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any Americans are becoming increasingly of imposing such requirements. In addition, they should

alarmed about negative mental health consider the likelihood that proposed policies would achieve

and behavioral trends among the nation’s their intended goals. In this paper, we discuss six key costs

youth. The Centers for Disease Control and assess the evidence that age verification can achieve its
and Prevention (CDC) reports that 20.6 percent of children purported benefits.

ages 3 to 17 have been diagnosed at some point with a

mental, emotional, or behavioral health condition, according

to parent-reported data.' Some scholars have come to THE COSTS OF AGE VERIFICATION
believe young people’s use of social media is likely to In this section we discuss the following key cost
blame. This has led many youth safety advocates to propose considerations for age-verification laws:

implementing laws requiring social media companies to

verify the age of their users. Supporters believe mandatory 1. False Positives for Adults and Disparate Impact
age-verification policies or similar age-based restrictions on Minority Groups: Easy circumvention, false

on social media will improve young people’s mental health negatives, false positives, and error: Young people

by reducing their time spent online at minimal costs to can often get around age checks using virtual private
adults’ free speech. Policymakers, however, should consider networks (VPNs), fake IDs, and friends or family. Age-
not only the potential benefits but also the significant costs verification technology can also mistakenly let minors
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through while false positives can block adults. Some
age-verification systems also have greater errors for
certain groups of people.

2. Compliance and Opportunity Costs: Age-
verification software can be expensive, requiring
companies to divert time, money, and staff from
improving their products and serving customers.

3. Data-Breach and Privacy Risks: Age verification can
require users to provide sensitive information such as
IDs, financial information, or biometrics that could be
exposed in a breach.

4. Restricted Access to Lawful Information for
Users: By requiring age verification to access various
platforms, constitutionally protected speech on
those platforms that ranges from news and political
commentary to educational and self-help materials is
restricted.

5. Loss of Anonymous and Pseudonymous Speech:
Requiring people to prove who they are can
undermine the long-standing American tradition to
speak about controversial or sensitive issues without
revealing one’s identity.

6. Weakened Role of Parents: Age-verification policies
shift authority from families to government, weakening

parents’ ability to make decisions related to young

people’s access to information and media consumption.

False Positives for Adults and
Disparate Impact on Minority Groups

Age-verification software has repeatedly been shown
to be a problematic and ineffective technology. Many
age-verification technologies have inaccurately classified
adults as children, thereby restricting their access. This is
particularly common among certain groups—people of
color, trans and nonbinary individuals, and individuals with
disabilities—and often results in additional friction getting
online.? Everywhere from Utah to the UK, kids are bypassing
age restrictions by using VPNs, friends and family, fake
IDs, and even fake mustaches to appear older.> Companies
voluntarily instituting age-verification measures have found
similar failures; both false positives that prevent adult
access and false negatives that grant underage users access

are being reported in the media.*

The ease with which bans and restrictions can be
circumvented has led to even more concerning policy
responses, such as demands for more invasive identity-
verification measures, banning VPNs, and even outlawing
anonymous speech.’ Proposed as ways to crack down
on criminals, protect democracy, and prevent users
from circumnavigating local age-verification and online
speech laws, such radical proposals threaten important
cybersecurity tools and the very ability of users to speak and
seek speech in secret. Such efforts fly in the face of important
historical examples of anonymous speech, including

Cato’s Letters, Common Sense, and The Federalist Papers.®

Compliance and Opportunity Costs

Another consideration is the cost of implementing age-
verification software. On the low end, that could cost a start-
up a couple thousand dollars, but for a growing platform or
more complex regimes, costs could quickly rise into the tens
of thousands of dollars.” For example, one study looking
at a US age-verification proposal found that for small app
developers, a conservative estimate would be $20,000 in
development and legal costs. The same study estimated that
atleast 3.5 million small US businesses would be expected
to comply, resulting in a compliance burden of $70 billion
to $280 billion.® The UK government estimated that
compliance with its Online Safety Act would cost around
$3 billion over 10 years, though a significant portion of that
is for additional content-moderation requirements.’

The costs of compliance are also measured in engineering
hours. Regulations require companies to divert resources
from improving their core product or developing more
parental controls for young users. The full opportunity
cost will vary depending on the complexity of the law, its
various requirements, and the size of the company, but
said cost could range from hundreds to thousands of hours.
This means content moderation and engineering would be
largely focused on confirming compliance with legislation,
rather than responding to customer needs and concerns.

Research suggests that age-verification compliance
costs can also prevent new businesses from entering the
market. For instance, one academic study found that more
regulated industries had fewer start-ups emerging and

more start-ups closing.'



Data-Breach and Privacy Risks

Advocates of age verification argue that adults would
simply need to provide some kind of identifying information
to avoid being stopped by the age-verification process.
However, this requires people to upload sensitive material
such as government IDs, financial information, and
biometrics into databases at risk of being hacked.

