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I. INTRODUCTION (120 words) 

A. Hook 

"By age 13, 95% of American teenagers have smartphones, and they spend an average of 4.8 

hours daily on social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat—more time than 

they spend sleeping, eating, or attending school (Pew Research Center, 2024)." 

B. Background/Context 

"While social media promises connection and self-expression, mounting evidence reveals darker 

psychological consequences. The past decade has witnessed parallel trends: social media 

adoption surged from 10% of teens in 2006 to 95% in 2024, while teen depression rates 

doubled and anxiety disorders tripled during the same period." 

C. Thesis Statement 

"Excessive social media use among teenagers (3+ hours daily) leads to increased anxiety and 

depression, disrupted sleep patterns, and diminished self-esteem through constant social 

comparison, cyberbullying exposure, and algorithmically-driven content that exploits 

psychological vulnerabilities." 

 

II. BODY SECTION 1: CAUSES (400 words total) 

A. Cause #1: Constant Social Comparison (130 words) 

Topic Sentence: "The primary cause of social media's negative psychological impact is the 

constant exposure to curated highlight reels that trigger social comparison and feelings of 

inadequacy." 

Evidence: "According to a 2024 study in the Journal of Adolescent Psychology, teenagers who 

spend 3+ hours daily on Instagram and TikTok compare themselves to others 56 times per hour 
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on average, with 78% reporting feeling 'worse about their own life' after viewing peers' posts 

(Chen et al., 2024). These platforms showcase idealized moments—perfect bodies, exciting 

experiences, material possessions—creating an unrealistic standard." 

Explanation: "This demonstrates causation because human psychology naturally engages in 

social comparison to establish self-worth and social standing. When teens constantly view 

carefully edited highlights while experiencing their own mundane reality, they perceive 

themselves as falling short. Unlike previous generations who compared themselves to 20-30 

peers in their school, today's teens compare themselves to hundreds of influencers and peers 

simultaneously, magnifying feelings of inadequacy. The brain cannot distinguish between real 

and curated images, processing all comparisons as legitimate assessments of relative success 

and attractiveness." 

Transition: "Beyond comparison, social media exposes teens to direct attacks through 

cyberbullying." 

 

B. Cause #2: Cyberbullying Exposure (135 words) 

Topic Sentence: "A second major cause is the prevalence of cyberbullying, which occurs on 

social platforms with anonymity and permanence that amplify psychological damage." 

Evidence: "The Cyberbullying Research Center reports that 37% of teenagers experienced 

cyberbullying in 2024, with victims being twice as likely to attempt self-harm and experience 

depression compared to non-victims (Hinduja & Patchin, 2024). Unlike traditional bullying, 

cyber attacks occur 24/7, follow victims home, and remain permanently visible through 

screenshots and shares." 

Explanation: "This causes mental health deterioration because cyberbullying removes all safe 

spaces. Traditional bullying ended when students left school; digital bullying continues at home 

during what should be recovery time. The permanent nature means humiliating content 

resurfaces repeatedly, preventing emotional healing. Anonymity emboldens bullies to say 

crueler things than they would face-to-face, while public visibility amplifies shame—instead of 

five classmates witnessing harassment, hundreds or thousands see it, making the victim's 

humiliation feel inescapable and totalizing." 

Transition: "The third causal mechanism operates at the platform design level." 

 

C. Cause #3: Algorithmic Content Exploitation (135 words) 
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Topic Sentence: "The most insidious cause is algorithmic content curation designed to maximize 

engagement by exploiting psychological vulnerabilities and amplifying emotionally charged 

content." 

Evidence: "Internal documents from Meta revealed that Instagram's algorithm actively 

promotes content related to extreme dieting, self-harm, and depression to vulnerable users 

because such content generates 30% higher engagement than neutral posts (Haugen Testimony, 

U.S. Senate, 2024). The algorithm learns user vulnerabilities and serves increasingly extreme 

content." 

Explanation: "This demonstrates causation through behavioral conditioning. When a teen 

pauses on a post about body image, the algorithm interprets interest and floods their feed with 

similar content—diet ads, fitness influencers, before/after transformations. For a teen already 

struggling with self-esteem, this creates an echo chamber amplifying insecurities. The infinite 

scroll design triggers dopamine hits similar to slot machines, creating addictive behaviors where 

teens check apps 100+ times daily despite knowing it makes them feel worse. Platforms profit 

from user distress by keeping them engaged longer." 

Transition: "These three causes—comparison, cyberbullying, and algorithmic exploitation—

combine to produce serious psychological effects." 

