all three
become active when anticipating or experiencing rewarding events. In particular, they reinforce
the association between a particular stimulus or sequence of behaviors and the feel-good
reward that follows. Every time a response to a stimulus results in a reward, these associations
become stronger through a process called long-term potentiation. This process
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strengthens frequently used connections between brain cells called neurons by increasing the
intensity at which they respond to particular stimuli.

Although not as intense as hit of cocaine, positive social stimuli will similarly result in a release of
dopamine, reinforcing whatever behavior preceded it. Cognitive neuroscientists have shown
that rewarding social stimuli—laughing faces, positive recognition by our peers, messages from
loved ones—activate the same dopaminergic reward pathways. Smartphones have provided us
with a virtually unlimited supply of social stimuli, both positive and negative. Every notification,
whether it’s a text message, a “like” on Instagram, or a Facebook notification, has the potential to
be a positive social stimulus and dopamine influx.

The Hands that Pull - Reward prediction errors
and variable reward schedules

Because most social media platforms are free, they rely on revenue from advertisers to make a
profit. This system works for everyone involved at first glance, but it has created an arms race
for your attention and time. Ultimately, the winners of this arms race will be those who best use
their product to exploit the features of the brain’s reward systems.

Reward prediction errors

Research in reward learning and addiction have recently focused on a feature of our dopamine
neurons called reward prediction error (RPE) encoding. These prediction errors serve as
dopamine-mediated feedback signals in our brains (Figure 2). This neurological feature is
something casino owners have used to their advantage for years. If you've ever played slots,
you'll have experienced the intense anticipation while those wheels are turning—the moments
between the lever pull and the outcome provide time for our dopamine neurons to increase their
activity, creating a rewarding feeling just by playing the game. It would be no fun otherwise. But
as negative outcomes accumulate, the loss of dopamine activity encourages us to disengage.
Thus, a balance between positive and negative outcomes must be maintained in order to keep
our brains engaged.
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Figure 2: Reward prediction and subsequent dopamine activity.
Unexpected rewards increase the activity of dopamine neurons, acting as
positive feedback signals for the brain regions associated with the
preceding behavior. As learning takes place, the timing of activity will shift
until it occurs upon the cue alone, with the expected reward having no
additional effect. And should the expected reward not be received,
dopamine activity drops, sending a negative feedback signal to the
relevant parts of the brain, weakening the positive association.

Variable reward schedules

How do social media apps take advantage of this dopamine-driven learning strategy? Similar to
slot machines, many apps implement a reward pattern optimized to keep you engaged as much
as possible. Variable reward schedules were introduced by psychologist B.F. Skinner in the
1930’s. In his experiments, he found that mice respond most frequently to reward-associated
stimuli when the reward was administered after a varying number of responses, precluding the
animal’s ability to predict when they would be rewarded. Humans are no different; if we
perceive a reward to be delivered at random, and if checking for the reward comes at little cost,
we end up checking habitually (e.g. gambling addiction). If you pay attention, you might find
yourself checking your phone at the slightest feeling of boredom, purely out of habit.
Programmers work very hard behind the screens to keep you doing exactly that.

https://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2018/dopamine-smartphones-battle-time/ 5/11


https://i0.wp.com/sitn.hms.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Figure2.jpg
https://i0.wp.com/sitn.hms.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Figure2.jpg
https://www.simplypsychology.org/operant-conditioning.html
https://www-ncbi-nlm-nih-gov.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/pmc/articles/PMC3971161/

10/17/23, 217 PM Dopamine, Smartphones & You: A battle for your time - Science in the News

The Battle for Your Time

If you've been a Facebook user for more than a few years, you've probably noticed that the site
has been expanding its criteria for notifications. When you first join Facebook, your notification
center revolves around the initial set of connections you make, creating that crucial link
between notification and social reward. But as you use Facebook more and begin interacting
with various groups, events, and artists, that notification center will also become more active.
After a while, you'll be able to open the app at any time and reasonably expect to be rewarded.
When paired with the low cost of checking your phone, you have a pretty strong incentive to
check in whenever you can.

Other examples highlight a more deliberate effort to monopolize your time. Consider
Instagram’s implementation of a variable-ratio reward schedule. As explained in this 60 Minutes
interview, Instagram’s notification algorithms will sometimes withhold “likes” on your photos to
deliver them in larger bursts. So when you make your post, you may be disappointed to find less
responses than you expected, only to receive them in a larger bunch later on. Your dopamine
centers have been primed by those initial negative outcomes to respond robustly to the sudden
influx of social appraisal. This use of a variable reward schedule takes advantage of our
dopamine-driven desire for social validation, and it optimizes the balance of negative and
positive feedback signals until we've become habitual users.

Question Your Habits

Smartphones and social media apps aren’t going anywhere anytime soon, so it is up to us as the
users to decide how much of our time we want to dedicate to them. Unless the advertisement-
based profit model changes, companies like Facebook will continue to do everything they can to
keep your eyes glued to the screen as often as possible. And by using algorithms to leverage our
dopamine-driven reward circuitry, they stack the cards—and our brains—against us. But if you
want to spend less time on your phone, there are a variety strategies to achieve success. Doing
things like disabling your notifications for social media apps and keeping your display in black
and white will reduce your phone’s ability to grab and hold your attention. Above all, mindful use
of the technology is the best tool you have. So the next time you pick up your phone to check
Facebook, you might ask yourself, “Is this really worth my time?”

Trevor Haynes is a research technician in the Department of Neurobiology at Harvard Medical School.
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About the Advisory

A Surgeon General’s Advisory is a public statement that calls the
American people’s attention to an urgent public health issue and provides
recommendations for how it should be addressed. Advisories are reserved
for significant public health challenges that require the nation’s immediate
awareness and action.

This Advisory calls attention to the growing concerns about the effects of social
media on youth mental health. It explores and describes the current evidence on
the positive and negative impacts of social media on children and adolescents,
some of the primary areas for mental health and well-being concerns, and
opportunities for additional research to help understand the full scope and
scale of social media’s impact. This document is not an exhaustive review of the
literature. Rather, it was developed through a substantial review of the available
evidence, primarily found via electronic searches of research articles published
in English and resources suggested by a wide range of subject matter experts,
with priority given to, but not limited to, meta-analyses and systematic literature
reviews. It also offers actionable recommendations for the institutions that can
shape online environments — policymakers and technology companies — as well
as for what parents and caregivers, young people, and researchers can do.

For additional background and to read other Surgeon General’'s Advisories, visit
SurgeonGeneral.gov
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Social Media and
Youth Mental Health

Social media' use by youth is nearly universal. Up to 95% of youth ages 13-17
report using a social media platform, with more than a third saying they use
social media “almost constantly.”? Although age 13 is commonly the required
minimum age used by social media platforms in the U.S.,2 nearly 40% of children
ages 8-12 use social media.* Despite this widespread use among children and
adolescents, robust independent safety analyses on the impact of social media
on youth have not yet been conducted. There are increasing concerns among
researchers, parents and caregivers, young people, healthcare experts, and
others about the impact of social media on youth mental health.> ¢

More research is needed to fully understand the impact of social media;
however, the current body of evidence indicates that while social media may
have benefits for some children and adolescents, there are ample indicators
that social media can also have a profound risk of harm to the mental health
and well-being of children and adolescents. At this time, we do not yet have
enough evidence to determine if social media is sufficiently safe for children
and adolescents. We must acknowledge the growing body of research about
potential harms, increase our collective understanding of the risks associated
with social media use, and urgently take action to create safe and healthy digital
environments that minimize harm and safeguard children’s and adolescents’
mental health and well-being during critical stages of development.