The Federal Trade Commission logs over a million identity
theft reports every year, many of them fueled by thousands
of large-scale data breaches and hacks." In 2024, the
AARP estimated that identity fraud cost Americans more
than $43 billion." The cost of data breaches to companies
is already high and rapidly increasing. Recently, IBM
estimated that the average cost of a data breach was just
under $5 million, a 12 percent increase over previous years.”
Mandating widespread use of age verification through app
stores, individual websites, or both will create huge troves
of identifying information that could likely increase the
frequency of such risks to both companies and consumers.

While we often hear about identity theft happening
to adults, it is worth considering how teens and children
would be affected by a major increase in the collection of
sensitive information. Some minors will evade enforcement
by providing false information, but many others will provide
legitimate information because they see it as the price of
admission to content they want and are eligible to access.
Children are a particularly vulnerable target for identity
theft and may be at greater risk from data breaches because
they generally don’t have significant credit histories; nor
is it common for children or their parents to monitor their
identity use."* According to various reports, millions of
minors will become victims of identity theft or fraud before
they turn 18." Victims of these financial crimes must spend
a great deal of time in an effort to work with banks, credit
agencies, and other institutions to repair their identity.
Many children will face lasting difficulties, with one survey
from Experian finding that 59 percent of child victims faced
negative credit-score implications, 52 percent were denied
credit, and 25 percent reported issues more than 10 years
later.' Surveys of identity theft victims also find significant
emotional distress, with one survey finding that over half of
consumers sought emotional support as a result of feeling
worried, angry, or depressed, or experiencing disruptions

to their sleep and daily routines."” Ironically, these are many

of the very kinds of psychological harms proponents of
age-verification regimes say they are trying to prevent. And
this does not even include the overall costs of lost privacy or
the impact on an array of communities who might be more

vulnerable to these types of crimes.

Restricted Access to Lawful
Information for Users

Age-verification laws not only affect children, they also
restrict adults who don’t wish to identify themselves
from accessing information online. One example is the
UK’s Online Safety Act, which restricts minors’ access to
certain harmful types of content. Under this law, unverified
anonymous adults as well as minors have been blocked from
accessing streaming music, message boards dedicated to
medical and health information, politicians campaigning
and speaking in Parliament, basic computer controls,
information about the conflicts in Gaza and Ukraine, and
countless other topics ranging from major to mundane.'®

One of the huge benefits of the internet and Al has
been the democratizing effect of free and low-cost access
to information. Users can turn to the internet and social
media to learn a skill or find information that would have
previously required finding lessons, hiring experts (who may
or may not be available in a local community), or purchasing
anewspaper. While these costs may seem minimal, in
aggregate they could quickly add up. Restricting access to
information through requiring age or identity verification
could not only negatively affect free speech but also increase
the literal costs of information for those who are restricted
from accessing certain platforms because of their age or
their unwillingness to verify their identity. For example,
the popular social media account “Dad, How Do I?” teaches
kids and young adults who grew up without a father how
to gain basic life skills such as tying a tie, changing a flat
tire, fixing a leaky faucet, and other actions that might
otherwise require paying someone for assistance.” Similarly,
online platforms can provide information that assists with
standardized-test prep or that connects athletes with one
another and offers tips for improving performance.?® Age-
verification requirements would limit the access of minors
or privacy-conscious adults to this and many other kinds of

free information.



Age-verification laws in the US would almost certainly
be deemed to violate the First Amendment, except in
the case of pornography or other adult sexual content.
Proponents of such laws are effectively arguing for a form
of rational-basis review or intermediate scrutiny in the
challenge to them.* Much of the proponents’ posture
focuses on the premise that, because the government has
shown a reasonable and traditional basis for its role in
protecting children under the law, the party challenging
the law must prove that said law is arbitrary or without
compelling government interest. This presumes the laws
in question are content-neutral or apply only to narrow
categories of unprotected speech, including obscenity.*
Notably, however, the Court has rejected previous attempts
to expand the definition of unprotected speech to include
the types of content often at issue in these laws, such as
violent entertainment and animal cruelty.*?

For questions related to age verification for access to
sexual content inappropriate for minors, the Supreme
Court established in Free Speech Coalition v. Paxton that
such laws are subject to intermediate scrutiny.** However,
the Court focused on such application within its existing
jurisprudence regarding categories of less protected or
unprotected speech such as obscenity.* This does not mean
all laws will be upheld even within this category, or that all
applications will be found constitutional.

