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AUTHOR’S NOTE


With the exceptions of Noor, Kate, Ryan, and Christina, when individuals in this book are referred to with a first name only on first reference, their names have been changed at their request to protect their privacy. No other details of their lives have been changed.





INTRODUCTION


Two big developments have changed the way humans live over the last four million years, according to Justin Garcia, PhD, head of the Kinsey Institute, which studies sex and human behavior. The first was the agricultural revolution, around 12,000 years ago, when humans stopped being migratory. The second was the arrival of the Internet over the past few decades.

The Internet—and especially social media—has had a seismic impact on everyone, not always for the better. But it’s been particularly awful for women and girls. And we’re only just beginning to reckon with what it’s doing to us. In this book, I’ll show you how social media is affecting every aspect of our lives—from how we feel about our bodies to how we parent our children and how successful we are in our careers.

My name is Kara Alaimo, and I’m a communication professor at Fairleigh Dickinson University. I’m also a social media user and a mom. I’ve been writing about the social impact of social media and issues women face for CNN Opinion since 2016, reacting to mounting evidence of the devastating toll social networks are taking on women and girls—and the fact that tech companies have known about these things all along.

For this book, I’ve talked to people who identify as women and nonbinary about how social media has affected their lives. They represent a wide range of ages, races, ethnicities, classes, sexual and gender identities, physical abilities, and political affiliations. Some live and work on social media. Others have deleted their profiles forever. Their stories have left me with a single conclusion: social media is toxic for women.

But I believe we can and must fix these problems—and the change needs to start with the way each of us uses social media. In this book, I’ll explain how women can reclaim the Internet to empower ourselves by radically changing who we follow, what we post, what we like, and what we do when we see sexism and misogyny online. I’ll also lay out what we need to demand from tech companies and lawmakers.



Here’s what we’re up against.

The average girl now joins social media before she turns 13. But long before then, her parents may have been “sharenting” intimate information about her online that people can later use against her—to bully her in high school or discredit her when she grows up to become a public figure.

The primary way teen girls use social media is to compare their bodies and lives to others. When they find that they don’t measure up to the filtered, glamorized images posted by influencers and friends, many girls feel jealous and unhappy. Girls who use social media more are likelier to have concerns about their body images and symptoms of depression.1 And young girls quickly learn that one of the most effective ways to create content people will (literally) like is to make themselves look “hot.” So they sexualize themselves at shockingly young ages.

As I conducted interviews with experts for this book, I was struck by how many of them ended our conversations by asking me the same question: could I tell them how they should handle their own daughters’ use of social media? So many parents who I meet at playgrounds and birthday parties talk and worry about the same thing. In Chapter 1, I offer up that advice, informed by research and interviews with leading experts.

In Chapter 2, I discuss how social media affects our body image. All those pictures we post on social media keep everyone’s attention on our appearances. What’s more, influencer culture sets near-impossible standards for what our lives and bodies should look like. It’s fueling a wave of body dissatisfaction and plastic surgery. It’s also keeping women busy focusing on how we look instead of a whole lot of other things we might prefer to be spending our time on—like, say, dismantling the patriarchy by helping elect women to political office.

In Chapter 3, I look at the way the world judges women. Thanks to social media, billions of people can now pronounce judgment on not just our bodies, but also our behavior—and they’re taking the opportunity to do so. On social networks, women are coming under siege for everything from the hosiery they wear to their tone of voice when an airline screws them over at 2 AM. As I probably don’t have to tell you, men simply aren’t judged by the same standards. And now, people have discovered they can make bank by secretly recording women’s worst moments in public and selling the rights to companies who can help these clips go viral, so the whole world can come together to shame us.

In Chapter 4, I talk about another topic of endless discussion among my friends: how to use online dating sites to find the right partner. It’s now standard for single women to turn to dating apps, which ostensibly offer freedom of choice and possibility. In reality, most women are unhappy with their dating experiences. The majority of American women now say dating is harder than it was 10 years ago, according to a 2020 Pew survey. (The majority of men disagree.)2

Many heterosexual women get serious about settling down in their mid-thirties, while they can still have children. But since men don’t live as long and tend to pair off with younger women, the number of single, straight men available to women at this life stage is shrinking. On top of that, being able to hide behind a computer screen tends to bring out men’s basest behavior.