 

III. TRANSITION PARAGRAPH (50 words) 

"While social media platforms claim to foster connection and community, the mechanisms 

described above create psychological vulnerabilities that manifest in measurable mental health 

consequences. Research consistently demonstrates three primary effects resulting from 

excessive social media exposure among adolescents." 

 

IV. BODY SECTION 2: EFFECTS (400 words total) 

A. Effect #1: Increased Anxiety and Depression (135 words) 

Topic Sentence: "The most significant effect of excessive social media use is dramatically 

increased rates of anxiety and depression among teenagers." 

Evidence: "According to the CDC, major depressive episodes among teens increased from 8% in 

2010 to 17% in 2024, with social media use identified as a primary contributing factor (CDC, 

2024). Teenagers who use social media more than 3 hours daily are 60% more likely to develop 

anxiety disorders compared to those who use it less than 1 hour daily." 
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Analysis: "This effect occurs because the causes described—constant comparison, 

cyberbullying, and algorithmic exploitation—create persistent negative emotional states. When 

teens repeatedly feel inadequate (comparison), threatened (cyberbullying), and overstimulated 

(algorithmic content), their baseline emotional state shifts toward anxiety and depression. The 

brain adapts to constant stress by becoming hypervigilant and emotionally reactive. Unlike 

temporary sadness from a bad grade, social media-induced depression persists because the 

triggering content is omnipresent and inescapable for teens whose entire social lives occur 

online." 

Transition: "Beyond psychological distress, social media use disrupts fundamental biological 

processes." 

 

B. Effect #2: Disrupted Sleep Patterns (130 words) 

Topic Sentence: "A second critical effect is severely disrupted sleep patterns, with teens 

averaging 6.5 hours nightly instead of the recommended 8-10 hours." 

Evidence: "The National Sleep Foundation found that 89% of teenagers use phones in bed, with 

70% checking social media after 11 PM (NSF, 2024). Blue light exposure from screens suppresses 

melatonin production by 40%, while emotionally stimulating content keeps the brain activated 

when it should be winding down." 

Analysis: "This sleep disruption creates cumulative health consequences. Chronic sleep 

deprivation impairs cognitive function, weakens immune systems, and exacerbates existing 

mental health conditions—creating a vicious cycle where depression causes late-night social 

media use, which disrupts sleep, which worsens depression. The effect compounds because 

tired teens consume more social media seeking stimulation, further reducing sleep quality and 

duration." 

Transition: "The third effect manifests in how teens perceive themselves." 

 

C. Effect #3: Diminished Self-Esteem (135 words) 

Topic Sentence: "The final major effect is systematically diminished self-esteem, particularly 

regarding physical appearance and social status." 

Evidence: "Research from the American Psychological Association shows that 60% of teenage 

girls and 40% of teenage boys report feeling 'not good enough' after viewing social media, with 

35% admitting to editing photos before posting to meet perceived standards (APA, 2024). Self-

esteem scores among teens have declined 30% since 2010." 
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Analysis: "This effect results from continuous negative feedback loops where teens compare 

their authentic selves to others' curated perfection, feel inadequate, attempt to present equally 

perfect personas, receive validation through likes/comments (or crushing silence), and repeat. 

Unlike previous generations who could escape social judgment at home, digital natives never 

escape performance pressure. The constant need to project perfection while feeling imperfect 

creates cognitive dissonance that erodes genuine self-worth, replacing it with external 

validation addiction." 

Transition: "These three effects—depression and anxiety, sleep disruption, and diminished self-

esteem—represent serious public health concerns." 

 

V. CONCLUSION (120 words) 

A. Restate Thesis 

"The evidence clearly demonstrates that excessive social media use produces measurable 

psychological harm to adolescents through three causal mechanisms—constant comparison, 

cyberbullying, and algorithmic exploitation—which combine to create three serious effects: 

dramatically increased anxiety and depression rates, severe sleep disruption, and systematically 

diminished self-esteem." 

B. Summary of Main Points 

"Platforms designed to maximize engagement exploit teen vulnerabilities through comparison 

triggers, harassment enablement, and addictive algorithms. The resulting mental health crisis 

manifests in clinical depression rates doubling, chronic sleep deprivation becoming the norm, 

and teenage self-esteem plummeting to historic lows." 

C. Significance Statement 

"Understanding these causal relationships is essential for developing interventions—whether 

through platform regulation, educational programs, or clinical treatments—that can mitigate 

harms while preserving beneficial aspects of digital connection." 

D. Final Thought 

"Until social media companies prioritize user wellbeing over engagement metrics, parents, 

educators, and policymakers must act to protect adolescent mental health from profit-driven 

algorithms that treat teen psychology as a resource to be exploited rather than protected." 
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