The 2025 Free Speech Coalition decision also did not
establish that the Court will apply the same scrutiny in the
case of more general laws concerning age verification. In
fact, when faced with an emergency request regarding a
Mississippi age-verification law, while the Court refused
to reinstate the preliminary injunction, Justice Brett
Kavanaugh noted that the plaintiffs were likely to succeed
on the merits regarding First Amendment injury, citing the

prior precedents.?

Loss of Anonymous and
Pseudonymous Speech

Age verification also threatens anonymous speech
online, because users have to identify themselves before
joining an online platform. A great deal of online speech
happens anonymously or pseudonymously for a variety

of reasons: Users may wish to post or receive information

about sensitive topics ranging from sexuality to religion.
Victims of abuse may join anonymous communities

for support. Whistleblowers, government critics, and
journalists all use anonymous identities online to bring
to light illegal or harmful actions taken by organizations
or government officials. Many users simply value their
privacy and appreciate their online speech not being
linked back to them.?” Indeed, anonymous speech has
played an important role throughout the history of the
US and First Amendment jurisprudence.’® But an age-
verification regime makes it inevitable that the hacks and
data breaches discussed earlier will eventually identify
anonymous speakers.

This threat isn’t merely hypothetical. Tea, a dating
safety app for women, was subject to a data breach that
leaked thousands of IDs and identifying photographs,
as well as over a million private chats.?® Discord, a
communication app based around private, invite-only
servers, had one of its age-verification vendors hacked in
October 2025, exposing around 70,000 government IDs
and other user data such as usernames, email addresses,
and conversations with support staff.’*® Notably, this age-
verification system was being implemented to comply
with UK and Australian laws. With such a risk of being
identified, many anonymous speakers will choose not to

engage in speech online at all.

Weakened Role of Parents

Another cost of age verification is the loss of parental
freedom. Proponents of age verification argue that
restricting free expression is necessary to create a safe and
moral space for kids online. The idea is intended to mirror
how the state intervenes in areas such as alcohol, cigarettes,
or child welfare laws.* However, age-verification laws
are more akin to laws restricting children’s books or TV
consumption, as the underlying product is one of speech
and media, not physically consumable substances with
direct and causal medical impacts on the body.

By inserting the government into matters of online
speech, parental freedom is diminished, not enhanced.
Laws restricting social media force families to obey the
government’s rules imposed through liability-averse

platforms, and they could create a slippery slope that



allows the government to dictate parental decisions about
information and media more generally.*

Communities and governments can protect children
from objective harms by helping educate kids and parents
about how to be safe online and offline and by arresting
predators and fraudsters. This would still leave essential
moral and parenting decisions in the hands of parents.*®
In this sense, liberty is compatible with parents who wish
to instill a certain version of moral virtue in their children.
But government enforcement of whatever it currently
believes is good for kids—at the expense of many others’
freedom—is incompatible with a free society. Neutrality
in matters of personal conscience is foundational to the

American system of governance.

DOES AGE VERIFICATION LIVE UP
TO ITS PURPORTED BENEFITS?

Proponents of age-verification laws often point to the
decline in youth mental health and growing costs of mental
health care services that they believe are a result of social
media use. As of 2020, as many as 1in 5 youth experience
a mental health condition.** According to a recent study
in JAMA Pediatrics, youth mental health spending reached
over $41 billion in 2022 and accounted for over 40 percent of
pediatric care expenditures.* This growing trend could go
beyond just mental health. It could have long-term impacts
on productivity, wages, and the health care system as these
children and teens become adults.*®

Butitis not clear that age-verification laws have
meaningfully improved the mental health of youth in
jurisdictions where those laws have been enacted. None
of these regimes have been in place long enough to create
robust results, but the initial results coming out of places
like Australia and the UK find mixed and minimal results
on kids’ well-being. The Molly Rose Foundation, an
organization supportive of government regulation against
online harms, found that kids in the UK continued to see
near-identical levels of potentially harmful content despite
the Online Safety Act’s requirement to make such content
age-restricted.’” Another Molly Rose study found that 6
months after Australia banned kids under 16 from having
social media accounts, 85 percent of kids under 16 continued

to use social media.*® The evidence thus far doesn’t

demonstrate that age-verification regimes are producing a
net benefit for most kids.