Women of color have it the worst. While today no one would dream of openly disqualifying people of color when they apply for jobs or try to book Airbnbs, dating sites are the last mainstream place where people are invited to practice racism so overtly.

That explains why some of the women who I interviewed for this book told me they’ve stopped using dating apps. The other reason? They say many of the men they’re being matched with aren’t real. Catfishing—pretending to be someone else, forming emotional relationships online, then hitting up victims for money—is now a major global business. And women are considered easy targets because we’re perceived as emotionally vulnerable, especially when dating. But I also tell the story of a friend who applied the same degree of strategy and savvy she used in her elite global business consulting work to online dating—and is now happily married. I share her tips for protecting yourself and finding the person you’re looking for online.

In Chapter 5, I discuss the new forms of sexual violence and femicide that have been enabled by the Internet. Online dating sites now make it easier for rapists to find victims. There are almost no statistics on how many violent crimes are tied to dating apps, which conveniently helps platforms evade responsibility for endangering women’s lives. However, according to a report released by the United Kingdom’s National Crime Agency, more men are becoming sex offenders because it’s now so easy to find victims.3 And in a nonscientific survey conducted by Columbia Journalism Investigations, out of 1,200 women who dated online, a jaw-dropping 31 percent said they’d been sexually assaulted by someone they met on a dating app.4

What’s more, thanks to social media, it’s now possible to sexually exploit women and girls remotely—and it’s happening with alarming frequency. Sextortion—blackmailing a woman to engage in sex acts, often by getting her to share a racy image, then threatening to release it publicly if she doesn’t do more—is just one example. One 13-year-old girl was sextorted by a 30-year-old man in Israel while her mother was in the same room.

I also discuss the nonconsensual sharing of nude images. While this is often called revenge porn, Kamala Harris points out in her autobiography that it’s not the right term. Revenge often isn’t accurate because the women haven’t done anything wrong—and the images frequently weren’t ever intended to be porn.5 For women—who, unlike men, are frequently shamed rather than celebrated for our sexuality—this is often life-destroying. Former California Congresswoman Katie Hill resigned from Congress when her nude images were released online, while so many men who have been accused of sexual abuse—including the then-president, Donald Trump—have remained in office.

I also look at how, on social media, when like-minded sociopaths like “men’s rights activists” get together, their beliefs become even more extreme. Now, the men who have been radicalized in online communities for misogynists are going out and committing real-world violence. For example, since 2014, there have been numerous acts of mass violence against women committed by “involuntary celibate” men who believe they’ve been wrongly deprived of sex with beautiful women.6 And now, so-called “incel” ideology has permeated youth culture on TikTok, where jokes about violently abusing women are commonplace—and considered hilarious.

In Chapter 6, I take on the world of influencers. If you watch or read the news, you’ll see regular stories about the rare people who make millions of dollars from their social media content. But the truth is that most of the people who try to work as online content creators—the people popularly called “influencers”—are women who never earn a living wage for their labor. One scholar now calls them “digital housewives.”7 Meanwhile, when women in other professions try to use social media to bolster their careers, they often end up with fewer followers, reposts, and speaking opportunities than their male counterparts.8

In the next two chapters, I look at how misinformation is directly targeted to us because of our gender. In Chapter 7, I explain how, when women become mothers, they routinely turn to the Internet for information and support. What they often find instead is misinformation that encourages them to make dangerous, potentially deadly decisions. While experts have been sounding alarms about the impact of fake news on elections, they’ve mostly ignored what I call misinformation for mommies. On social media, people with no medical training declare themselves to be experts and urge women to go into childbirth—a process that poses significant risk of deadly complications—without the benefits of modern medicine. Women are made to feel guilty for using safe pain medication during labor, while no one advocates withholding pain management from men who undergo excruciating medical procedures.

