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Technology Engagement Driving a Youth Mental Health Crisis?

Content not Quantity 

Rate of emergency room admissions for self-harm behaviors among U.S. girls and young women, by age 
group. Source: Generation Tech using CDC data (also see Figure 6.36 in Generations)

https://www.amazon.com/Generations-Differences-Millennials-Silents_and-Americas/dp/1982181613/


Novel Media Incites Moral Panic

The Sisyphean Cycle of Technology 
Panics

Orben, 2020



Is there any consensus?



State of the Evidence 
Technology and Mental Health   

Different Features→
Different Risks (and 

Benefits)

Different Teens See 
Different Effects

Heterogeneity

Time-scale
Within vs. Between

Nomothetic 
vs. 

Idiographic

Mix of small negative, 
positive and
mostly null findings

Overall Links Small

“Screen time”
Self-report

Cross-sectional

Quality Issues





Jensen et al., 2019



Little Evidence of Robust Longitudinal or Daily 
Linkages 

Mars is a cold place 
and is full of iron 

oxide dust

Mars

By economic disadvantage, 
race/ethnicity, gender, or baseline 

mental health risk 

No Robust Moderation 

Self-reported technology use for texting, entertainment, 
creating content, school work, or overall on conduct 
problems, inattention/hyperactivity, worry, or depressive 
symptoms 

Mostly Null Findings

Saturn is the ringed 
one. It’s a gas giant, 

composed of helium

Saturn

Jensen et al. (2019) 

That didn’t yield much either….

Explored Non-Linear and Next-Day



So what DO we know?

• Meta Analytic evidence
• Results mix of positive, negative, 

and null associations 

• Small effect sizes (medium for 
problematic use measures)

• More important to understand 
how distinct features, affordances, 
and types of technology 
engagement impact mental health 



Different Features→ Different Impacts 

Content not Quantity 



Different Features→ Different Impacts 

Content not Quantity 



Different Features→ Different Impacts 

Content not Quantity 



Different Features→ Different Impacts 

Content not Quantity 



Impact Specific Domains of Wellbeing



Who is Most at Risk, and When?

• Those who are using social media for social comparison, experiencing 
cyber-victimization, vulnerable in their offline lives 

• Early Adolescence, early adulthood (Orben et al., 2022)

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-022-29296-3


Different Teens See Different Impacts



Where Does Research Need to Go 
From Here?

Artificial Intelligence in just-in-time 
intervention, chatbots

Next 
Frontiers

Digital Phenotyping, DSEM, 
Observation, Mixed-Methods, 

Experiments  

Methods

Attention to potential benefits AND 
risks

Mechanistic, developmentally-
informed science

Digital Literacy, Digital Citizenship

Nuance

We need to be looking in the right places for 
causes, solutions 

Youth ARE Struggling



• Is any of this different from 
traditional, offline parenting or parent-
child relationships?

Transformative?

• Technology as medium for support, 
monitoring 

• Reinforcer
• Racial/ethnic socialization via 

technology

Tool

• Technoference
• Conflict 
• Displacement of family interactions

Trap

• Parental mediation

Target

Parenting in a Digital Age

Jensen & Weinstein (In Prep)

(Jensen, et al., 2021a)

(Jensen et al., 2021b, 2021c, 2023)(Navarro, Fletcher, & Jensen, 2021)





Family Conflict about Media Use 



Evidence-Based Parenting Principles Apply to 
Media Parenting Too

Effective (media) parenting is:

• Consistent
• Rules decided upon a-priori, applied 

consistently and fairly 

• Developmentally Appropriate
• Tailored to stage, age, and maturity 
• Scaffolding with early use, to support 

increasing autonomy

• Authoritative
• Balances limit setting and monitoring with 

responsiveness and connection



Take Time to Understand Family Tech Ecology
Possible Questions for Teens Possible Questions for Parents/Caregivers

1. What types of social media apps do you use and why did you 
choose those specific apps?

1. How common is it for people in your family to use social media?

5. How has being on social media helped you?
6. What kinds of conversations have you had with your child about 
social media?

7. Have you ever had any bad experiences on social media, or has 
your social media use ever affected you in a negative way? If so, 
how? Has it prevented you from doing something you need to do or 
want to do?

