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Teen Internet Use
Lately the news has been full of headlines about how social media may be 
a contributing factor to mental health crisis among young people.  We 
now know that there is a strong link between high internet usage and 
social media and an increased risk for depression, anxiety, and loneliness  
for some teens. However, the relationship between social media and 
depression is likely a two-way street, with studies showing that excessive 
social media use can be associated with increased depression, and 
conversely, individuals experiencing depression may use social media 
more often.

Society continues to wrestle with ways to maximize the benefits of social 
media while protecting youth from the potential harms associated with 
these platforms. According to a 2024 Pew Research study,  nearly all teens 
(96%) report using the internet daily, including social media platforms. 
And across the five most popular platforms (YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, 
Snapchat, and Facebook), one-third of teens use at least one of these 
sites almost constantly. 

Whether or not their child should be allowed access to the internet may 
be new territory for many parents. The amount of time spent on social 
media and the internet  and the content being viewed are two important 
factors to consider. This newsletter will address the pernicious habit of 
doomscrolling, including: why people - including teens - do it, the impact 
it can have on mental and emotional health,  what parents can do to help 
their children set aside their devices, and tips on how to talk to them 
about the time they spend online.
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“Only drug dealers and 
software companies call 
their customers 'users'.”

https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2024/12/PI_2024.12.12_Teens-Social-Media-Tech_REPORT.pdf


Why Doomscroll?
Because of technological advancements, we now 
have access to news at our fingertips 24/7. It  is easy 
to get lost in the never-ending stream of information. 
The following are some psychological factors that can 
lead to doomscrolling.

● Curiosity - Humans have an innate curiosity 
about negative events and threats.

● Anxiety - In times of crisis, people gather 
information to gain a sense of control.

● Confirm Bias - People like to reinforce their 
own negative views of the world.

● Dopamine Release - Negative or alarming 
news causes our brains to release dopamine.

● Escape from Reality - Consuming negative 
news provides a temporary distraction from 
our own lives.

● Social Pressure/FOMO (fear of missing out) - 
When it seems that everyone is doomscrolling, 
we instinctively want to do it also.

What Is Doomscrolling?
Merriam-Webster defines doomscrolling as “spending excessive time online scrolling  through news or other 
content that makes one feel sad, anxious, angry, etc.”, while the Cambridge Dictionary defines it as “the 
activity of spending a lot of time looking at your phone or computer and reading bad or negative news 
stories”. 

The first known use of the term “doomscrolling” was in 2020, when uncertainty due to the pandemic and 
lockdowns drove people to endlessly scroll in an effort to stay informed or simply to cope with the social 
isolation. This exposed them to an abundance of negative information, which did little to improve their sense 
of well-being.  Recently, as this behavior has continued, doomscrolling has emerged as a threat to mental 
health, especially for teens and kids who are still developing their coping mechanisms. 

Brain Rot
Oxford University Press announced that the 2024 Oxford Word of the Year was ‘brain rot’, defined as “the 
supposed deterioration of a person’s mental or intellectual state, especially viewed as the result of 
overconsumption of material (now particularly online content) considered to be trivial or unchallenging”. This 
term refers to low-quality, low-value content found on social media and the internet, as well as the 
subsequent negative impact that consuming this type of content is perceived to have on a person or society. 

The term “brain rot” dates back to 1854 when author Henry David Thoreau used the word in his book Walden, 
as he criticized society’s tendency to devalue complex ideas. According to NewsNation, experts found that 
the act of excessively soaking in negative news or social media posts, known as doomscrolling has led to 
growing amounts of brain rot over the past year.
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The unfed mind devours itself.
    ~ Gore Vidal

Health Impacts
The big problem with doomscrolling is that there is 
an unlimited supply of bad news, so it is easy to fall 
down the rabbit hole. The digestion of all this 
negative content has side effects, like most bad 
habits. When people doomscroll, it is reported that

 

it can increase or cause: 
anxiety, fear, sadness, 
depression, jealousy, 
uncertaintainty, anger, 
feeling disconnected,  
discontentment,  and 
insomnia. 
Not surprising, it also can lead to social isolation, 
exposure to harmful of false information, and 
reduced attention span. Endless cycling through 
apps attempting to stay informed leaves less time 
for sleep or exercise, which also impacts mood. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/scroll#h2


Parental Influence
Youth social media use is closely related to parent regulations of screen time.  But the amount of use also 
depends on the degree of monitoring and the overall quality of the parent-child relationship. Only 30% of 
youth spend four or more hours per day on social media when their parents restrict social media use, do not 
leave them unsupervised for long periods, and maintain a strong overall relationship. By contrast, when 
youth are unsupervised for long stretches, roughly half spend four or more hours on social media, even if the 
parent has a rule that restricts screen time. 

Parents who have no such rules on use see very high rates of social media use in their children—unless they 
have a strong relationship with a high degree of monitoring. Parents who are active social media users more 
frequently monitored teens' use and set more rules about use. For more information about how parental 
social media use shapes how they monitor their teens’ use, go to this study in Science Direct.  