And “sanctimommy” culture makes mothers feel like failures if the realities of their lives don’t match up to Instagram images of other people’s children smiling beatifically in starched white dresses while eating their homemade, organic snacks. Beneath these veneers, Instamoms are every bit as vulnerable as the women they may inadvertently shame, of course, as they look online for validation in a culture that makes it near impossible for women to balance their careers, children, and sanity—and contend with the reality that, if they want to make money from sponsors, their posts must be cheerful.

In Chapter 8, I discuss how anti-vaxxers convince women that safe, life-saving vaccines are dangerous. One way they’ve built their movement online is by reaching out to women when they’re most vulnerable—after their child has died or received a devastating medical diagnosis—and convincing them vaccines were responsible, turning them into fierce anti-vax advocates. This has been going on for years, and it laid the groundwork for people to be skeptical of coronavirus vaccines. Anti-vaxxers successfully convinced many women not to get vaccinated against Covid by using social media to spread a deceptive claim uniquely designed to frighten us: the contention that the vaccine causes infertility. Then, when they or their family members got sick or schools were shuttered due to community spread, women were largely the ones left to handle the fallout.

In Chapter 9, I discuss the new ways women are trolled online and what we can do about it. A 2020 study conducted by The Economist Intelligence Unit found that 38 percent of a sample of women in 51 countries have been victims of online violence, from violent threats to stalking to doxing—posting private information, like someone’s address, online.9 Women of color are hardest hit. Amnesty International found that Black women are 84 percent more likely than white women to be on the receiving end of online abuse.10 So when people like Elon Musk claim to be promoting “free speech” when they host abusive content on their platforms, what they’re really doing is silencing the women and girls who flee social media when they’re targeted.

One reason online abuse against women isn’t taken more seriously is because tech companies and law enforcement agencies are, of course, largely run by men. Women routinely say that when they file reports of abuse after men threaten to attack them online, tech companies either don’t respond or claim their terms of service weren’t violated. When women report online death threats to police, officers often don’t investigate. By contrast, people who make death threats against police officers online are often promptly identified and prosecuted.

In Chapter 10, I look at the shocking sexism and misogyny that women who work in Silicon Valley and as social media managers for brands are up against. The cultures inside tech companies have been described as “brotopia.” But they’re far from utopia for the women who come up against rape jokes and sexual passes from their bosses as a normal part of trying to do their jobs. Meanwhile, most of the people who run the social media accounts of companies and other organizations are women.11 The average salary for a social media manager is roughly a third of the average salary in the male-dominated tech sector,12 even though many of the skills social media managers draw upon are remarkably similar to those in tech jobs. I also discuss how, by reading our emails, tracking our physical locations via our phones, and following our every online move, modern tech companies have created what Al Gore calls a “stalker economy.”

Finally, in Chapter 11, I explore the predominant way feminism and female empowerment have been portrayed online in recent years: through viral videos made by companies telling women we can solve all our own problems if we just feel beautiful, act confident, and buy the right body wash—instead of looking to others (like, say, the corporations who put out these videos while continuing to objectify and underpay women) to change the way they treat us. All this has triggered an epic backlash that has reduced the rights of millions of women and girls. We can see this in everything from the election of Donald Trump in 2016 to the 2022 Supreme Court decision that took away women’s right to decide whether and when we become mothers and terminate pregnancies that threaten our lives.



While writing this book, I came to a shocking realization: life now seems to be imitating social media. We all know social media has become a cesspool of sexism and misogyny, but we can’t escape it by turning off our phones or deleting our accounts, because what’s happening on social media is changing our offline world. It’s making it more socially acceptable and commonplace to abuse women and deprive us of our rights. An example of this is how incels who have been radicalized online have gone on to commit so many mass shootings.