Up to 95% of youth ages
13-17 report using a
social media platform,
with more than a third

saying they use social
media “almost constantly.”
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Social Media Has Both Positive and Negative
Impacts on Children and Adolescents

The influence of social media on youth mental health is shaped by many
complex factors, including, but not limited to, the amount of time children

and adolescents spend on platforms, the type of content they consume or are
otherwise exposed to, the activities and interactions social media affords,

and the degree to which it disrupts activities that are essential for health like
sleep and physical activity.® Importantly, different children and adolescents are
affected by social media in different ways, based on their individual strengths
and vulnerabilities, and based on cultural, historical, and socio-economic
factors.”® There is broad agreement among the scientific community that social
media has the potential to both benefit and harm children and adolescents.®°

Brain development is a critical factor to consider when assessing the risk for
harm. Adolescents, ages 10 to 19, are undergoing a highly sensitive period of
brain development.'’®" This is a period when risk-taking behaviors reach their
peak, when well-being experiences the greatest fluctuations, and when mental
health challenges such as depression typically emerge.'?'® ' Furthermore, in
early adolescence, when identities and sense of self-worth are forming, brain
development is especially susceptible to social pressures, peer opinions, and
peer comparison.'® Frequent social media use may be associated with distinct
changes in the developing brain in the amygdala (important for emotional
learning and behavior) and the prefrontal cortex (important for impulse control,
emotional regulation, and moderating social behavior), and could increase
sensitivity to social rewards and punishments.’®>'® As such, adolescents

may experience heightened emotional sensitivity to the communicative and
interactive nature of social media.'® Adolescent social media use is predictive
of a subsequent decrease in life satisfaction for certain developmental

stages including for girls 11-13 years old and boys 14-15 years old."” Because
adolescence is a vulnerable period of brain development, social media exposure
during this period warrants additional scrutiny.
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The Potential Benefits of Social Media Use Among
Children and Adolescents

Social media can provide benefits for some youth by providing positive
community and connection with others who share identities, abilities, and
interests. It can provide access to important information and create a space

for self-expression.® The ability to form and maintain friendships online and
develop social connections are among the positive effects of social media use
for youth.'® ' These relationships can afford opportunities to have positive
interactions with more diverse peer groups than are available to them offline
and can provide important social support to youth.'”® The buffering effects
against stress that online social support from peers may provide can be
especially important for youth who are often marginalized, including racial,
ethnic, and sexual and gender minorities.?®2"22 For example, studies have shown
that social media may support the mental health and well-being of lesbian, gay,
bisexual, asexual, transgender, queer, intersex and other youths by enabling
peer connection, identity development and management, and social support.??
Seven out of ten adolescent girls of color report encountering positive or
identity-affirming content related to race across social media platforms.?* A
majority of adolescents report that social media helps them feel more accepted
(58%), like they have people who can support them through tough times (67%),
like they have a place to show their creative side (71%), and more connected to
what’s going on in their friends’ lives (80%).%® In addition, research suggests that
social media-based and other digitally-based mental health interventions may
also be helpful for some children and adolescents by promoting help-seeking
behaviors and serving as a gateway to initiating mental health care.8 26272829

The Potential Harms of Social Media Use Among
Children and Adolescents

Over the last decade, evidence has emerged identifying reasons for concern
about the potential negative impact of social media on children and adolescents.

A longitudinal cohort study of U.S. adolescents aged 12-15 (n=6,595) that
adjusted for baseline mental health status found that adolescents who spent
more than 3 hours per day on social media faced double the risk of experiencing
poor mental health outcomes including symptoms of depression and anxiety.*°

Social Media and Youth Mental Health: The U.S. Surgeon General's Advisory 6



Social Media Has Both Positive and Negative Impacts on Children and Adolescents

As of 2021, 8th and 10th graders now spend an average of 3.5 hours per day

on social media.®' In a unique natural experiment that leveraged the staggered
introduction of a social media platform across U.S. colleges, the roll-out of the
platform was associated with an increase in depression (9% over baseline)

and anxiety (12% over baseline) among college-aged youth (n = 359,827
observations).®? The study’s co-author also noted that when applied across

the entirety of the U.S. college population, the introduction of the social media
platform may have contributed to more than 300,000 new cases of depression.3?
33 |f such sizable effects occurred in college-aged youth, these findings raise
serious concerns about the risk of harm from social media exposure for children
and adolescents who are at a more vulnerable stage of brain development.

Limits on the use of social media have resulted in mental health benefits for
young adults and adults. A small, randomized controlled trial in college-aged
youth found that limiting social media use to 30 minutes daily over three
weeks led to significant improvements in depression severity.®* This effect was
particularly large for those with high baseline levels of depression who saw an
improvement in depression scores by more than 35%.3% Another randomized
controlled trial among young adults and adults found that deactivation of

a social media platform for four weeks improved subjective well-being (i.e.,
self-reported happiness, life satisfaction, depression, and anxiety) by about
25-40% of the effect of psychological interventions like self-help therapy,
group training, and individual therapy.®®

In addition to these recent studies, correlational research on associations
between social media use and mental health has indicated reason for concern
and further investigation. These studies point to a higher relative concern of
harm in adolescent girls and those already experiencing poor mental health,
87.38,39 g5 well as for particular health outcomes like cyberbullying-related
depression,*® body image and disordered eating behaviors,* and poor sleep
quality linked to social media use.*? For example, a study conducted among
14-year-olds (n = 10,904) found that greater social media use predicted poor
sleep, online harassment, poor body image, low self-esteem, and higher
depressive symptom scores with a larger association for girls than boys.*® A
majority of parents of adolescents say they are somewhat, very, or extremely
worried that their child’s use of social media could lead to problems with anxiety
or depression (53%), lower self-esteem (54%), being harassed or bullied by
others (54%), feeling pressured to act a certain way (59%), and exposure to
explicit content (71%).44
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What Drives Mental Health and Well-Being
Concerns: A Snapshot of the Scientific Evidence

Scientific evidence suggests that harmful content exposure as well as excessive
and problematic social media use are primary areas for concern.

Potential Risk of Harm from Content Exposure

Extreme, inappropriate, and harmful content continues to be easily and widely
accessible by children and adolescents. This can be spread through direct
pushes, unwanted content exchanges, and algorithmic designs. In certain tragic
cases, childhood deaths have been linked to suicide- and self-harm-related
content and risk-taking challenges on social media platforms.*> 4 This

content may be especially risky for children and adolescents who are already
experiencing mental health difficulties.*” Despite social media providing a sense
of community for some, a systematic review of more than two dozen studies
found that some social media platforms show live depictions of self-harm acts
like partial asphyxiation, leading to seizures, and cutting, leading to significant
bleeding.*® Further, these studies found that discussing or showing this content
can normalize such behaviors, including through the formation of suicide pacts
and posting of self-harm models for others to follow.