The debate centers, then, on whether or not social media
use is causing demonstrable harms to childhood mental
health, and that age-verification laws could be a way to
lessen such harms. Despite the widespread claims that
social media use is harmful and addictive, there is no clear
evidence to support them. Multiple studies have found
that restricting access to social media has either mixed
or very small positive effects.*” While some experts such
as Jonathan Haidt argue that the decline in youth mental
health correlates with the growth of cell phone usage
and social media, many other experts such as Candice
Odgers disagree, arguing that a causal link between social
media and youth mental health challenges is otherwise
unsupported by the growing research in this field.*
Concerns about minors’ mental health also appear to be
tied to a number of social changes, including increased
pressure from schools.* These concerns also fail to consider
the array of issues that have made the internet one of the
few remaining spaces for children and teens to develop their
emerging independence.**

Beyond the physical or mental health of children, age-
verification proponents often discuss the moral importance
of their proposals. This generally includes some desire or
requirement to restrict certain viewpoints or types of content
deemed morally harmful to children. Yet age-verification
proponents often have different views on what constitutes
harmful content, which may make legislative attempts
beyond adult sexual content restrictions difficult.** Other
proponents try to sidestep arguments about the content at
issue by saying restrictions focus not on underlying speech
but on product design features such as algorithmic ranking
or autoplay.** The weak performance of the age-verification
regimes implemented so far, however, suggests that any

moral benefits are likely to be similarly weak.

THE ULTIMATE GOAL IS ONE THAT
PROTECTS KIDS, DEFENDS LIBERTY,
AND IMPROVES DISCOURSE

Proponents of age-verification laws have claimed that
these laws will bring benefits to children with little cost

to adults. However, as the economist Thomas Sowell has



written, “There are no solutions, there are only trade-offs.”*

At the heart of the debate over youth online safety are the

effects of those trade-offs, and their magnitude.
Well-meaning people on both sides of this debate believe

that they are making reasonable decisions to protect kids,

but they disagree on the costs, efficacy, and principles of

NOTES

1. Rebecca T. Leeb et al., “Trends in Mental, Behavioral, and
Developmental Disorders Among Children and Adolescents
in the US, 2016-2021,” Preventing Chronic Disease 21 (2024).

2. Rindala Alajaji, “10 (Not So) Hidden Dangers of Age
Verification,” Deeplinks Blog, Electronic Frontier Foundation,
December 8, 2025.

3. Rindala Alajaji, “Utah’s New Law Targeting VPNs Goes
into Effect May 6th,” Deeplinks Blog, Electronic Frontier
Foundation, April 30, 2026; Elly Rostoum, “Access Denied:
The UK Online Safety Act Misses Its Mark,” Center for
European Policy Analysis, August 18, 2025; Joshua Nelken-
Zitser, “After Pornhub Left Florida, VPN Demand Surged

by More than 1,000%,” Business Insider, January 6, 2025;
David Inserra, “The Kids Are Alright in Australia, No Thanks
to the Social Media Ban,” Cato at Liberty (blog), Cato
Institute, April 14, 2026; and Zack Whittaker, “Some Kids Are
Bypassing Age-Verification Checks with a Fake Mustache,”
TechCrunch, May 6, 2026.

4. Gabriel Huerta, “Roblox’s New Age Verification Is Failing,
Mislabeling Adults and Locking Players Out of Chat,”
MeriStation, January 14, 2026; and “Children Can Bypass
Age Verification Procedures in the Most Popular Social
Media Apps by Lying About Their Age,” Science Foundation
Ireland, January 27, 2021.

5. Cindy Harper, “Friedrich Merz Again Calls for an End to
Online Anonymity,” Reclaim the Net, September 16, 2026;
Chief Nerd (@TheChiefNerd), “NEW—Nikki Haley Says
Allowing People to Post on Social Media Anonymously

Is a ‘National Security Threat’,” X post, November 14,
2023, 3:41 p.m.; and David Inserra, “Senate Social Media
Bills Aim to Protect Kids but Attack Free Speech,” Cato at

Liberty (blog), Cato Institute, August 7, 2026.
6. Rindala Alajaji, “Lawmakers Want to Ban VPNs—and
They Have No Idea What They’re Doing,” Deeplinks Blog,

Electronic Frontier Foundation, November 13, 2025.

7. “The Huge Costs for Small Businesses of App Store Age

age verification. Our debates would be far more productive
if we recognized the costs in addition to the intended
benefits and debated them honestly. Doing so would not
only help us address the real issues with safety-focused
legislation like age verification, it would also improve the

nature of our civil discourse.

Verification Bills,” Trusted Future, May 27, 2025.

8. “The Huge Costs for Small Businesses of App Store Age
Verification Bills,” Trusted Future, May 27, 2025.

9. “Online Safety Act: Enactment Impact Assessment,”
United Kingdom Department for Science, Innovation and
Technology, October 23, 2024.

10. Liya Palagashvili and Paola A. Suarez, “What Is the
Relationship Between Industry-Specific Regulation and
Technology Startups?,” Economic Affairs 44, no. 3 (2024):
465-86.

11. Federal Trade Commission, “Fraud and ID Theft Maps,”
Tableau Public, July 28, 2026; and “Identity Theft Resource
Center 2025 Annual Data Breach Report: Record Number
of Data Compromises in 2025; 79 Percent Jump over Five
Years,” Identity Theft Resource Center, January 29, 2026.