And violence targeting women in politics is on the rise all over the world, according to the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project.13 It’s hard not to trace this back to the shocking abuse women politicians are facing online, which I describe in Chapter 9. It can also help explain why, in 2021, women were less likely to say they’d consider running for office than they were in 2001.14

Some people say we should stop using social networks because they’re toxic places. But I don’t believe we should turn social media into what Saudi Arabia was like when I visited a decade ago, where women are run out of public places in which we could empower ourselves. It’s also increasingly clear to me that this “solution” wouldn’t work anyway, because as men become more radicalized online, they’re becoming more emboldened to abuse and even kill women offline. We can’t stand down and let this keep happening. We have to fix what’s wrong with social media.



This book is motivated by my fears about how using social media—and living in the world wrought by social media—will affect my own young daughters. It’s a rallying cry for us to use our collective power to upend this entire system. I’ll explain exactly how we can do it—by recognizing and calling out the subtle (and not-so-subtle) sexism and misogyny we find online, rejecting the misinformation that is directly targeted to us because of our gender, using our platforms to boost one another and call attention to the injustices we collectively face, and demanding that tech companies and lawmakers crack down on the astounding new forms of violence and abuse we’re up against online.

Let’s do this.






1
GIRL MEETS INSTAGRAM



The typical girl’s relationship with social media now begins long before she enters the birth canal. That’s when many elated expecting parents start sharing sonogram photos and other details of their daughter-in-development. So-called “sharenting” is when parents post pictures of their kids on social media, which can include shots of them in diapers and, as they grow up, anecdotes about their embarrassing questions and misdeeds. Children have practically no privacy rights to prevent this from happening or, crucially, to later demand that tech companies remove it from the Internet.1

That’s what bothers Mikaela, 15, whose parents are both comedians with public Instagram accounts followed by tens of thousands of people. Mikaela’s parents love posting photos and videos of her on their accounts—like pictures of her in a Halloween costume, or videos of her dancing or awkwardly trying to figure out how to hit a tennis racquet. She hates it so much that she doesn’t allow her dad to take photos or videos of her at all anymore, she told me, because she worries they’ll end up online. But since she’s asked them to stop, her parents now post photos they still have of her when she was younger—which she doesn’t appreciate either.

Mikaela’s main worry is that kids in her school will see the posts. “It’s embarrassing, and it’s scary that they might make fun of me,” she told me. Most of the bullying in her high school doesn’t happen in the hallway, she says. It happens on social media.

“A lot of times [bullying] takes place in group chats on Snapchat where people send photos of one specific person,” she explained. “Boys love to do this. They make these group chats and will add random people and be like ‘you’re so weird.’”

Girls experience online bullying at almost double the rate of boys, according to a 2023 report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Twenty percent of girls have to contend with it.2

Mikaela told me she wouldn’t mind if her parents posted about her on private accounts for family and friends. “It makes sense for a family member to see their niece growing up,” she says. “It doesn’t make sense for Randy who lives in Texas to see video of me growing up. I don’t know if there’s gonna be a creep seeing photos of me.”

Leah Plunkett, a lecturer at Harvard Law School and author of Sharenthood: Why We Should Think Before We Talk About Our Kids Online, says sharenting can be especially detrimental to young girls like Mikaela. “They’re coming of age in a society where girls and women are judged on their physical appearance and ability to please an audience,” she says. “If girls are raised to please the audience of a parent’s camera and become aware that those pictures and videos are going to a larger audience, the message is, ‘you should learn to comport yourself even in your private life in a way that will please us as your parental audience and other viewers.’”

As they grow up, they may keep seeking affirmation by trying to make other people happy instead of focusing on their own needs and desires. And Plunkett points out that putting pictures of kids in the bathtub or otherwise unclothed online sets an especially dangerous precedent for young girls, because it suggests that it’s appropriate for them to post photos in which they’re undressed in the future, too.

What’s more, those pictures and potty-training anecdotes might later show up in the media when their daughters grow up and try to position themselves, let’s say, as serious candidates for political office. We can expect these kinds of scenarios to become increasingly common as the offspring of parents who began using social networks over the past couple decades come of age and become public figures. And as we’ll see in Chapter 3, when they grow up, their daughters will likely be judged for this content by especially unforgiving standards, simply because of their gender.



