
 
 

 

 

January 12, 2022 

 

Daniel Freer 

Office of the Secretary 

Federal Trade Commission  

600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 

Washington, DC 20580 

RE: Center for Digital Democracy, et al. Petition for Rulemaking 

Dear Mr. Freer,  

The American Psychological Association Services, Inc. (APA) appreciates the opportunity to 

comment on the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) petition for rulemaking made by the Center for 

Digital Democracy and other coalition partners. APA stands strongly in favor of the petition for 

rulemaking and urges the FTC to take steps to stop practices by social media and to mitigate the 

negative impacts these practices are having on children.  

APA is the nation’s largest scientific and professional nonprofit organization representing the 

discipline and profession of psychology, as well as over 144,000 members and affiliates who are 

clinicians, researchers, educators, consultants, and students in psychological science. For its part, APA 

Services, Inc. promotes the mutual professional, scientific, and training interests of psychologists 

including advancing psychology’s roles and interests in understanding behavior and advancing health, 

science, education, and human welfare. For decades, psychologist researchers have a played vital role in 

the understanding of childhood brain? development and  the impacts of external factors like social media 

play. These contributions provide an increasingly detailed understanding of how social media companies 

are manipulating content to negatively impact the mental and physical health of children. We offer the 



 
 

 

following comments to provide relevant research findings detailing the issues caused by social media 

companies and why the FTC should use its regulatory powers to curtail these activities.  

Psychological scientists are increasingly warning that the use of digital media platforms can 

exploit biological vulnerabilities among youth (Crone & Konijn, 2018; Wilmer & Chein, 2016). It has 

long been established that adolescence is associated with neurological changes that promote cravings for 

social attention, feedback, and status. Research demonstrates that digital media satisfies these cravings at 

a neural level, activating the same neural regions as drug addiction (De-Sola Gutiérrez et al., 2016; 

Griffiths et al., 2014; Kirby et al., 2020). We know that there are ways to beneficially use social media 

platforms, especially for those individuals seeking to buffer the impacts of negative life events, decrease 

feelings of isolation, gain a sense of purpose, and experience feelings of acceptance or being understood 

(Daine et al., 2013). And early evidence of technology-based mental health interventions also show 

promise at treating a range of problems (Galla et al., 2021; Myers et al., 2007; Nelson et al., 2017). But 

users of social media platforms remain uninformed and biologically susceptible to negative outcomes.   

Young children are physiologically less able to resist temptations to remain online, research 

shows (Ang & Lee, 2017; Somerville & Casey, 2010). While brain regions associated with a desire for 

social interaction increase as children grow, full maturation typically does not occur until age 25, 

suggesting that pre-teen, or even early teenage use, could lead to at least a dozen years of 

physiologically unregulated digital media use. Individuals in this age range frequently use their time 

online to compare themselves to others and seek feedback regarding their own personal attributes and 

attitudes (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2020; Hawes et al., 2020; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Psychological 

science clearly demonstrates that exposure to this online content is associated with lower self-image and 



 
 

 

distorted body perceptions among young people. This exposure is associated with strong risk factors for 

eating disorders, unhealthy weight-management behaviors, and depression (Carrotte et al., 2015). Young 

people also are exposed to visual information online that promotes self-harm, including cutting and 

suicidal behavior (Whitlock et al., 2006).  

Another area of concern among scientists is the heightened potential for peer influence facilitated 

by digital media platforms. This is exacerbated by the proliferation of misinformation and 

disinformation campaigns that gain traction specifically due to the accessibility of digital media. 

Psychological science demonstrates that digital media creates the illusion that expressed opinions 

represent many others’ beliefs and not just the thinking of an isolated user (Chen et al., 2016; Dong et 

al., 2011; L. Gao et al., 2020; Q. Gao et al., 2019; Nesi et al., 2017). Participation on digital media 

platforms changes how we think about what others think. Science demonstrates that this has created a 

powerful link between young people’s Instagram exposure and their offline risk-taking behavior, such as 

excessive alcohol use (Cabrera-Nguyen et al., 2016; Curtis et al., 2018; Pegg et al., 2018).  

Increased peer victimization and harassment, as well as more severe discrimination directed 

toward racial, ethnic, gender, and sexual minorities, represent another serious area of concern. Scientific 

findings have revealed more frequent and offensive forms of harassment directed toward youths online 

as compared with offline (Moreno et al., 2016; Tynes et al., 2008). Brain scans of adults and youths 

reveal that these forms of harassment activate the same regions of the brain that respond to physical pain 

and trigger a cascade of reactions that replicate physical assault and create physical and mental health 

damage (Cannon et al., 2007).  

The mental health impacts of social media are increasingly known. Users, especially children, 

are being manipulated by platforms with increasingly exploitative design features and practices that are 



 
 

 

influencing behaviors and endangering privacy. APA, in strong support of the petitioners, urges the FTC 

to promulgate a rule prohibiting prevalent design features that maximize minors’ engagement with 

online platforms and are categorically unfair.  

APA again thanks you for the opportunity to comment on this policy. If APA can be of any 

further assistance, please contact Corbin Evans, Senior Director of Congressional and Federal Relations, 

at CEvans@APA.org.  

 

 

 

Katherine B. McGuire, MS 

Chief Advocacy Officer 

American Psychological Association Services, Inc. 
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