Problematic Interactive Media Use
Problematic Interactive Media Use (PIMU) is characterized by a progressive inability to control, regulate, or 
limit the behavior, despite the adverse effects it has on the individual and their well-being. Because children 
are being introduced to technology at a young age so they can learn how to develop the skills needed to 
navigate the digital world, it seems inevitable that some could have problems limiting their usage. 

Unregulated bingeing of news and/or social media - like doomscrolling - can be a form of PIMU. Children and 
adolescents are particularly vulnerable to this because the brain region that is most involved in resisting 
temptation and reward, the prefrontal cortex, is not nearly as developed in young people as in adults, making 
them much  less able to control their impulses. 
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Control Your Newsfeed
In psychology, believing our behavior is irrelevant in the face of challenges is 
called “learned helplessness,” which has been connected with low 
performance and higher likelihood of depression.
A 2012 study conducted by psychology researchers in conjunction with the 
Huffington Post found that participants who watched three minutes of 
negative news in the morning were 27% more likely to have reported 
experiencing a bad day six to eight hours later. Comparatively, a group who 
watched solutions-focused news stories reported a good day 88% of the time.
It’s possible to stay informed about the news and remain positive and focused 
on your life and wellness, but only if you control your news consumption 
instead of letting it control you.

positive and healthy digital media experiences for 
young people, from birth through young adulthood. 
Their Family Digital Wellness Guide is designed to 
empower families to navigate their way through 
today’s increasingly online world. 

The Digital Wellness Lab at 
Boston Children’s Hospital 
and Harvard Medical School 
is a non-profit research 
institution seeking to 
understand and promote

U.S. Surgeon General Dr. Vivek 
Murthy released a new Surgeon 
General’s Advisory on Social 
Media and Youth Mental Health 
in May 2023. He issued a 
statement warning of the 
dangers of social media and 
encouraging caregivers, teachers, 
and policymakers to create a 
safer online environment. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2590291122000481
https://digitalwellnesslab.org/parents/family-digital-wellness-guide/?utm_source=hs_email&utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz--B8Tm4u403sPUSmSWRLygF8d_pzVCOME-axXtmAwuvoxfRJ1DDY3brm6XpaEIjHKh3Hm_s
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf
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What Parents Can Do
To help your child break the pattern of excessive, mindless screen use, we recommend creating a safe, 
judgment-free space for having conversations with your child about their online habits and the challenges 
they face. There are things that parents can do as well as suggestions parents can make for their child to do 
to cut back on doomscrolling.

Because it is not completely about avoiding screens, parents should:

Visit our Prevention Services 
web page for additional 
prevention resources.

Other Resources
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) Center of Excellence on Social  

Media and Youth Mental Health  

Boston Children’s Digital Wellness Lab

Common Sense Media’s Parenting, Media, and Everything in  
Between

Child Mind Institute’s Screen Time and Technology

The Pediatric Mental Health Institute’s Understanding Problematic  
Internet Use

United Kingdom's Internet Matters

Some strategies that parents can recommend to their children to help them set digital boundaries 
themselves and learn personal responsibility about their own screen time are:

● Disable unnecessary notifications by using “Do Not Disturb: or “Airplane” mode.
● Temporarily uninstall certain apps during times when their academic demands are high.
● Avoid downloading addictive apps such as TikTok to prevent excessive use.
● Regulate usage time by setting personal limits to improve concentration and emotional well-being.
● Subscribe to positive media to improve the digital experience.
● Stop following accounts that leave you feeling unhappy.
● Spend face-to-face time with friends and family and engage in hobbies and activities that do not 

involve screens.
● Find out what works for you. Reach out to  a trusted adults if you need support figuring that out.

The key for you as a parent is to set appropriate boundaries around screen time, to understand what your 
kids are doing online, and to feel confident that  your child is engaging in the right developmental tasks — 
online or off. Create a safe space for communication, allowing your child to come to you should questions or 
concerns arise.

● Set limits on screen time, but realize that imposing strict restriction on device 
use is not the most effective solution. Instead, media literacy about how 
algorithms work can help young people develop a more conscious use of 
technology. 

● Lead by example by setting boundaries around your own screen time and 
engaging in offline activities.

● Establish tech-free hours and zones for the entire family.
● Encourage your child to take regular breaks from the screen.
● Have your child change their phone display setting to grayscale, which removes 

all colors except gray. This makes it much less visually appealing.

https://www.leeschools.net/cms/one.aspx?pageid=26864330&portalid=676305
https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/media-and-children/center-of-excellence-on-social-media-and-youth-mental-health/
https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/media-and-children/center-of-excellence-on-social-media-and-youth-mental-health/
https://digitalwellnesslab.org/research/
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/articles/social-media
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/articles/social-media
https://childmind.org/topics/screen-time-technology/
https://www.childrenscolorado.org/doctors-and-departments/departments/psych/mental-health-professional-resources/primary-care-articles/internet-addiction/#:~:text=Problematic%20internet%20use%20(PIU)%2C,unable%20to%20stop%20online%20activity
https://www.childrenscolorado.org/doctors-and-departments/departments/psych/mental-health-professional-resources/primary-care-articles/internet-addiction/#:~:text=Problematic%20internet%20use%20(PIU)%2C,unable%20to%20stop%20online%20activity
https://www.internetmatters.org/