Social apps also teach girls to judge themselves unforgivingly. Vivian was 15 years old when Instagram launched in 2010. She was an early adopter. “Initially when I joined, I took pictures of flowers and nature and it was more of a creative tool,” she told me. “But as it became more popular, fitness pages started to turn up.”

Vivian loved yoga, so she posted a picture of herself doing a handstand, which was shared by a “fitspo”—short for “fitspiration,” or fitness inspiration—account. Soon she was following fitspo accounts, along with models and influencers. She decided she wanted to look like them.

But the people girls follow online often set unattainable standards. Humans don’t tend to naturally have the “Instagram body.” Achieving it usually involves surgery.3 Unfortunately that doesn’t stop teens from comparing and despairing that they don’t look like influencers.

“I used to run track, I used to enjoy exercise for the sake of exercise, for its mood enhancing effects, for the competition, and just for the joy of moving,” Vivian says. “But it became about the aesthetic when these images started flooding into my world. I wanted to look like these people who appeared to be killing it at life. I was trying to be and look like something that didn’t really exist before Instagram.”

What about all those Kate Moss ads and glossy women’s magazines that taught generations of young women to count their calories before they all started counting their social media followers? Unsurprisingly, research shows that seeing idealized women’s bodies in ads makes girls feel lower body satisfaction afterwards.4 But past generations of girls didn’t necessarily spend hours each day staring at them.

On social media, “it’s the amount of accounts, women, bodies that are put in front of us,” Vivian says. “It’s so easily accessible and in your hands at all times. There’s this mass amount of comparison at your fingertips, where you can feel good about yourself and then see a picture and you don’t, because you don’t look like these things that have been airbrushed.”

On many Instagram accounts, “the women are naturally lean and slender,” Vivian, who is white, says. “That’s not my body type, and it’s really difficult for anyone to change your body’s set point.”

For the record, she’s right: biology, rather than our own behavior, plays an enormous role in determining what we weigh. Identical twins who are raised apart from one another tend to have practically the same weights, while kids who are adopted end up with body mass indexes similar to those of their biological parents.5

This means that, if you want to change your body, “you have to go to extremes,” Vivian says. “So that’s what I did.”

Vivian says high school was already a difficult time. Her parents fought. Her classes were hard. She was bullied at school. And “when you’re that age, you’re not thinking clearly,” she says. So in high school she restricted her calories, eating as little as possible, to try to look like the influencers she followed on Instagram. She also did lots of cardio workouts, since that’s what she saw recommended on Instagram. And she acted on other information she found on the app: “Twelve-hundred calorie diets, how to cut carbs, how to not eat sugar, how to say no to food at the holidays,” she recalls, “all approaching nutrition from ‘you are fat and need to not be.’”



The average child joins social media at an even younger age than Vivian: 12.6, according to Common Sense Media.6 That’s just before they’re legally allowed to have accounts in their own names without parental consent at age 13.7 And it’s over a decade before the part of the brain that controls decision making fully matures, around age 25.8

What’s more, in the early teen years, a girl’s confidence plunges—a drop far beyond anything the average boy experiences.9 And she becomes fixated on her body.

Body image is central to the identities of teen girls, says Jean Twenge, PhD, author of iGen: Why Today’s Super-Connected Kids Are Growing Up Less Rebellious, More Tolerant, Less Happy—and Completely Unprepared for Adulthood—And What That Means for the Rest of Us. “That occurs for boys and men as well but is not as acute.”10

This is the vulnerable state young girls are in when they first sign up for Instagram.

What’s more, it’s an especially critical time for their development. “When girls are going through puberty between the ages of 11 and 13, their brain is rewiring,” social psychologist Jonathan Haidt, PhD, tells me. “It’s the most sensitive time other than in utero for a girl’s brain development. So parents should be very concerned about what girls are exposed to during this very important window.”

What Vivian was being exposed to, of course, was lots of filtered, idealized images. To make herself look like the other women she was seeing online, she used an app to smooth her skin, whiten her teeth, and reshape her figure. Using social media felt performative, Vivian recalls.