12. “Identity Fraud Cost Americans $43 Billion in 2023,”
AARP, April 10, 2024.

13. Cost of a Data Breach Report 2026 (IBM, 2026).

14. Herb Weisbaum, “More than 1 Million Children Were
Victims of ID Theft Last Year,” NBC News, June 21, 2018.

15. Ellen Sirull, “Do You Know How to Protect Your Child
from Identity Theft?,” Experian, updated January 8,2018, and
archived at the Internet Archive Wayback Machine on August
5,2019; and Rob Gabriele, “5 Child Identity Theft Statistics
Every Parent Should Know,” SafeHome.org, July 1, 2026.

16. “Experian Launches Free Service to Detect Child Identity
Theft,” PRNewswire, August 27, 2018.

17. “2023 Consumer Impact Report,” Identity Theft Resource
Center, August 2023.

18. “Age Restricted Content and Checking Your Age,” Spotify;
u/scne-v4mpir3, “Why Is the Online Safety Act Blocking


https://doi.org/10.5888/pcd21.240142
https://doi.org/10.5888/pcd21.240142
https://doi.org/10.5888/pcd21.240142
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2025/12/10-not-so-hidden-dangers-age-verification
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2025/12/10-not-so-hidden-dangers-age-verification
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2026/04/utahs-new-law-regulating-vpns-goes-effect-next-week
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2026/04/utahs-new-law-regulating-vpns-goes-effect-next-week
https://cepa.org/article/access-denied-the-uk-online-safety-act-misses-its-mark/
https://cepa.org/article/access-denied-the-uk-online-safety-act-misses-its-mark/
https://www.businessinsider.com/pornhub-exited-florida-vpn-demand-surged-by-over-1000-percent-2025-1
https://www.businessinsider.com/pornhub-exited-florida-vpn-demand-surged-by-over-1000-percent-2025-1
https://www.cato.org/blog/kids-are-alright-australia-no-thanks-social-media-ban
https://www.cato.org/blog/kids-are-alright-australia-no-thanks-social-media-ban
https://techcrunch.com/2026/05/06/some-kids-are-bypassing-age-verification-checks-with-a-fake-mustache/
https://techcrunch.com/2026/05/06/some-kids-are-bypassing-age-verification-checks-with-a-fake-mustache/
https://en.as.com/meristation/news/robloxs-new-age-verification-is-failing-mislabeling-adults-and-locking-players-out-of-chat-f202601-n/
https://en.as.com/meristation/news/robloxs-new-age-verification-is-failing-mislabeling-adults-and-locking-players-out-of-chat-f202601-n/
https://www.sfi.ie/research-news/news/children-social-media/
https://www.sfi.ie/research-news/news/children-social-media/
https://www.sfi.ie/research-news/news/children-social-media/
https://reclaimthenet.org/merz-end-online-anonymity-real-names
https://reclaimthenet.org/merz-end-online-anonymity-real-names
https://x.com/TheChiefNerd/status/1724527996642480599
https://www.cato.org/blog/senate-social-media-bills-aim-protect-kids-attack-free-speech
https://www.cato.org/blog/senate-social-media-bills-aim-protect-kids-attack-free-speech
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2025/11/lawmakers-want-ban-vpns-and-they-have-no-idea-what-theyre-doing
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2025/11/lawmakers-want-ban-vpns-and-they-have-no-idea-what-theyre-doing
https://trustedfuture.org/the-huge-costs-for-small-businesses-of-app-store-age-verification-bills/
https://trustedfuture.org/the-huge-costs-for-small-businesses-of-app-store-age-verification-bills/
https://trustedfuture.org/the-huge-costs-for-small-businesses-of-app-store-age-verification-bills/
https://trustedfuture.org/the-huge-costs-for-small-businesses-of-app-store-age-verification-bills/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/online-safety-act-enactment-impact-assessment
https://doi.org/10.1111/ecaf.12674
https://doi.org/10.1111/ecaf.12674
https://doi.org/10.1111/ecaf.12674
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/federal.trade.commission/viz/FraudandIDTheftMaps/AllReportsbyState
https://www.idtheftcenter.org/post/2025-annual-data-breach-report-record-number-compromises/
https://www.idtheftcenter.org/post/2025-annual-data-breach-report-record-number-compromises/
https://www.idtheftcenter.org/post/2025-annual-data-breach-report-record-number-compromises/
https://www.idtheftcenter.org/post/2025-annual-data-breach-report-record-number-compromises/
https://www.aarp.org/money/scams-fraud/identity-fraud-report-2024/
https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach
https://www.nbcnews.com/business/consumer/more-1-million-children-were-victims-id-theft-last-year-n885351
https://www.nbcnews.com/business/consumer/more-1-million-children-were-victims-id-theft-last-year-n885351
https://web.archive.org/web/20190805094052/https:/www.experian.com/blogs/ask-experian/know-protect-child-identity-theft/
https://web.archive.org/web/20190805094052/https:/www.experian.com/blogs/ask-experian/know-protect-child-identity-theft/
https://www.safehome.org/identity-theft-protection/child-identity-theft-protection/
https://www.safehome.org/identity-theft-protection/child-identity-theft-protection/
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/experian-launches-free-service-to-detect-child-identity-theft-300702344.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/experian-launches-free-service-to-detect-child-identity-theft-300702344.html
https://www.idtheftcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/ITRC_2023-Consumer-Impact-Report_Final-1.pdf
https://support.spotify.com/uk/article/age-restricted-content-age-check/
https://www.reddit.com/r/AskBrits/comments/1mdwi6m/why_is_the_online_safety_act_blocking_helpful/?solution=f8c54e8b581b7814f8c54e8b581b7814&js_challenge=1&token=7afd7253fec22262ff1c52b1703fe9ec0dc3557bd0ed81d9bfc4cb828d39e9f1&jsc_orig_r=