7. What kinds of values and/or rules, if any, does your family have 
about social media use? How did you communicate these to your 
child?

9. What kinds of conversations have you had with your 
parent(s)/caregiver(s) about social media, in general, and about your 
social media use more specifically? If you haven’t had any 
conversations about your SM use, why not?

9. Have you or any other family member had any concerns about your 
child’s use of social media? If so, what are the concerns and how have 
you or your child addressed the concerns?

10. Are there things your parent(s)/caregiver(s) could do to help 
improve your experience when using social media? Is there anything 
that would prevent them from doing that?

10. Are there things you wish you can do to improve your child’s 
social media use? If so, what usually gets in the way of you being able 
to do this?

Lim & Celano, 2024

https://abpp.org/newsletter-post/bringing-social-media-into-the-conversation-with-diverse-teens-and-families/
https://abpp.org/newsletter-post/bringing-social-media-into-the-conversation-with-diverse-teens-and-families/
https://abpp.org/newsletter-post/bringing-social-media-into-the-conversation-with-diverse-teens-and-families/


Media-Specific Parenting Practices 

• Restrictive Mediation

• Monitoring

• Discursive Mediation

• Participatory Mediation & 
Co-Use

• Modeling 



Media-Specific Parenting Practices 

• Restrictive Mediation
• How much, when, with whom, what

• Shifts with development (Decreases with 
age)

• Can be face-to-face or via online tools
• E.g., parental controls, content filters, 

automatic shutoffs 

• Doesn’t need to be fancy. Old fashioned 
restrictions (e.g., no phones at table or 
in bedroom) work fine too



Media-Specific Parenting Practices 

• Monitoring
• How much, when, with whom, what

• Face-to-face or using tools 
• E.g., content monitoring apps– beware 

false alarms and privacy invasion

• Covert monitoring (snooping) harms 
parent-child relationship and results in 
more secrecy (Hawk et al., 2016)



Media-Specific Parenting Practices 

• Discursive Mediation
• Aka “active” mediation

• Conversations a great way to 
increase parent knowledge

• Quite consistent benefits to child 
and family  



Media-Specific Parenting Practices 

• Participatory Mediation & Co-Use
• Most common for TV, gaming, less on 

personal devices 

• Co-use tends to see positive outcomes



Media-Specific Parenting Practices 

• Modeling 
• Parent screen time → child 

problematic screen use (Nagata et 
al., 2024)

• Technoference, Phubbing 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41390-024-03243-y
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41390-024-03243-y


Point Families to Trustworthy, Evidence-Based
Resources 



10:10
Friday, Sept 12

Questions?


	Slide 1: Support for Youth & Families in the Digital Age 
	Slide 2: Disclosures/Conflicts of Interest 
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5: Smartphones and Social Media  Harming Mental Health?
	Slide 6: Lay of the Land 
	Slide 7: Technology Engagement Driving a Youth Mental Health Crisis?
	Slide 8
	Slide 9: Is there any consensus?
	Slide 10: State of the Evidence  Technology and Mental Health   
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13: Little Evidence of Robust Longitudinal or Daily Linkages 
	Slide 14: So what DO we know?
	Slide 15: Different Features Different Impacts 
	Slide 16: Different Features Different Impacts 
	Slide 17: Different Features Different Impacts 
	Slide 18: Different Features Different Impacts 
	Slide 19: Impact Specific Domains of Wellbeing
	Slide 20: Who is Most at Risk, and When?
	Slide 21: Different Teens See Different Impacts
	Slide 22: Where Does Research Need to Go From Here?
	Slide 23: Parenting in a Digital Age
	Slide 24
	Slide 25: Family Conflict about Media Use 
	Slide 26: Evidence-Based Parenting Principles Apply to Media Parenting Too
	Slide 27: Take Time to Understand Family Tech Ecology
	Slide 28: Media-Specific Parenting Practices 
	Slide 29: Media-Specific Parenting Practices 
	Slide 30: Media-Specific Parenting Practices 
	Slide 31: Media-Specific Parenting Practices 
	Slide 32: Media-Specific Parenting Practices 
	Slide 33: Media-Specific Parenting Practices 
	Slide 34: Point Families to Trustworthy, Evidence-Based Resources 
	Slide 35: Questions?