“The difference between having social media and not is there was no rest from it, there was no break. I didn’t get to go home and relax after school and not worry what people thought. It was like, ‘oh my gosh, I have to go post a picture that people will think is relevant.’ Every moment of your life, you’re thinking about whether or not it’s postable.”

Vivian enjoyed the validation she got from getting likes on her posts, which made her dependent on other people for her happiness and well-being. It was nerve-wracking. “It was that anxiety factor of wanting to constantly check if people are commenting or noticing you or giving you approval,” she said. “I’ve never experienced such a heightened sense of ‘oh my god, no one responded, I have to take this down,’ or ‘what have I done wrong to not get a reaction?’ That definitely determined whether I felt good or bad about myself.”

Soon, she was paying for services to get likes on her posts. “You’re paying someone in Bangladesh like $200 a month,” she remembered. “I didn’t want people to be like, ‘oh, that post didn’t do very well.’”

When she got validation from real people, she felt it was tied to her body. “I didn’t think, ‘they think I’m smart, they think I’m funny,’” she recalls. “I was so conscious of wanting to feel liked, and looking good was a quick and easy way to do that. Instagram provided a platform to advertise that you look good.”

But, looking back, while Vivian was cultivating online followers, she was missing out on true female friendships. “In high school I didn’t learn where or how to find real friends, and that was hard,” she says. “In college, I lived in a dorm with other girls, but then once I got older, I didn’t know where to find friends.” Social media, she says, provided “a false sense of connection. It was a placeholder for actual real relationships.” It left her feeling lonely.

She’s not the only one. These days, it’s more typical for people to feel lonely than to feel connected, according to psychologist Marisa Franco, PhD. Dr. Franco says we’re living in a time of “friendship famine.” Americans have fewer friends than ever before. It started decades ago, with the arrival of television, when people started watching sitcoms instead of getting together with friends. But, since 2012, when social media took off, loneliness has surged. And being lonely is toxic. Studies show that having friends is more important for our health than even diet and exercise.11

Of course, social media is also a place where friendships can be forged. Natasha Varela, a licensed clinical professional counselor in Illinois who specializes in working with youth and their families, is Latina. She says it can be empowering for Latina girls and girls of color who live in a predominantly non-Hispanic, white society to find online communities with other people who “look and talk like me.”

It’s easy to see how social media can be an especially important tool for teens who are minorities in their physical communities. Take game developer Zoë Quinn, who uses they/them pronouns. Internet trolls obtained naked photos of them and sent the photos to their friends and family. Trolls also doxed them, deluged them with rape threats, encouraged them to commit suicide, reported them en masse to the IRS, forced them to live in hiding, and caused them to be put on post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) medication. It was part of a series of attacks on women in gaming—particularly women who aren’t white—that became known as Gamergate.12 Still, Quinn writes in Crash Override: How Gamergate (Nearly) Destroyed My Life, and How We Can Win the Fight Against Online Hate that “everything I have, everything good in my life, I owe to the internet’s ability to empower people like me, people who wouldn’t have a voice without it.”13

In particular, Quinn says that, as an LGBTQIA+ teen, the anonymity of the Internet helped them overcome their “massive social anxiety” and the awkwardness of asking potential dates whether they were queer. People who they met online helped them fight loneliness and the desire to kill themself. And Quinn learned and established their career as a game developer online.14

Varela tells me she also sees teens exploring a wide range of identities and communities on TikTok. Some of it—like communities for youth activists, or interests that can turn into careers—can be healthy. The options feel practically limitless.

But, while some teens use social media to find healthy communities, others like Vivian end up cultivating online followers at the expense of deeper friendships. One thing that can leave teens feeling isolated is the sense of envy they may develop from keeping up with their friends’ seemingly perfect lives on social media. If you’ve ever used a social app, I’m not going to blow your mind right now when I tell you that one of the main things we do on social networks is compare ourselves to others.15 On Instagram, what racks up likes isn’t generally depictions of what a lot of girls’ lives are really like: dragging themselves out of bed to the sound of too-early alarms, doing tedious homework after school, fighting with their parents, lacking the freedom to do what they really want.