Helpful Things,” Reddit post, r/AskBrits, July 31, 2025;
Elizabeth Nolan Brown, “10 Examples of Absurd Fallout
from the UK’s Online Safety Act,” Reason, August 6, 2025;
Zarah Sultana MP (@zarahsultana), “Grace Is a Formidable
Force in Local Government and I’'m Proud to Welcome Her
to the New Political Party We’re Building!,” X post, August 1,
2025, 5:34 a.m.; Elon Musk (@elonmusk), “This Is Nuts,”

X post, August 3,2025, 7:38 a.m.; and Ned Davies et al.,
“Some Gaza and Ukraine Posts Blocked Under New Age
Checks,” BBC, July 31, 2025.

19. Rob Kenney (@Dadhowdol), Dad, How Do I?, YouTube
channel.

20. See Test Prep Tips (@testpreptips), TikTok profile; and
Bumsoo Kim and Yonghwan Kim, “Growing as Social Beings:
How Social Media Use for College Sports Is Associated

with College Students’ Group Identity and Collective Self-
Esteem,” Computers in Human Behavior 97 (2019): 241-49.

21. Brief in Opposition at 12, Free Speech Coalition, Inc. v.
Paxton, No. 23-1122 (US May 30, 2024).

22. Victoria L. Killion, “The First Amendment: Categories of
Speech,” IF11072, Congressional Research Service, updated
March 28, 2024; and Clay Calvert, “Scrutiny-Determination
Avoidance in First Amendment Cases: Laudable Minimalism
or Condemnable Evasion?,” Nevada Law Journal 22, no. 1
(2021): 1-49.

23. Brown, et al. v. Entertainment Merchants Association et al., 564
US 786 (2011); and United States v. Stevens, 559 US 460 (2010).

24. Free Speech Coalition, Inc. v. Paxton, 606 US _ (2025)
(slip op., at 13).

25. Free Speech Coalition, Inc. v. Paxton, 606 US __ (2025) (slip
op., at 6-13).

26. NetChoice, LLC v. Fitch, No. 25A97, 606 US __ (2025)
(Kavanaugh, J., concurring in denial of application to vacate

stay) (slip op., at 1).

27. For example, a 2021 Cato survey found that 30.4 percent of
Americans were very or somewhat concerned that something
they posted on social media “may cause problems for you

at work or school.” David Kemp and Emily Ekins, “Poll: 75%
Don’t Trust Social Media to Make Fair Content Moderation
Decisions, 60% Want More Control over Posts They See,” Cato
Institute Survey Report, December 15, 2021.

28. Jeff Kosseff, The United States of Anonymous: How the First
Amendment Shaped Online Speech (Cornell University Press,
2022).

29. Alex Frebowitz, “Cloud Misconfiguration and the Private
Right of Action: A Technical and Legal Analysis of the Tea
App Data Breach,” Section of Intellectual Property Law,
American Bar Association, December 12, 2025.

30. Douglas Crawford, “70,000 Government IDs Leaked in
Discord Data Breach,” Proton, October 16, 2025; and “Update
on a Security Incident Involving Third-Party Customer
Service,” news release, Discord, updated October 9, 2025.

31.Jean M. Twenge, “I Tried to Protect My Kids from

the Internet. Here’s What Happened,” Opinions,
Washington Post, September 23,2025; Emma Waters, “Age
Verification Is Constitutional,” Heritage Foundation,

May 28, 2024; and Jonathan Haidt and Nick Gillespie,
“Regulating Smartphones? Jonathan Haidt vs. Libertarians,”
the Reason Interview with Nick Gillespie podcast, ReasonTV,
streamed live on April 17, 2024, YouTube video, 1:34:20.

