
Zucker, Gershenfeld 
Research Roundup

Mitch Prinstein, PhD, ABPP 1,2,3 and Eva H. Telzer, Ph.D. 1,2 

 

October 2025

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Department of Psychology and Neuroscience
Winston National Center on Technology Use and Brain Development
Chief Of Psychology, American Psychological Association



-Sole cause or contributor to youth mental health crisis
-Cause or correlate?
-Screen time or platform features?
-Content or features/functions
-Problematic social media use or addiction

Debates





•Starting age 10:  
Hypersensitive to peer 
feedback, attention, or 
punishments

•Through age 25…:  
Underdeveloped 
self-control



Under which conditions, and for 
which children may specific social 

media features or content be 
helpful or harmful to youth 

development?



1. What are the potential benefits of technology use?
2. What types of technology use may increase or decrease mental health risk?
3. Who may be most susceptible to potentially negative effects of tech/social 

media on mental health?
4. How might tech/social media content promote adaptive or maladaptive 

behavior?
5. Are teens more influenced by peers online?
6. Does digital media cause youth stress?
7. What are teens not doing when using tech/social media?
8. What is “problematic” technology use?
9. Is smartphone use in school related to positive or negative outcomes?

10. Is technology use related to brain development?
11. How is AI changing everything?

What questions are we asking….
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4) Promoting Maladaptive Behavior

search for “self-injury” and 
“self-harm”

50 most-viewed character (with 
a live individual) & 50 
most-viewed noncharacter 
videos examined

Lewis, Heath, St Denis, & Noble, 2011



Pro-Anna



-Connection overload
-Fear of Missing Out (FOMO)
-Availability Stress
-Approval Anxiety

6) Is digital media use a stressor?

Steele, Hall & Christofferson , 2020



Digital 
Stress in 
High School

N = 680, aged 14-15

Predicted increased 
depression one year 
later Nick et al., 2021

Small effect sizes



7) Interferes with Sleep
Percent of students who get   

recommended sleep (8+ hours)

Poor sleep linked to obesity, depression, 
risky behaviors, poor school performance



Nighttime Screen Use linked to Poor 
Sleep Health

● Meta-analyses:  Nighttime smartphone use 
associated with poorer sleep health
● later sleep onset
● shorter sleep duration 
● more frequent and longer wake events

Burnell et al., in press; Garrett et al., in press



- Do you ever feel like you spend more time on social media than you intended?

- Have you ever tried to spend time away from social media, but couldn't do it?

- Do you ever expend extra effort to make sure you will continue to have access to social media at 
times when you otherwise may not be able to use it?

- Do you ever have a craving or strong desire to use social media?

- Does social media use ever get in the way of things you are supposed to be doing (e.g., sleep, 
exercise, schoolwork)?

- Do you ever use social media even after you realized that it was getting in the way of what you 
thought was best for you?

- Have you ever been away from social media and felt like you were missing it too much to engage 
in normal day to day activities? 

- Do you think you may be addicted to social media?

8) Problematic Social Media Behaviors 



• Nearly all adolescents report spending 
more time on social media than they 
intended 

• Half of adolescents report that being 
away from social media results in 
experiencing difficulties in engaging 
with daily life activities

• One-quarter perceive that they are 
“moderately” or “severely” addicted to 
social media

Results

Burnell et al., in press



Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9

10) Social Media and Brain Development



Average pickups = 100/day

Average time on smart phone = 500min/day (8.3 hours)

Daily Pickups and Time on Smartphones



Social Media and Brain Development

Left Amygdala/ Posterior 
Insula/ Ventral Striatum

Maza, Fox et al., 2023 JAMA Pediatrics



1. AI is often invisible
2. Most youth are using companion or character AI
3. Youth report higher trust in AI than in their parents/teachers
4. AI sometimes presents as a licensed psychologist

Research sorely needed

11) AI



Thanks!


