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The number of children and adolescents using social
media Web sites (e.g., Facebook) has significantly
increased in the past five years. Research has shown that
social media improves communication, social interac-
tion, and technical abilities. However, because children
are limited in their ability to regulate themselves and are
vulnerable to pressure from their peers, there also are
risks associated with social media use, including online
expression of offline behavior (e.g., bullying, experiment-
ing with sex). Parents and their children also may have
varying degrees of knowledge about social media, which
can affect how they engage in online activities together.

Benefits

Children and adolescents can use social media for activi-
ties that are important to them; for example, they can
raise money for a charity organization; share art or music
projects; create blogs, videos, or podcasts; or interact with
others over shared interests. They can also use social media
to get together with peers for homework or group projects,
and to access health information easily and anonymously.

Risks
CYBERBULLYING

Cyberbullying, defined as using electronic media to com-
municate untrue, embarrassing, or hostile information

about another person, is the most common online risk
for teenagers. It can cause psychosocial outcomes, such
as depression, anxiety, isolation, and suicide.

SEXTING

Sexting is defined as electronically sending, receiving, or
forwarding messages or photographs that are sexually
explicit. Some teenagers who have participated in sexting
have been charged with felony child pornography; how-
ever, some states are now classifying sexting as a juvenile
misdemeanor. Participation in sexting can also lead to
suspension from school and emotional problems.

FACEBOOK DEPRESSION

Facebook depression is depression that develops when a
person spends a significant amount of time using social
media and then exhibits depression symptoms. The inten-
sity of the online environment is thought to possibly cause
the depression. Facebook depression can increase the risk
of social isolation, similar to offline depression.

Role of the Physician

Physicians are in a position to talk to families about the dig-
ital world and the social and health issues that children may
experience. They should counsel parents to talk to their
children about their Internet use and to learn more about
the technologies their children are using. Physicians should
also talk with parents about developing a plan for Internet
use, which should include family meetings, reviews of
privacy settings and online profiles, and a focus on healthy
behavior. Parents should be reminded of the importance
of supervising their children’s activities through active
participation and discussion. The American Academy of
Pediatrics (AAP) also urges physicians to learn more about
digital technology to improve their own understanding. m
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