Social media may also perpetuate body dissatisfaction, disordered eating
behaviors, social comparison, and low self-esteem, especially among adolescent
girls.*% 505152 A gynthesis of 20 studies demonstrated a significant relationship
between social media use and body image concerns and eating disorders, with
social comparison as a potential contributing factor.#' Social comparison driven
by social media is associated with body dissatisfaction, disordered eating, and
depressive symptoms.53 545556 When asked about the impact of social media on
their body image, nearly half (46%) of adolescents aged 13-17 said social media
makes them feel worse, 40% said it makes them feel neither better nor worse,
and only 14% said it makes them feel better.%’

Additionally, roughly two-thirds (64%) of adolescents are “often” or “sometimes”
exposed to hate-based content.®® Among adolescent girls of color, one-third or
more report exposure to racist content or language on social media platforms
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What Drives Mental Health and Well-Being Concerns: A Snapshot of the Scientific Evidence

at least monthly.?* In a review of 36 studies, a consistent relationship was found
between cyberbullying via social media and depression among children and
adolescents,*® with adolescent females and sexual minority youth more likely to
report experiencing incidents of cyberbullying.5® % Nearly 75% of adolescents
say social media sites are only doing a fair to poor job of addressing online
harassment and cyberbullying.®'

In addition, social media platforms can be sites for predatory behaviors

and interactions with malicious actors who target children and adolescents
(e.g., adults seeking to sexually exploit children, to financially extort them
through the threat or actual distribution of intimate images, or to sell illicitly
manufactured fentanyl).t> 6364 Adolescent girls and transgender youth are
disproportionately impacted by online harassment and abuse, which is
associated with negative emotional impacts (e.g., feeling sad, anxious or
worried).®> % Nearly 6-in-10 adolescent girls say they’ve been contacted

by a stranger on certain social media platforms in ways that make them

feel uncomfortable.?*

Potential Risk of Harm from Excessive and
Problematic Use

Excessive and problematic use of social media can harm children and
adolescents by disrupting important healthy behaviors. Social media
platforms are often designed to maximize user engagement, which has the
potential to encourage excessive use and behavioral dysregulation.®” 8 6.
°Push notifications, autoplay, infinite scroll, quantifying and displaying
popularity (i.e., ‘likes’), and algorithms that leverage user data to serve content
recommendations are some examples of these features that maximize
engagement. According to one recent model, nearly a third (31%) of social
media use may be attributable to self-control challenges magnified by habit
formation.” Further, some researchers believe that social media exposure can
overstimulate the reward center in the brain and, when the stimulation becomes
excessive, can trigger pathways comparable to addiction.®® 72 Small studies
have shown that people with frequent and problematic social media use can
experience changes in brain structure similar to changes seen in individuals
with substance use or gambling addictions.”®>"* In a nationally representative
survey of girls aged 11-15, one-third or more say they feel “addicted” to a social
media platform.2* Over half of teenagers report that it would be hard to give
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What Drives Mental Health and Well-Being Concerns: A Snapshot of the Scientific Evidence

up social media.2 Nearly 3-in-4 teenagers believe that technology companies
manipulate users to spend more time on their devices.®® In addition, according to
a survey of 8th and 10th graders, the average time spent on social media is 3.5
hours per day, 1-in-4 spend 5+ hours per day and 1-in-7 spend 7+ hours per day
on social media.®

Excessive and problematic social media use, such as compulsive or
uncontrollable use, has been linked to sleep problems, attention problems,

and feelings of exclusion among adolescents.*® 757677 Sleep is essential for
the healthy development of adolescents. A systematic review of 42 studies

on the effects of excessive social media use found a consistent relationship
between social media use and poor sleep quality, reduced sleep duration,
sleep difficulties, and depression among youth.*? Poor sleep has been linked to
altered neurological development in adolescent brains, depressive symptoms,
and suicidal thoughts and behaviors.”® 780 On a typical weekday, nearly 1-in-3
adolescents report using screen media until midnight or later.5® While screen
media use encompasses various digital activities, social media applications are
the most commonly used applications by adolescents.>®

In a recent narrative review of multiple studies, problematic social media use
has also been linked to both self-reported and diagnosed attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in adolescents, although more research is
necessary to understand whether one causes the other.?' A longitudinal
prospective study of adolescents without ADHD symptoms at the beginning

of the study found that, over a 2-year follow-up, high-frequency use of digital
media, with social media as one of the most common activities, was associated
with a modest yet statistically significant increased odds of developing ADHD
symptoms (OR 1.10; 95% Cl, 1.05-1.15).82 Additionally, social media-induced fear
of missing out, or “the pervasive apprehension that others might be having
rewarding experiences from which one is absent,”®® has been associated with
depression, anxiety, and neuroticism.®*
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Critical Questions Remain Unanswered

Nearly every teenager in America uses social media, and yet we do not have
enough evidence to conclude that it is sufficiently safe for them. Our children
have become unknowing participants in a decades-long experiment. It is critical
that independent researchers and technology companies work together to
rapidly advance our understanding of the impact of social media on children and
adolescents. This section describes the known gaps and proposes additional
areas for research that warrant urgent consideration.

Known Evidence Gaps

The relationship between social media and youth mental health is complex
and potentially bidirectional.”® There is broad concern among the scientific
community that a lack of access to data and lack of transparency from
technology companies have been barriers to understanding the full scope and
scale of the impact of social media on mental health and well-being. Most prior
research to date has been correlational, focused on young adults or adults, and
generated a range of results.®® Critical areas of research have been proposed
to fill knowledge gaps and create evidence-based interventions, resources,
and tools to support youth mental health.8¢ Thus, there is an urgent need for
additional research including on, but not limited to, the following questions:

* How do in-person vs. digital social interactions differ in terms of the impact
on health, and what are the unique contributions of social media behavior to
social connectedness, social isolation, and mental health symptoms?

¢ What are the potential pathways through which social media may cause harm
to children’s and adolescents’ mental health and well-being? For example:

» How does social comparison affect one’s sense of life satisfaction and
in-person relationships?

» How does the use of social media, including specific designs and features,
relate to dopamine pathways involved in motivation, reward, and addiction?

e What type of content, and at what frequency and intensity, generates the
most harm? Through which modes of social media access (e.g., smartphone,
computer) and design features? For which users and why?
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Critical Questions Remain Unanswered
Known Evidence Gaps

¢ What are the beneficial effects of social media? For whom are the benefits
greatest? In what ways, and under what circumstances?

¢ What individual-, community-, and societal-level factors may protect youth
from the negative effects of social media?

* What types of strategies and approaches are effective in protecting the
mental health and well-being of children and adolescents on social media
(e.g., programs, policies, design features, interventions, norms)?

* How does social media use interact with a person’s developmental stage
for measuring risk of mental health impact?

