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W H Y ?
Why is this happening

• At the same time 

• In multiple countries

• Biggest impact on pre-teen girls 



Social Media Explains the Timing

% of 8th, 10th, and 12th graders using social networking sites almost every day. 

Source: Monitoring the Future, 2008–2015, graphed by Twenge (2017).

2006: FB opens to all

2007: iPhone

2009: FB adds “Like”

button; Twitter adds

“retweet”; SM becomes

more addictive and toxic

2009-2011: Migration of

teen social life onto

social media in USA
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Engaging with critics led me to conclude:

Heavy use (not light use)

of social media (not screen time)

Causes increases in depression/anxiety (not other 
mental health outcomes)

In teens, and especially in girls, and especially in younger 
teen girls, and especially after 2011. 

That’s all “dose-response” research; ignores network 
and emergent effects



Private Communication: a “two way street”

you partner



Communication With an Audience

Public-Private Ratio = 2:1🤔

🤔

you partner



Social Media: Public performance

🤔
🤔

🤔

🤔
🤔

Public-Private Ratio = 100:1

you partner

🤔

🤔

🤔

🤔

🤔🤔🤔

🤔
🤔

🤔

🤔

🤔
🤔🤔

🤔
🤔
🤔

🤔

🤔
🤔

🤔
🤔

🤔



Psych Principle: People are Anti-Fragile

What doesn’t kill me
makes me stronger.

(Friedrich Nietzsche, 1888)



Systems that increase in capability, 
resilience, or robustness as a result of 
mistakes, faults, attacks, or failures.

”The resilient resists shocks and stays 
the same; the antifragile gets better.”

Examples:
--Bones
--The immune system
--Children





Background for our discussion:

• Rising anxiety and depression since 2011

• Heavy social media use may contribute… and 
it transforms their social world

• Kids are antifragile, and Americans (and many 
others) overprotect from real-life 
autonomous experience





During my first days at Smith, I witnessed countless 
conversations that consisted of one person telling the other 
that their opinion was wrong. The word “offensive” was almost 
always included… members of my freshman class quickly 
assimilated to this new way of non-thinking. They could soon 
detect a politically incorrect view and call the person out on 
their “mistake.” 

I began to voice my opinion less often to avoid being berated 
and judged by a community that claims to represent the free 
expression of ideas. I learned, along with every other student, 
to walk on eggshells for fear that I may say something 
“offensive.” That is the social norm here.



Great Untruth Psych Principle Violated

What doesn’t kill you makes 
you weaker

Children are antifragile

Always trust your feelings We are all prone to emotional 
reasoning and the confirmation bias

Life is a battle between good 
people and evil people

We are all prone to tribalism and 
dichotomous thinking

The Three Great Untruths