32. For example, previous attempts to regulate television in
a similar manner via the V-chip faced outcry for potential
First Amendment implications and censorial potential. See
Robert Corn-Revere, “‘V’ Is Not for Voluntary,” Cato Institute
Briefing Paper no. 24, August 3, 1995.

33. Maureen Flatley, “We Have the Solution to Protect
Children Online. Will Congress Act?,” Stop Child Predators,
January 16, 2026; and “Teen Social Media and Internet Safety
Act,” American Legislative Exchange Council, August 28,
2023.

34. Ronald C. Kessler et al., “Lifetime Prevalence and Age-
of-Onset Distributions of DSM-IV Disorders in the National
Comorbidity Survey Replication,” Archives of General
Psychiatry 62, no. 6 (2005): 593—602.

35. Ashley A. Foster et al., “Expenditures for Pediatric
Behavioral Health Care over Time and Estimated Family
Financial Burden,” JAMA Pediatrics 180, no. 2 (2026): 194-201.

36. “National Analysis Reveals Growing Adolescent
Behavioral Health Crisis, Rising Unmet Need—and the
Ripple Effects on Education, Family Economics, Health, and
Productivity,” United Hospital Fund, April 16, 2024.

37. “Children’s Exposure to Suicide, Self-Harm, and Eating
Disorder Content on Social Media: Wave Two Findings,”
Molly Rose Foundation, June 2026.

38. Andy Burrows, “Australia’s Social Media Ban Has Not Yet
Disrupted the Status Quo,” The BMJ 393 (2026): e100046.

39. Kaitlyn Burnell et al., “The Effects of Social Media
Restriction: Meta-Analytic Evidence from Randomized


https://www.reddit.com/r/AskBrits/comments/1mdwi6m/why_is_the_online_safety_act_blocking_helpful/?solution=f8c54e8b581b7814f8c54e8b581b7814&js_challenge=1&token=7afd7253fec22262ff1c52b1703fe9ec0dc3557bd0ed81d9bfc4cb828d39e9f1&jsc_orig_r=
https://reason.com/2025/08/06/10-examples-of-absurd-fallout-from-the-u-k-s-online-safety-act/
https://reason.com/2025/08/06/10-examples-of-absurd-fallout-from-the-u-k-s-online-safety-act/
https://x.com/zarahsultana/status/1951214851478438252
https://x.com/zarahsultana/status/1951214851478438252
https://x.com/zarahsultana/status/1951214851478438252
https://x.com/zarahsultana/status/1951214851478438252
https://x.com/elonmusk/status/1951970976356319233
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cj3l0e4vr0ko
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cj3l0e4vr0ko
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCNepEAWZH0TBu7dkxIbluDw
https://www.tiktok.com/@testpreptips
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0747563219301086?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0747563219301086?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0747563219301086?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0747563219301086?via%3Dihub
https://www.supremecourt.gov/DocketPDF/23/23-1122/311950/20240530120355427_23-1122%20Brief%20in%20Opposition.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF11072
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF11072
https://scholars.law.unlv.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1867&context=nlj
https://scholars.law.unlv.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1867&context=nlj
https://scholars.law.unlv.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1867&context=nlj
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/564/786/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/559/460/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/606/23-1122/
https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/606/23-1122/
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/24pdf/25a97_5h25.pdf
https://www.cato.org/survey-reports/poll-75-dont-trust-social-media-make-fair-content-moderation-decisions-60-want-more
https://www.cato.org/survey-reports/poll-75-dont-trust-social-media-make-fair-content-moderation-decisions-60-want-more
https://www.cato.org/survey-reports/poll-75-dont-trust-social-media-make-fair-content-moderation-decisions-60-want-more
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/intellectual_property_law/resources/newsletters/cloud-misconfiguration-private-right-of-action-tea-app-data-breach/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/intellectual_property_law/resources/newsletters/cloud-misconfiguration-private-right-of-action-tea-app-data-breach/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/intellectual_property_law/resources/newsletters/cloud-misconfiguration-private-right-of-action-tea-app-data-breach/
https://proton.me/blog/discord-age-verfication-breach
https://proton.me/blog/discord-age-verfication-breach
https://discord.com/press-releases/update-on-security-incident-involving-third-party-customer-service
https://discord.com/press-releases/update-on-security-incident-involving-third-party-customer-service
https://discord.com/press-releases/update-on-security-incident-involving-third-party-customer-service
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/interactive/2025/parental-controls-tech-companies-social-media-verify-age/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/interactive/2025/parental-controls-tech-companies-social-media-verify-age/
https://www.heritage.org/civil-society/commentary/age-verification-constitutional
https://www.heritage.org/civil-society/commentary/age-verification-constitutional
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0ssJbKE55rY
https://www.cato.org/briefing-paper/v-not-voluntary
https://www.stop-child-predators.org/post/we-have-the-solution-to-protect-children-online-will-congress-act
https://www.stop-child-predators.org/post/we-have-the-solution-to-protect-children-online-will-congress-act
https://alec.org/model-policy/teen-social-media-and-internet-safety-act/
https://alec.org/model-policy/teen-social-media-and-internet-safety-act/
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2025.5181
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2025.5181
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2025.5181
https://uhfnyc.org/news/article/national-analysis-reveals-growing-adolescent-behavioral-health-crisis-rising-unmet-needand-the-ripple-effects-on-education-family-economics-health-and-productivity/
https://uhfnyc.org/news/article/national-analysis-reveals-growing-adolescent-behavioral-health-crisis-rising-unmet-needand-the-ripple-effects-on-education-family-economics-health-and-productivity/
https://uhfnyc.org/news/article/national-analysis-reveals-growing-adolescent-behavioral-health-crisis-rising-unmet-needand-the-ripple-effects-on-education-family-economics-health-and-productivity/
https://uhfnyc.org/news/article/national-analysis-reveals-growing-adolescent-behavioral-health-crisis-rising-unmet-needand-the-ripple-effects-on-education-family-economics-health-and-productivity/
https://mollyrosefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Teens-exposure-to-harmful-content_Wave-2-Report_Jun26.pdf
https://mollyrosefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/Teens-exposure-to-harmful-content_Wave-2-Report_Jun26.pdf
https://www.bmj.com/content/393/bmj-2026-100046
https://www.bmj.com/content/393/bmj-2026-100046
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666560325000714
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666560325000714

