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Science Says Third-Party Risk Audits are
Necessary Safeguards for Youth Mental
Health

Why is social media a concern?
Mental health concerns among young people
in the U.S. have been worsening in recent
years, with social media as a key potential
driver (1-2). Many adolescents are struggling
with anxiety, depression, suicide-related
thoughts or behaviors, eating disorders, and
cyberbullying (2-4). Social media only
worsens these concerns by bombarding
youth with idealized images and videos on
highly visual platforms like Instagram and
TikTok, influencing their perceptions of what
is valuable and popular in youth culture.
While self-comparisons are a natural part of
teen development, unchecked algorithms
exploit this process, leading to heightened
body image and self-esteem concerns (5-6).

What about the adolescent brain puts
young people at risk?

The adolescent brain is sensitive to peer
feedback and social rewards, often relying
on "likes" to shape their understanding of
social norms.
Their emotional responses to their social
world online are intense due to
underdeveloped reasoning and judgment
capacity.

Deceptive design features, combined with
heightened sensitivity to rewards, can trap
them in excessive scrolling, even if it harms
their mental health.

What can be done to foster online safety?
To create safer online environments and hold
platforms accountable, the Strategic Training
Initiative for the Prevention of Eating
Disorders (STRIPED) has developed the
model legislation Social Media Algorithm
Accountability Act and an accompanying
Roadmap, providing policymakers and
community advocates a strategic blueprint
for championing policy change to create a
healthier digital environment for all youth.

Social media's enduring presence in our society demands attention to the negative impact its
deliberate design strategies and algorithms can have on youth mental health.

Action Steps
Community Members: Propose to your
state representatives to champion the

Social Media Algorithm Accountability Act.
State Policymakers: File the Social Media
Algorithm Accountability Act and work with

your colleagues to pass it into law.

Have questions about our Roadmap or
model legislation? Contact us:

striped@hsph.harva﻿rd.edu
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