It is critical that independent
researchers and technology
companies work together
to rapidly advance our
understanding of the impact
of social media on children
and adolescents.
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We Must Take Action: A Way Forward

Our children and adolescents don’t have the luxury of waiting years until we
know the full extent of social media’s impact. Their childhoods and development
are happening now. While social media use can have positive impacts for some
children, the evidence noted throughout this Surgeon General’s Advisory
necessitates significant concern with the way it is currently designed, deployed,
and utilized. Child and adolescent use of platforms designed for adults

places them at high risk of “unsupervised, developmentally inappropriate,

and potentially harmful” use according to the National Scientific Council on
Adolescence.?” At a moment when we are experiencing a national youth mental
health crisis, now is the time to act swiftly and decisively to protect children and
adolescents from risk of harm.

To date, the burden of protecting youth has fallen predominantly on children,
adolescents, and their families. Parents face significant challenges in managing
children and adolescents’ use of social media applications, and youth are
using social media at increasingly earlier ages.* 8 Nearly 70% of parents say
parenting is now more difficult than it was 20 years ago, with technology and
social media as the top two cited reasons.8® While nearly all parents believe
they have a responsibility to protect their children from inappropriate content
online,® the entire burden of mitigating the risk of harm of social media cannot
be placed on the shoulders of children and parents. Nearly 80% of parents
believe technology companies have a responsibility to protect children from
inappropriate content as well.®°

We must provide children and their families with the information and tools

to navigate the changing digital environment, but this burden to support our
children must be further shared. There are actions technology companies can
take to make their platforms safer for children and adolescents. There are
actions researchers can take to develop the necessary research base to support
further safeguards. And there is a role for local, state, and federal policy to
implement protections for our children and adolescents.

The U.S. has a strong history of taking action in such circumstances. In the
case of toys, transportation, and medications —among other sectors that have
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We Must Take Action: A Way Forward

widespread adoption and impact on children — the U.S. has often adopted a
safety-first approach to mitigate the risk of harm to consumers. According

to this principle, a basic threshold for safety must be met, and until safety is
demonstrated with rigorous evidence and independent evaluation, protections
are put in place to minimize the risk of harm from products, services, or

goods. For example, the Consumer Product Safety Commission requires toy
manufacturers to undergo third-party testing and be certified through a
Children’s Product Certificate as compliant with the federal toy safety standard
for toys intended for use by children.®® To reduce the risk of injury from motor
vehicle accidents, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration requires
manufacturers to fit new motor vehicles with standard airbags and seat belts,
among other safety features, and conduct crash tests to be compliant with the
Federal Motor Vehicle Safety Standards.®’ Medications must demonstrate safety
to the Food and Drug Administration before being made available and marketed
for use.®? Given the mounting evidence for the risk of harm to some children and
adolescents from social media use, a safety-first approach should be applied in
the context of social media products.

To better safeguard the mental health and well-being of children and
adolescents, policymakers, technology companies, researchers, families,

and young people must all engage in a proactive and multifaceted approach.
Through the recommendations below, we can provide more resources and
tools to children and families, we can gain a better understanding of the full
impact of social media, and we can maximize the benefits and minimize the
harms of social media platforms to create safer, healthier online environments
for children.

We can maximize the
benefits and minimize
the harms of social media
platforms to create
safer, healthier online
environments for children.
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What Policymakers Can Do

Policymakers play an important role in addressing the complex and multifaceted
issues related to social media use and in protecting youth from harm.

¢ Strengthen protections to ensure greater safety ¢ Ensure technology companies share data

for children interacting with all social media
platforms, in collaboration with governments,
academic organizations, public health experts,
and technology companies.

» Develop age-appropriate health and safety
standards for technology platforms. Such
standards may include designing technology
that is appropriate and safe for a child’s
developmental stage; protecting children and
adolescents from accessing harmful content
(e.g., content that encourages eating disorders,
violence, substance abuse, sexual exploitation,
and suicide or discusses suicide means);
limiting the use of features that attempt to
maximize time, attention, and engagement;
developing tools that protect activities that
are essential for healthy development like sleep;
and regularly assessing and mitigating risks
to children and adolescents.

» Require a higher standard of data privacy
for children to protect them from potential
harms like exploitation and abuse. Six-in-ten
adolescents say they think they have little or no
control over the personal information that social
media companies collect about them.3?

» Pursue policies that further limit access —in
ways that minimize the risk of harm — to social
media for all children, including strengthening
and enforcing age minimums.

relevant to the health impact of their platforms
with independent researchers and the public in
a manner that is timely, sufficiently detailed, and
protects privacy.

Support the development, implementation, and
evaluation of digital and media literacy curricula
in schools and within academic standards.
Digital and media literacy provides children and
educators with digital skills to strengthen digital
resilience, or the ability to recognize, manage, and
recover from online risks (e.g., cyberbullying and
other forms of online harassment and abuse, as
well as excessive social media use).

Support increased funding for future research on
both the benefits and harms of social media use
and other technology and digital media use for
children, adolescents, and families.

Engage with international partners working to
protect children and adolescents against online
harm to their health and safety.
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What Technology Companies Can Do

Technology companies play a central role and have a fundamental responsibility
in designing safe online environments and in preventing, minimizing, and

addressing the risks associated with social media.

¢ Conduct and facilitate transparent and
independent assessments of the impact of social
media products and services on children and
adolescents. Assume responsibility for the impact
of products on different subgroups and ages of
children and adolescents, regardless of the intent
behind them.

» Be transparent and share assessment
findings and underlying data with independent
researchers and the public in a privacy
protecting manner.

» Assess the potential risks of online interactions
and take active steps to prevent potential
misuse, reducing exposure to harms. When
proactive responses fail, take immediate action
to mitigate unintended negative effects.

» Establish scientific advisory committees
to inform approaches and policies aimed at
creating safe online environments for children.
Scientific advisory committees should be
comprised of independent experts and members
of user subgroups, including youth.

¢ Prioritize user health and safety in the design
and development of social media products
and services.% %4959 Prigritize and leverage
expertise in developmental psychology and
user mental health and well-being in product
teams to minimize risks of harm to children
and adolescents.

» Ensure default settings for children are set to
highest safety and privacy standards. Provide
easy-to-read and highly visible information
about policies regarding use by children.

» Adhere to and enforce age minimums in ways
that respect the privacy of youth users.

¢ Design, develop, and evaluate platforms,

products, and tools that foster safe and healthy
online environments for youth, keeping in mind
the needs of girls, racial, ethnic, and sexual and
gender minorities. The platform design and
algorithms should prioritize health and safety as
the first principle, seek to maximize the potential
benefits, and avoid design features that attempt
to maximize time, attention, and engagement.

Share data relevant to the health impact of
platforms and strategies employed to ensure
safety and well-being with independent
researchers and the public in a manner that is
timely and protects privacy.

Create effective and timely systems and
processes to adjudicate requests and complaints
from young people, families, educators, and
others to address online abuse, harmful content
and interactions, and other threats to children’s
health and safety. Social media platforms should
take these complaints seriously, thoroughly
investigate and consider them, and respond in

a timely and transparent manner.
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What Parents and Caregivers Can Do

The onus of mitigating the potential harms of social media should not be placed
solely on the shoulders of parents and caregivers, but there are steps they can
take to help protect and support children and adolescents against the risk of harm.

¢ Create a family media plan.®” Agreed-upon ¢ Teach kids about technology and empower

expectations can help establish healthy
technology boundaries at home -including social
media use. A family media plan can promote open
family discussion and rules about media use and
include topics such as balancing screen/online
time, content boundaries, and not disclosing
personal information. For information on creating
a family media plan, visit www.healthychildren.
org/MediaUsePlan.