Controlled Trials,” SSM—Mental Health 7 (2025): 100459;
and Christopher ]. Ferguson, “Do Social Media Experiments
Prove a Link with Mental Health: A Methodological and
Meta-Analytic Review,” Psychology of Popular Media 14, no. 2
(2025): 201-6.

40. Candice L. Odgers, “The Great Rewiring: Is Social Media
Really Behind an Epidemic of Teenage Mental Illness?,”
review of The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring

of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness, by
Jonathan Haidt, Nature 628, no. 8006 (2024): 29-30.

41. Tyler Cowen, “Is School Worse for Your Kids than Social
Media?,” Marginal Revolution (blog), January 29, 2026.

42. Kaitlyn Tiffany, “What If It’s Not the Phones?,”
The Atlantic, July 9, 2026.

43. Some proponents will claim that their concerns are not
about speech at all but rather about the design or inherent
nature of an online platform or tool. While some may
honestly believe this, the underlying product is speech.
Furthermore, some are quick to admit that the concern is
about how a product is feeding speech they view as harmful.
See Matt Lavietes, “Senator Appeared to Suggest Bipartisan
Bill Would Censor Transgender Content Online,” NBC News,
September 5,2023.

44. See, for example, “An Unfair Fight: How Algorithms
Are Shaping Our Adolescents,” eSafety Commissioner,
Australian Government, April 17, 2025.

45. Thomas Sowell, The Vision of the Anointed: Self-
Congratulation as a Basis for Social Policy (Basic Books, 1995),
p- 142.

The views expressed in this paper are those of the author(s) and should not be attributed to the Cato Institute, its directors,

its Partners, or any other person or organization. Nothing in this paper should be construed as an attempt to aid or hinder

the passage of any bill before Congress. Copyright © 2026 Cato Institute. This work by the Cato Institute is licensed under a

INSTITUTE

Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666560325000714
https://www.christopherjferguson.com/Social%20Media%20Experiments%20Meta.pdf
https://www.christopherjferguson.com/Social%20Media%20Experiments%20Meta.pdf
https://www.christopherjferguson.com/Social%20Media%20Experiments%20Meta.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-024-00902-2
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-024-00902-2
https://marginalrevolution.com/marginalrevolution/2026/01/is-school-worse-for-your-kids-than-social-media.html
https://marginalrevolution.com/marginalrevolution/2026/01/is-school-worse-for-your-kids-than-social-media.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/07/phones-haidt-play-gray/687846/
https://www.nbcnews.com/nbc-out/out-politics-and-policy/senator-appears-suggest-bipartisan-bill-will-censor-transgender-conten-rcna103479
https://www.nbcnews.com/nbc-out/out-politics-and-policy/senator-appears-suggest-bipartisan-bill-will-censor-transgender-conten-rcna103479
https://www.esafety.gov.au/newsroom/blogs/an-unfair-fight-how-algorithms-are-shaping-our-adolescents
https://www.esafety.gov.au/newsroom/blogs/an-unfair-fight-how-algorithms-are-shaping-our-adolescents
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Vision_Of_The_Annointed/ske7AAAAIAAJ
https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Vision_Of_The_Annointed/ske7AAAAIAAJ

