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Dear Fellow New Yorkers: 

Social media is a dominant presence in our daily lives, reshaping the 
world we live in and the ways we interact with each other, bringing with 
it a range of unintended consequences. The New York City Department 
of Health and Mental Hygiene’s (NYC Health Department’s) Special 
Report on Social Media and Mental Health aims to understand these 
consequences — good and bad — across our city. This first-of-its-kind 
report utilizes data from teens, parents and caregivers to decipher the 
complex attitudes and usage patterns many New Yorkers have around 
social media, as well as its associations with mental health. 

As a father of three young children, I know firsthand the pull and power social media has on young 
New Yorkers. While some of the negativity that young people experience on social media still exists 
in the real world — such as bullying and isolation — social media has amplified and exacerbated these 
issues. At the same time, it has created new issues, including distorting body image, damaging self-
esteem and inviting addiction. Rather than protect our children from this harmful impact, social 
media platforms have been designed to be as addictive as possible. Like tobacco in our air, chemicals 
in our water or lead in our paint, social media is, no doubt, a toxin in our digital environments, 
impacting youth mental health. 

To address this, we must know what we are up against. The NYC Health Department’s Special Report 
on Social Media and Mental Health will lay the groundwork for understanding and analyzing social 
media’s impact on youth and their parents and caregivers. This report is critical to addressing the 
mental health needs of all New Yorkers, but particularly our children and teens, and supports the 
commitment to address the crisis of youth mental health we laid out in “Care, Community, Action: 
A Mental Health Plan for NYC.” We can use these data to address this problem using interventions 
we know work — prevention, harm reduction, education, regulation and research. It will require 
a collaborative response from health care workers, policymakers, parents and caregivers, and 
business leaders. And it starts by having a common understanding of the risks and the opportunities 
for action. 

I am proud to put this report forward as a critical step in that process, for the sake of the well-being 
of our youth and all New Yorkers. 

Sincerely, 

Ashwin Vasan, MD, PhD 
Commissioner 
New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene 
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	Social media has become a staple in the lives of many, especially children and teens. This new reality represents potential opportunities and risks to the mental health of younger users. This report  presents analyses from data collected from two surveys conducted in 2023. It is the first study of its  kind led by a public health agency in a large metropolitan city like New York. 
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	For teens, social media has become an increasingly important part of social life.  Platforms like YouTube, Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok offer opportunities  for connection, self-expression and exploration of identity. However, they also  present risks such as cyberbullying, body image distortion, social comparisons  and the pressure to cultivate a curated online persona. Constant exposure to  idealized images and lifestyles can contribute to feelings of inadequacy and  low self-esteem among teenagers. Exposure to violent or dangerous content  can lead to violence or risk-taking offline. The addictive nature of social media  can also interfere with sleep patterns, exacerbate feelings of loneliness and  isolation, and hinder offline social interactions. The pressure to constantly be  connected and to maintain a certain type of online presence and image can  be overwhelming for teens, increasing the potential to develop symptoms of  anxiety, depression or both. For example, we found that teens who use social  media are at least three times more likely to have a diagnosis of depression or  anxiety than those who do not. While social media use among teens clearly has  a wide variety of effects on their mental health,
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	Social media is a part of our lives, and there is reason to expect younger people are at particular risk for the negative effects of social media use. The ubiquity and pervasive nature of social media  platforms means young people are constantly exposed to its effects on their mental health, both  positive and negative, as they spend an increasing amount of their time online and in front of  phones and other screens. 
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	Parents of teens and children are being asked to understand, evaluate and manage the use of  technology that the most advanced research in the  world does not yet have a clear grasp on. They are  being asked to perform these impossible tasks while  they themselves are likely using social media, making  it challenging to model good digital citizenship and  behavior for children and teens. This puts them in a  difficult and paradoxical position. In our survey we  see results such as that a substantial number (45%)  of parents think their child uses social media too  much and an overwhelming majority (78%) want the  government to regulate social media for teens and  children. When we see results like this, we break down  our findings by demographic characteristics. Here,  we see that parents with higher incomes, or those who are the recipients of privilege — be it racial,  economic or due to neighborhood conditions — are the most concerned about the social media use  of their children and teens. This suggests that on top of competing demands made on families of  lower income and less privilege there may be an unequal awareness of the potential harms of social  media that the City of New York hopes to combat. 
	Parents and Social Media 
	Background and Definitions 
	Background and Definitions 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Who Was Included in the Survey? 
	Respondents were eligible for the parent survey if they were 18 or older, lived in one of the five boroughs of NYC (the Bronx, Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queens and Staten Island) and were the  parent, guardian or caregiver of at least one child age 5 to 17 who regularly lived in their house.  Respondents were eligible for the teen survey if a parent indicated on their survey that they had a  teenager residing in their household and provided permission for the survey team to contact the  teen to participate separately. Teens needed to be age 13 to 17. 
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	Teens tell us they use social media platforms for a variety of reasons. Most often, teens report they use social media to be entertained (98%), to learn new things (91%) or because they felt bored  (90%). Teens report there are many ways social media makes them feel, including more connected  to friends’ lives (67%), that it gives them a place to show creativity (65%) and that they are part  of a community they cannot access otherwise (55%). Parents give similar reasons for why they  use social media, including for entertainment (92%), because it gives them information (90%), lets  them learn new things (85%) and makes them feel connected (69%), and, like teens, because they  feel bored (66%). 
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	The association between an anxiety diagnosis and believing social media use has mental health effects exists for teenagers but not for children. This might be a result of the increased rates of  anxiety disorder diagnosis among teens as compared with children. It could also, again, represent  a failure of awareness. These findings may represent an opportunity to intervene at a younger age,  even if children are not yet fully cognizant of the effects of social media use. We can initiate more  conversations and implement more preventative measures to make children more aware of the  positive and negative effects social media use can have on their mental health in preparation for  their teenage years. 
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	Access to appropriate information about digital safety and well-being is critical for parents and providers so they can know how to talk about these concepts with their children and teens. Among  parents with 8- to 12-year-old children, 66% report that they have enough information to discuss  social media use with their child now or in the future. Among parents of teens, 67% report  the same. 
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	Parents of Asian or Pacific Islander teens (35%
	Parents of teens who reside in very high- and high-poverty ZIP codes are less likely to report that  they talk to their teen about social media use but do not know if they are saying the right things  (23% and 15%, respectively) compared with parents of teens who reside in low-poverty ZIP codes  (37%), by a difference of as much as 22%. 
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	Conflicts between parents and children are considered normal in parent-child interactions. Social media use is one area where conflicts may frequently arise. All data in this section come from  surveys of parents, and so represent only the parent perspective on conflicts about social media. 
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	Seventy-eight percent of parents of children and teenagers, an overwhelming majority, agree that it is the government’s responsibility to put legal restrictions on the types of content teens can access  on social media platforms. 
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	Parents who identify as transgender, nonbinary or as another gender not listed are up to 33% less likely to desire that the government put legal restrictions of the types of access social  media companies give to teens compared with parents who identify as female (48%
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	It is necessary but difficult work to understand the use of social media and assess its effects on the mental health of children, teens and parents. 
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	70% of parents reported their gender identity as women, 29% reported it as men, and 1% reported it as transgender, nonbinary or another gender identity not listed. 
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