Create tech-free zones and encourage children to
foster in-person friendships.® Since electronics
can be a potential distraction after bedtime and
can interfere with sleep, consider restricting

the use of phones, tablets, and computers for

at least 1 hour before bedtime and through the
night. Consider keeping family mealtimes and
in-person gatherings device-free to build social
bonds and engage in a two-way conversation.
Help your child develop social skills and nurture
his or her in-person relationships by encouraging
unstructured and offline connections with others

and making unplugged interactions a daily priority.

See the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP)
guidelines for media use.

Model responsible social media behavior.

As children often learn behaviors and habits
from what they see around them, try to model
the behavior you want to see.®”®® Parents can
set a good example of what responsible and
healthy social media use looks like by limiting
their own use, being mindful of social media
habits (including when and how parents share
information or content about their child), and
modeling positive behavior on your social
media accounts.

them to be responsible online participants at

the appropriate age.'°° Discuss with children the
benefits and risks of social media as well as the
importance of respecting privacy and protecting
personal information in age-appropriate ways. Have
conversations with children about who they are
connecting with, their privacy settings, their online
experiences, and how they are spending their time
online. Empower and encourage them to seek help
should they need it. Learn more about the benefits
and risks of social media use and get guidance
from experts at AAP’s Center of Excellence on
Social Media and Youth Mental Health and from
the American Psychological Association‘s Health
Advisory on Social Media Use in Adolescence.

Report cyberbullying and online abuse and
exploitation. Talk to your child about their reporting
options, and provide support, without judgment,

if he or she tells or shows you that they (a) are
being harassed through email, text message,
online games, or social media or (b) have been
contacted by an adult seeking private images or
asking them to perform intimate or sexual acts.
You or your child can report cyberbullying to the
school and/or the online platform, or your local law
enforcement.’”' Visit CyberTipline, Take it Down, or
contact your local law enforcement to report any
instances of online exploitation.

Work with other parents to help establish shared
norms and practices and to support programs
and policies around healthy social media use.
Such norms and practices among parents
facilitate collective action and can make it easier
to set and implement boundaries on social media
use for children.
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What Children and Adolescents Can Do

The burden of mitigating the potential harms of social media does not rest solely
on the shoulders of children and adolescents, but there are measures they can
take to navigate social media in a safe and healthy way.

¢ Reach out for help. If you or someone you ¢ Be cautious about what you share. Personal

know is being negatively affected by social
media, reach out to a trusted friend or adult for
help. For information from experts, visit AAP’s
Center of Excellence on Social Media and Youth
Mental Health. If you or someone you know is
experiencing a mental health crisis, contact

the 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline by calling or
texting 988 for immediate help.

Create boundaries to help balance online and
offline activities. Limit the use of phones, tablets,
and computers for at least 1 hour before bedtime
and through the night to enable sufficient and
quality sleep. Keep mealtimes and in-person
gatherings device-free to help build social bonds
and engage in two-way conversations with
others. Nurture your in-person relationships by
connecting with others and making unplugged
interactions a daily priority.

Develop protective strategies and healthy
practices such as tracking the amount of time
you spend online, blocking unwanted contacts
and content, learning about and using available
privacy and safety settings, learning and utilizing
digital media literacy skills to help tell the
difference between fact and opinion, and ensuring
you are connecting with peers in-person. See this
Tip Sheet on Social Media Use and Mental Health
for healthy social media use created for and by
young people.

information about you has value. Be selective with
what you post and share online and with whom, as
it is often public and can be stored permanently.
If you aren’t sure if you should post something, it’s
usually best if you don’t. Talk to a family member
or trusted adult to see if you should.

Protect yourself and others. Harassment

that happens in email, text messaging, direct
messaging, online games, or on social media is
harmful and can be cyberbullying. It might involve
trolling, rumors, or photos passed around for
others to see-and it can leave people feeling
angry, sad, ashamed, or hurt. If you or someone
you know is the victim of cyberbullying or other
forms of online harassment and abuse:

» Don’t keep online harassment or abuse a secret.
Reach out to at least one person you trust, such
as a close friend, family member, counselor, or
teacher, who can give you the help and support
you deserve. Visit stopbullying.gov for helpful
tips on how to report cyberbullying. If you have
experienced online harassment and abuse by
a dating partner, contact an expert at Love is
Respect for support or if your private images
have been taken and shared online without your
permission, visit Take it Down to help get them
removed.

» Don’t take part in online harassment or abuse.
Avoid forwarding or sharing messages or images
and tell others to stop. Another way is to report
offensive content to the site or network where
you saw it.
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What Researchers Can Do

Researchers play a critical role in helping to gain a better understanding of the
full impact of social media on mental health and well-being and informing policy,
best practices, and effective interventions.

e Establish the impact of social media on youth
mental health as a research priority and develop
a shared research agenda.'®> Research should
include but not be limited to:

»

»

»

»

Rigorous evaluation of social media’s impact
on youth mental health and well-being,
including longitudinal and experimental studies.
This could also include research on specific
outcomes and clinical diagnoses (e.g., sleep
duration and quality, attention, depression,
anxiety, and body image), among specific
populations (e.g., racial, ethnic, and sexual

and gender minorities), and based on specific
aspects of social media (e.g., designs, features,
and algorithms).

Role of age, developmental stage, cohort
processes, and the in-person environment
in influencing the onset and progression of
poor mental health outcomes among social
media users.

Benefits and risks associated with specific
social media designs, features, and content.

Long-term effects on adults of social media
use during childhood and adolescence.

Develop and establish standardized definitions
and measures for social media and mental
health outcomes that are regularly evaluated
and can be applied across basic research,
population surveillance, intervention evaluation,
and other contexts.

Evaluate best practices for healthy social media
use in collaboration with experts including
healthcare providers, parents, and youth.%4 103,104

Enhance research coordination and collaboration.
Example opportunities include developing an
accessible evidence database and forming a
consortium of researchers focused on examining
the positive and negative effects of social media
on mental health and well-being. Researchers
should work with community partners to

make research findings publicly accessible

and digestible.
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Endnotes

1. The definition of social media has been highly debated

over the past few decades. As a result, there isn’t a single,
widely-accepted scholarly definition of social media. (Aichner
et al., 2021) The definition may vary from the cited research

in this document based on the methods used in each study.

In making conclusions and recommendations, this document
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Q Do you know i f the conpany used that
preval ence netric you just described in a
public-facing way?

A Yes. The -- the first tine | becane aware
of preval ence was seeing Mark tal k about it on the
out si de when -- when -- when people would talk --
try to talk to himabout the harms. Hi s responses
generally were, Yeah, but prevalence of this thing
is point sonething percent, and we invest billions
of dollars and tens of thousands of people in doing
content review except for whatever question |I'm
aware he got asked on this, what TRIPS had to say

about what people were experiencing in that

I
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category, be it bullying and harassment, be it
unwanted advances, be it misinformation. Take your
pick of the categories that are in the survey, what
the prevalence numbers were were a order of
magnitude or more like smaller than what people were
telling the company that they were experiencing.
And TRIPS, who had been around for a couple of years
when I first came across it.

