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TO POST OR NOT TO POST?

Social media use has been a growing concern within
the mental health field as communities start to
qguestion how these platforms could impact the

mental health and social development of adolescents.

As a family therapist, | cannot count on how many
times | have been asked if an adolescent’s current
mental health concerns are due to their social media
use. This question is valid, and this article is meant
to aid parents in navigating healthy social media
use for their adolescents.

There are countless social media platforms that
adolescents use, with the current most common
apps used by adolescents being TikTok and
Snapchat. (Sorry parents but, Facebook is totally
lame nowadays!) Other social media sites to mention
are Instagram, Twitter, Tumblr, and Reddit. Popularity
and creation of social media sites are ever changing.
What is being used right now with adolescents may
not be the most popular app next month. All of
these sites have similar algorithms and the ability

to interact and share content among users.

WHAT THE RESEARCH SHOWS

There is extensive research on the impact of social
media use on adolescents’ body image, self-esteem,
social activism, sleep health, mental health issues,
relationship health, bullying, and drug use. The
overarching question is: “Is social media good or

bad for adolescents’ mental health?” The answer is:
neither. Research in each of these categories can
show risk factors or negative components to social
media use and protective factors or positive
components to social media use. Within eating
disorder treatment - “pro-ANA” and “thinspiration”
hashtags could be a glorification of eating disorders,
while in contrast there is widening popularity for
eating disorder recovery, pro-recovery, or #TW
hashtags.

Another study showed that social media use
impacted adolescent body dissatisfaction based

on type of platform, age, and country; but, body
dissatisfaction was weaker among adolescents who
reported a more positive mother-child relationship.
This “neither/or” concept of whether social media is
bad or good for adolescents is also shown with other
possible co-occurring mental health. Adolescents
with diagnosed depression expressed negative
consequences when oversharing, stress posting,

or viewing triggering content, but they reported
improved mood when social media use was evaluated
as part of their mental health treatment and shifted
to more positive use. Further, when controlling for
cyberbullying victimization and sleep disturbance,
the association between social media use and suicide
attempts decreases. Using social media as a humorous
coping skill during the COVID-19 pandemic increased
happiness in anxious adolescents. Lastly, although
social media use may expose adolescents to




increased witnessed trauma-related content, it has
also increased adolescent social activism and aided
adolescents from marginalized populations. Social
media can have both positive and negative influences
on adolescents’ lives, and we need to look at the
whole picture. While social media can be a place for
adolescents to find a unique community of people
with shared experiences and be an expressive
creative outlet, it can also come with challenges.

As parents, instead of shielding your children from
the challenges in the world today, you want to
teach them how to navigate those challenges in

a healthy way.

WHO IS AT RISK?

Some risk factors for an unhealthy adolescent
relationship with social media are: permissive or
authoritarian parenting, mental health issues,
negative self-esteem and/or body image issues, lack
of family acceptance, experiences of cyberbullying
or bullying, sleep issues, and history of trauma
experiences. There is a “Goldielocks” balance within
monitoring social media use as parents. Too little or
too much monitoring can lead to inappropriate or
deceitful use. If you completely take away social
media use, | promise your adolescent will find a way
to access it. Some protective factors for having a
healthy relationship with social media are: involved
parenting , positive child-parent relationship, parents
that use social media in a healthy way (modeling),
structured schedule, and overall healthy relationships
with others.

HOW TO TALK WITH YOUR TEEN
As a therapist, some of the questions | ask within
assessment of social media use are:

1. How many hours a day?

2. Which sites/apps?

3. How many accounts on each site?
4. What are the different accounts for?
5. Are you using privacy settings?

6. Who is accepted as a “friend,” or who are
you talking to?

7. How much do parents monitor?
8. What do you post?

9. What do you look at?

10. What's on your “For You Page?” (FYP)

1. What side of Tiktok are you on today?
(What type of content are you seeing?)

12. What do you like about it?
13. When do you get on most?

14. How does it impact you when you see
eating disorder related posts?

These are assessment questions you can also ask
your adolescent in a curious and non-judgmental
way. When you want to mitigate risk for your
adolescent’s social media use, keep a few factors in
mind. Try to avoid using “shouldn’t” or “should,” “stop
this,” or “finger-wagging” language in general. You
can try to use perspective-taking language. For
example, “What would you do if your friend was
doing this?” It is helpful to give adolescents tidbits of
control. Again, you are guiding them in how to have a
healthy relationship with social media use and to be
critical adult thinkers. This could look like you having
a conversation with your adolescent about what they
believe is an appropriate level of monitoring. Some
adolescents may say “l don’t want you to monitor at
all. Stay out of my lifel” In all my years of working
with adolescents, this has happened only a few times.
Most adolescents want a healthy, open, supportive
relationship with their parents. Adolescents usually
want some guidance on how to navigate this world.

Here are a few other ideas for starting the
conversation about social media risk management
with your adolescent.

* Discuss the pros and cons of social media. What
do they think a healthy relationship with social
media is?

« Discuss privacy settings and what is posted.
Explain to them the possible danger of posting
identifiable information, like wearing a school
sweatshirt.

* What content is being watched or read? Can we
shift this to more positive use? For example, there
was a TikTok trend last year that stated “what
| eat in a day” and showed various meals and
snacks a video creator ate throughout the day.

As you can image, a young person watching this
video could question if there were eating too
much or too little or whether they need to eat
more “clean” like that certain creator with the
“idealistic” body type.




PATIENCE AND POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS

These concepts can be cognitively difficult to navigate for a
developing adolescent brain. There were many eating disorder
professionals or people in eating disorder recovery that attempted to
combat this trend by creating a variety of ways to eat throughout the
day. Without your guidance, your child could take what they saw
from that video and start implementing disordered eating habits. You
can have a conversation with them about their thoughts regarding
certain trends, how it makes them think about themselves, or use it
as an educational experience to communicate about healthy eating
habits for their genetic makeup. It is important to monitor social
media use of adolescents in a way that aids safety and positive
parent-child relationships. The above topics can start the
conversation. If you feel uncomfortable or unprepared to have

these conversations with your adolescent, reach out to an
adolescent therapist or your child’s existing mental health
professionals to ask how to navigate these conversations.

HOW TO BE INVOLVED

Beyond conversation, be involved with monitoring. Some ideas

that | use within the therapy setting are parent education about
social media that is led by the child, parent involvement in social
media with the adolescent, and showing parents relatable Tiktoks
youth might see. | commonly tell parents to download TikTok, or
other social media sites, and do their own investigation on current
trends. You may not be on the exact same “side” of Tiktok as your
adolescent, but you could gain a better understanding of trends and
have discussions about popular music. | wouldn’t have enough time
in this article to explain the different privacy and reporting settings
on each of these apps, but you would be able to learn if you used
them yourself. Many apps have attempted to implement more eating
disorder-informed settings. On Instagram, you can now report posts
that encourage or promote eating disorders or a post that makes fun
of or attacks people suffering from an eating disorder. When your
adolescent bring ups topics/dances/sounds from social media trends
that you don’t understand, have them show you and be empathically
curious about those trends. An even more fun way to engage your
adolescent is to be IN the Tiktoks - make it a quality time activity. Be
goofy, play jokes, and have fun with them about silly dance trends.

| have gained respect for a few famous actors, basketball players,

or chefs that | have seen regularly on their children’s TikToks videos.

More specifically for eating disorders, aid your adolescent in
removing accounts that are eating disorder focused, diet-culture
rleated, or any account that makes them feel like their body is not
good enough. Some travel or food influencers may appear body
positive or recovery-focused, but they may endorse diet products
on their stories. As stated above, ask your adolescent how they
feel when they see diet culture appear in their feeds. Furthermore,
educate them how diet culture can be veiled or within hidden
messaging. For recovery-focused accounts, ask for recommendations
from your treatment team, or do your own investigation. Help your
adolescent find recovery-focused accounts they can follow.
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