Q. In that way, do you think Mr. Zuckerberg's
public statements about prevalence created a

misleading picture of the harmfulness of Meta's

platforms?
A. I do.
Q. Do you know -- is it your view, based on

your experience at the company, that Mr. Zuckerberg
and other company leaders focused on the prevalence
metric because it created a distorted picture about
the safety of Meta's platforms?

A. I do.
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independent contractor, which was the timer that I
was subject to. It's by policy that I had to -- to
leave, that I had my conversation with Adam.

Q. You never heard from Zuckerberg in
response to this e-mail at any time?

A. I did not.

Q. Do you have any idea whether he even read
this e-mail?

A. I don't know. But, like, six years and --
you get an e-mail from me, you read it; right? I
mean, it's like I was in charge of integrity, care,
all of these things. I cannot think of an e-mail
that I sent Mark during my time there that he didn't
read or respond to. I cannot think of that
happening and -- because I -- I -- I -- I knew that
if T was going to bring something to his attention,
it was something that necessitated his attention.

And so -- so, I mean, I can't speak to

whether he read it or not. But, I mean, base- --
based on, again, my 30 years in the industry and my
role and capacity on these things, my experience was
that if I -- if you were an executive and I sent you
an e-mail, you generally read it.

Q. Have you ever spoken with him since?

A. No.
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Q. Are you aware of any instances where the
company, in your view, minimized the harms users
were experiencing on Meta's platforms after you sent
those e-mails?

A. Every time that a company spokesperson in
the context of harms quotes prevalence, statistics,
I believe that is what they are doing, that they're
minimizing the harms that people are experiencing in
the product. Be it -- albeit somebody in the
communications team, I think that prevalence is not
harm.

These numbers in that e-mail, that's harm.
You need prevalence, but it's not reflective of the

harm people are experiencing in the product.
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Today we are announcing new tools to help people manage their time on Facebook
and Inetagegm: an activity dashboard, a daily reminder and a new way to limit
notifications."We developed these tools based on collaboration and inspiration from
leading mental health experts and organizations, academics, our own extensive
research and feedback from our community. We want the time people spend on
Facebook and Instagram to be intentional, positive and inspiring. Our hope is that
these tools give people more control over the time they spend on our platforms and
also foster conversations between parents and teens about the online habits that
are right for them.

To access the tools, go to the settings page on either app. On Instagram tap “Your
Activity,” and on Facebook, tap “Your Time on Facebook.” At the top, you’ll see a
dashboard showing your average time for that app on that device. Tap any bar to see
your total time for that day. Below the dashboard, you can set a daily reminder to
give yourself an alert when you’ve reached the amount of time you want to spend on
that app for that day. You can change or cancel the reminder at any time. You can
also tap on “Notification Settings” to quickly access the new “Mute Push
Notifications” setting. This will limit your Facebook or Instagram notifications for a
period of time when you need to focus.


https://about.meta.com/
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We have a responsibility to help people understand how much time they spend on
our platforms so they can better manage their experience. In December 2017, we
shared insights about what the team at Facebook is doing to create experiences

that help people connect and build relationships.

Additional Tools

Although we have more work to do, over the past year, we’ve introduced a number
of tools to help people better control their experience on Facebook and Instagram.
On Facebook, we improved News Feed quality to show people the most relevant

posts with features like See First, Hide, Unfollow, and Keyword Snooze. On
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Instagram, we launched powerful tools to proactively care for the community — like
the“Yolaecf Il Caught Up” message in Feed, keyword filtering, sensitivity screens,
and offensiveQ:omment and bullying filters.

We also have an ongoing, global commitment to suicide prevention, including the
expansion of proactive detection and improvement of first responder identification.
Our approach was developed in collaboration with mental health organizations such
as Save.org and with input from people who have had personal experience thinking
about or attempting suicide.

Community Outreach
In March, we convened our Facebook Safety Summit, with more than 100

organizations, researchers, experts and teens to talk about a wide range of topics —
from issues of safety and technology, to how tech is impacting our well-being. We've
also partnered with Scholastic and Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence to develop

and launch “Best Selves” social and emotional learning curriculum designed to give
teachers easy to use lessons that help students develop pro-social behaviors; and
worked with Stand for Children, Harvard’s Making Caring Common and other

experts to develop “kindness” curriculum and launch Kind Schools Challenge which
enrolls middle schools in teaching 30 days of kindness curriculum.

It’s not just about the time people spend on Facebook and Instagram but how they
spend that time. It’s our responsibility to talk openly about how time online impacts
people — and we take that responsibility seriously. These new tools are an important
first step, and we are committed to continuing our work to foster safe, kind and
supportive communities for everyone.

These updates are rolling out soon on Facebook and Instagram.

Categories:
Facebook, Instagram, Meta, Product News,

Safety and Expression ﬁ Yy 6?

Tags: Controls, Well-Being
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Hearing Before the United States Senate
Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation
Subcommittee on Consumer Protection, Product Safety, and Data Security

Testimony of Adam Mosseri
Head of Instagram, Meta Platforms Inc.

December 8, 2021
I. Introduction

Chairman Blumenthal, Ranking Member Blackburn, and members of the Subcommittee, my name
is Adam Mosseri, and I have served as the Head of Instagram since 2018. Over the last few months,
this Subcommittee has held a number of hearings about the safety and well-being of young people
online. This is a critically important topic, and it is something that we think about—and work on—
every day at Instagram.

Our mission at Instagram is to bring people closer to the people and things they love. Our platform
began a decade ago with a few million users. Today, we proudly serve well over a billion people.
While our platform began as a simple photo-sharing app, we have evolved to provide new ways
for people to express themselves, including Stories, Reels, and Live. Teens use our app every day
to spend time with the people they care about, explore their interests, and express themselves. They
are doing incredible things on our platform, and I firmly believe that Instagram can be a force for
good in the lives of young people.

Much has been said recently about Instagram and its impact on young people. As a parent and as
the Head of Instagram, this is an issue I care deeply about. It’s an area our company has been
focused on for many years, and I’m proud of our work to help keep young people safe, to support
young people who are struggling, and to empower parents with tools to help their teenagers
develop healthy and safe online habits.

I hope we can work together—across industry and government—to raise the standards across the
internet and better serve young people. The reality is that keeping young people safe online is not
just about one company. An external survey from just last month suggested that more US teens
are using TikTok and YouTube than Instagram.! With teens using multiple platforms, it is critical
that we address youth online safety as an industry challenge and develop industry-wide solutions
and standards.

! Mike Prouix, Weekly Usage of TikTok Surpasses Instagram Among US Gen Z Youth, FORRESTER (Nov. 18,
2021), https://www.forrester.com/blogs/weekly-usage-of-tiktok-surpasses-instagram-among-us-gen-z-youth/.
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II. Keeping Young People Safe on Instagram

As Head of Instagram, I am especially focused on the safety of the youngest people who use our
services. This work includes keeping underage users off our platform, designing age-appropriate
experiences for people ages 13 to 18, and building parental controls.

Age Verification on Instagram

Instagram is built for people 13 and older. If a child is under the age of 13, they are not permitted
on Instagram. When we learn someone underage has created an account, we remove them. In fact,
in the third quarter of this year, we removed over 850,000 accounts on Instagram that were unable
to demonstrate that they meet our minimum age requirement.

Understanding people’s age on the internet is a complex and industry-wide challenge—especially
considering that many young people in the US do not have a driver’s license until they are 15 or
16 years old. However, we’re building new technology to proactively find and remove accounts
belonging to those under 13 and to identify those people who may be under the age of 18.

In addition to requiring people to share their date of birth when they register and allowing anyone
to report a suspected underage account, we train our technology to identify if people are above or
below 18 using multiple signals. We look at things like wishing people a happy birthday and the
age written in those messages—for example, “Happy 21st Bday!” or “Happy Quinceafera.” This
technology isn’t perfect, and we’re always working to improve it, but that’s why it’s important
that we use it alongside many other signals to understand people’s ages.

There is more that we can do as an industry to ensure that there are clear standards of age
verification across apps. For instance, I think it would be much more effective to solve the problem
at the phone level so that a young person using a phone has an age-appropriate experience across
any of the apps that they use on that device.

Keeping Instagram Safe

Understanding age is important so that we can create a more age-appropriate version of Instagram
for the youngest people on our platform. We’ve put in place multiple protections to create safe and
age-appropriate experiences for people between the ages of 13 and 18.

Wherever we can, we want to stop young people from hearing from adults they don’t know or that
they don’t want to hear from. We believe accounts that offer people more control about who can
see and respond to their content are the best way to prevent this from happening, and we recently
announced that everyone who is under 16 years old in the US is defaulted into what is called a
private account when they join Instagram. For young people who already have a public account
on Instagram, we are sharing a notification highlighting the benefits of a private account and
explaining how to change their privacy settings.



Private accounts let people control who sees or responds to their content. If a young person has a
private account, people have to follow them to see their posts, Stories, and Reels, unless they
choose to allow others to re-share their content. We’re also—by default—eliminating the ability
for young people to be tagged or mentioned by others or to have their content included in Reels
Remixes or Guides. Additionally, people can’t comment on their content in those places, and they
won’t see the young person’s content at all in places like Explore or through hashtags.

Encouraging young people to have private accounts is important when it comes to stopping
unwanted contact from adults. But we’ve gone even further to make young people’s accounts
difficult to find for certain adults. We developed technology that allows us to find accounts that
have shown potentially suspicious behavior—for example, an adult account that might already
have been blocked by another young person—and to stop those accounts from interacting with
young people’s accounts. Using this technology, we don’t show young people’s accounts in
Explore, Reels, or ‘Accounts Suggested For You’ to these adults. If they find young people’s
accounts by searching for their usernames, they are not able to follow them. They also are not able
to see comments from young people on other people’s posts nor are they able to leave comments
on young people’s posts.

Additionally, we’ve launched a number of tools to restrict direct messaging between teens and
adults and to prompt teens to be more cautious about interactions in direct messaging. To protect
teens from unwanted contact from adults, we introduced a new feature that prevents adults from
sending messages to people under 18 who don’t follow them. For instance, when an adult tries to
message a teen who doesn’t follow them, they receive a notification that says that sending a Direct
Message isn’t an option.

In addition to preventing conversations between adults and teens who don’t follow one another,
we started using prompts—or safety notices—to encourage teens to be cautious in conversations
with adults they’re already connected to. These safety notices alert young people when an adult
who has been exhibiting potentially suspicious behavior is interacting with them. For example, if
an adult is sending a large amount of friend or message requests to people under 18, we use this
tool to alert the recipients and give them an option to end the conversation, or block, report, or
restrict the adult.

Our work to create age-appropriate experiences for teenagers on Facebook and Instagram also
includes age gating certain content, prohibiting certain types of ads from being served to minors,
and limiting options for serving any ads to these users.

We’ve always had rules about the kinds of content we suggest to people in places like the Explore
tab. These rules apply to everyone, but we’re going to go a step further for young people. We’re
developing a new experience that will raise the bar even higher for what we recommend for them
in Search, Explore, hashtags, and suggested accounts. This new experience will make it harder for
young people to find potentially sensitive content on Instagram.



We’re also optimistic about using nudges to point people towards different topics. External experts
have suggested that, if people are dwelling on one topic for a while, it could be helpful to nudge
them towards other topics.? ® That’s why we’re building a new experience that will nudge people
towards other topics if they’ve been spending time on one topic for a while.

When it comes to advertising, we’ve long restricted certain kinds of ads from being served to
minors, and we recently limited advertisers’ options for serving ads to people under 18. Now,
advertisers can only serve ads to people under 18 based on age, gender, and location but not
interests or activity. This means that previously available targeting options, like those based on
interests or on their activity on other apps and websites, are no longer available to advertisers.

Supporting Teens Who May Be Struggling

In addition to making sure young people are safe on Instagram, we believe it’s important to support
young people who are struggling with mental health and well-being.

Sometimes young people come to Instagram dealing with hard things in their lives. 1 believe
Instagram can help many of them in those moments. This is something that our research has
suggested as well. One of the internal studies that has been the subject of much discussion showed
that teen boys and girls who reported struggling with loneliness, anxiety, sadness, and eating
disorders were more likely to say that Instagram made those difficult times better rather than
worse.

We care deeply about the teens on Instagram, which is in part why we research complex issues
like bullying and social comparison and make changes. We have a long track record of using
research and close collaboration with our Safety Advisory Board, Youth Advisors, and additional
experts and organizations to inform changes to our apps and provide resources for the people who
use them.

We don’t allow people to post graphic suicide and self-harm content, content that depicts methods
or materials involved in suicide and self-harm (even if it’s not graphic), or fictional content that
promotes or encourages suicide or self-harm. In the third quarter of 2021, we removed 96 percent
of this content before it was reported to us.

Since 2019, we’ve taken steps to protect more vulnerable members of our community from being
exposed to suicide and self-harm related content that is permissible under our policies, for
example, if someone posts about their recovery journey. We remove known suicide- and self-
harm-related posts from places where people discover new content, including our Explore page,
and we will not recommend accounts we have identified as featuring suicide or self-injury content.

2 Aditya Purohit et al., Designing for Digital Detox: Making Social Media Less Addictive with Digital Nudges,
ASSOC. FOR COMPUTING MACHINERY (Apr. 2020), https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3334480.3382810.

3 Christoph Schneider et al., Digital Nudging: Guiding Online User Choices through Interface Design.
Communications of the ACM (July 2018), https://cacm.acm.org/magazines/2018/7/229029-digital-nudging/fulltext.
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We also remove certain hashtags and accounts from appearing in search. When someone starts
typing a known hashtag or account related to suicide and self-harm into search, we restrict these
results. We also add sensitivity screens to blur more content that isn’t graphic but could have a
negative impact on someone searching.

We have a resource center* developed with help from mental health partners, and, when a post is
identified as being about suicide (either because a friend reported it or our technology detected it),
a person at Meta reviews the post. If it’s about suicide, we provide resources to the poster such as
a one-click link to the Crisis Text Line. Additionally, whomever reported the post also receives
resources and information about how to help the person in distress.

Similarly, we don’t allow content that promotes or encourages eating disorders on our platforms.
We use technology and reports from our community to find and remove this content as quickly as
we can, and we’re always working to improve. We follow expert advice from academics and
mental health organizations, like the National Eating Disorder Association (“NEDA”), to strike
the difficult balance between allowing people to share their mental health experiences while
protecting them from potentially harmful content.

We’ve made a number of changes to support those struggling with eating disorders. When
someone searches for or posts content related to eating disorders or body image issues, they’ll see
a pop-up with tips and an easy way to connect to organizations like NEDA in the US.

We also introduced a dedicated reporting option for eating disorder content. People have always
been able to report content related to eating disorders, but, until recently, this was combined with
the option to report suicide and self-harm-related content, because they are part of one policy—
but now people will see a separate dedicated option for eating disorder content.

We also worked with the JED Foundation to create expert- and research-backed educational
resources for teens on how to navigate experiences like negative social comparison.’

Lastly, we don’t allow people to bully or harass other people on Instagram and have rules in place
that prohibit this type of content. We’ve also built tools that help prevent bullying from happening
in the first place and empower people to manage their accounts so they never have to see it.

We launched Restrict in 2019, which allows people to protect themselves from bullying without
the fear of retaliation.® We also created comment warnings when people try to post potentially
offensive comments. So far, we’ve found that, about 50 percent of the time, people edited or
deleted their comments based on these warnings.

4 Suicide Prevention, https://www.facebook.com/safety/wellbeing/suicideprevention.
> More information on this work is available here: https://pressuretobeperfect.jedfoundation.org/.
¢ Introducing the “Restrict” Feature to Protect Against Bullying, Instagram Blog (Oct. 2, 2019),

https://about.instagram.com/blog/announcements/stand-up-against-bullying-with-restrict.
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We recently announced a new tool called ‘Limits’ that lets people automatically hide comments
and direct message requests from people who don’t follow them, or who only recently followed
them. We developed this feature because we heard that creators and public figures sometimes
experience sudden spikes of comments and message requests from people they don’t know. In
many cases, this is an outpouring of support, but sometimes it can also mean an influx of unwanted
comments or messages. Now, if you’re going through that—or think you may be about to—you
can turn on Limits and protect yourself.

We also recently launched Hidden Words, which automatically filters message requests containing
offensive words, phrases, and emojis into a separate inbox so people never have to see them.
Because messages are private conversations, we don’t proactively look for hate speech or bullying
the same way we do elsewhere on Instagram, so Hidden Words allows people to control what they
see and receive in messages and protect themselves from abuse. In addition, all accounts on
Instagram have the option to switch off messages from people they don’t follow. This means
people never have to receive a message from anyone they don’t know.

These are just a few examples of the tools we developed to protect people from bullying and
harassment. We have numerous other tools including comment controls, blocking, and managing
who can comment on your posts and who can tag and mention you.

Giving Teens Tools to Control their Experience

We want to give people on our platform—especially teenagers—tools to help them manage their
experiences in the ways that they want and need, including the time they spend. We have built
time management tools including Daily Limit, which lets people know when they’ve reached the
total amount of time they want to spend on Instagram each day; ‘You’re All Caught Up,” which
notifies people when they’ve caught up with new content on their feed; and controls to mute
notifications.

This week, we launched ‘Take A Break’ to go even further and empower people to make informed
decisions about how they’re spending their time on Instagram. We’ll show reminders suggesting
that people close Instagram if they’ve been scrolling for a certain amount of time, and we’ll show
them expert-backed tips to help them reflect and reset. We want to make sure young people are
aware of this feature, so we’ll show them notifications suggesting they turn the reminders on.

Also this week, we began testing a new activity center, a central place for people to see and manage
their information on Instagram. For the first time, people will be able to bulk delete content they’ve
posted like photos and videos as well as their previous likes and comments. While available to
everyone, this tool will help young people more fully understand what information they’ve shared
on Instagram and what is visible to others and give them an easy way to manage their digital
footprint.
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Prioritizing and Expanding Parental Controls

We want parents to have the information to help their teens have a safe and positive experience on
Instagram. That’s why in March we’re launching Instagram’s first set of controls for parents and
guardians, allowing them to see what their teens are up to on Instagram and manage things like the
time they spend in our app. These new features, which parents and teens can opt into, will give
parents tools to meaningfully shape their teen’s experience.

In the US, we’ve also collaborated with The Child Mind Institute and ConnectSafely to publish a

new Parents Guide that includes the latest safety tools and privacy settings as well as a list of tips

and conversation starters to help parents navigate discussions with their teens about their online
7

presence.

III.  Using Research to Improve Instagram

A lot of focus in recent weeks has been about internal research. As our Head of Research Pratiti
Raychoudhury has written, the public reporting about our internal research was mischaracterized,
so I want to take a moment to address it. Among other things, the research in question actually
demonstrated that many teens said that using Instagram helped them when they were struggling
with the kinds of hard moments that teenagers have always faced.

In addition to putting specific findings in context, it is also critical to make the nature of this
research clear. This research, some of which relied on input from only 40 teens, was designed to
inform internal conversations about teens’ most negative perceptions of Instagram. It did not
measure causal relationships between Instagram and real-world issues.

Our goal with all of the research that we do is to improve the services that we offer. That means
our insights often shed light on problems so that we can evaluate possible solutions and work to
improve. We believe this work is critical to delivering a better Instagram.

Moving forward, we will continue to collaborate and engage in data-sharing with researchers on
issues related to young people. We have been working with external academics and research
partners in this space for many years, and we plan to do even more early next year. This is
something that we have done in our program with independent academics around the US 2020
elections. We will take the methodology from the US 2020 program and apply it to well-being
research over the coming year. This will involve collaborative co-design of studies and peer-
reviewed publication of findings.

In addition, we are continuing our investment in external research to better understand how to keep
young people safe and to ensure their well-being is protected in the metaverse. For example, we
committed to providing $5 million over three years to the Digital Wellness Lab at Boston
Children’s Hospital for independent research on these important topics.

" Instagram Teen Safety for Parents, https://about.instagram.com/community/parents#guide.
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IV.  Supporting Industry Regulation to Protect Young People

The reality is that keeping young people safe online is not just about one company. We’ve been
calling for updated regulations for nearly three years. From where I sit, there is no area more
important than youth safety.

Specifically, we believe there should be an industry body that will determine best practices when
it comes to at least three questions: how to verify age, how to design age-appropriate experiences,
and how to build parental controls. This body should receive input from civil society, parents, and
regulators to create standards that are high and protections that are universal. And I believe that
companies like ours should have to adhere to these standards to earn some of our Section 230
protections.

In addition, the body could take steps to require each member to publish regular reports on the
progress they are making against each standard and to develop a free and accessible information
hub for parents and educators.

This proposal is a work in progress, but we hope that it will contribute to the ongoing discussion
about how appropriate regulation can help us address these critical issues. In the meantime, we
will continue to push forward on safety and well-being for young people online.

V. Conclusion
We want young people to enjoy using Instagram while making sure we don’t compromise on their

privacy and safety. As we work toward that goal, we’ll continue listening to them, their parents,
lawmakers, and experts to build an Instagram that works for everyone and is trusted by parents.
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