“On social media, almost every girl sees that her life is worse than average and she is below average. That is a terrible thing to do to a kid at any age, but it’s especially damaging during puberty,” Dr. Haidt tells me.

Social media also allows teens to become aware of every party to which they weren’t invited—or to which they weren’t allowed to go.

“With this ability to share your location with friends on Snapchat, I’ve had clients talk about seeing that all of their friends are together at a friend’s house and they know that but can’t talk about it because it’s kind of creepy to snoop on your friends, so they’re just holding this hurt and these feelings of rejection and exclusion,” Varela told me.

This can be especially devastating for girls. “Social connectedness is much more important for girls than boys, typically,” Igor Galynker, MD, PhD, director of Mt. Sinai’s Suicide Research and Prevention Laboratory, tells me. “It starts in middle school and continues for a lifetime. And because it is much more important for girls, girls spend a lot more time on social media. So they’re more affected by cyberbullying and the hostility they find online, as well as feelings of being left out.”

Vivian felt badly about herself when she compared her life to photos posted by other girls her age. Her mom had strict rules and didn’t let her go out to socialize much. “Seeing friends go places on social media, I wanted to look like I was keeping up even though I didn’t really do that much. So I channeled that into fitness. I wanted an identity I could show on Instagram that made me cool—and hot, of course,” she recalls.

When girls feel jealous of what they see, they often respond by trying to emulate or outdo their friends in their own posts, triggering a vicious cycle that only sets an impossible standard for everyone.16 It’s easy to see how an adolescent girl like Vivian, already low in confidence, would walk away from Instagram feeling like she doesn’t measure up to the shiny, happy (but, also: filtered, fake) pictures she finds online. The feeling can stay with her long after she logs off.

To make things worse, the algorithms designed by social networks amplify their insecurities. In 2022, researchers at the Center for Countering Digital Hate created a TikTok account pretending to be a 13-year-old girl and liked videos about mental health and body image. In under three minutes, TikTok was recommending suicide content. Within eight minutes, it was recommending eating disorder content. And the account was absolutely deluged with mental health and body image content. These kinds of posts—like videos advertising tummy-tuck surgery and weight loss drinks to a 13-year-old girl—appeared every 39 seconds. When an account was set up with a username suggesting the girl was vulnerable, she was shown even more harmful content.17

Senator Richard Blumenthal’s staff also created an Instagram account purporting to be a 13-year-old girl and followed accounts about eating disorders and dieting. Instagram was soon recommending accounts with names like “I have to be thin” and “eternally starved.”18 Is it any wonder Vivian developed an eating disorder?

Vivian still remembers what happened when she went to extremes to try to look like the women she followed on Instagram: “Your brain fixates on food because your body is starving, and it feeds into the calorie counting, the anxiety,” she told me. “I had gut issues. I was cold and exhausted all the time.”

Vivian’s fitness obsession continued when she moved across the country for college. Things came to a head when she was hospitalized for malnutrition. Along with the rest of her muscles, her heart had weakened. It nearly stopped. Nurses had to wake her in the middle of the night to feed her protein shakes.

After ten days in the hospital, Vivian went to an outpatient treatment center for six months, missing her spring semester of junior year. Her mom moved in with her and her roommates, driving her to treatment each day.

But even after intensive treatment, she continues to struggle with eating issues as a woman in her 20s, Vivian says.

Sometimes the results of what girls see online are even more tragic. In 2022, a British coroner ruled that social media contributed to 14-year-old Molly Russell’s suicide. In the six months before she took her life, Molly liked, shared, or saved 2,100 posts about suicide, depression, or self-harm on Instagram.19



In her late twenties, Vivian now works in the healthcare industry. She also works as a part-time physical trainer. On Instagram, where she posts photos and fitness content, “I get so many negative comments, like ‘why do you do that exercise, that’s so stupid,’” she tells me. “I don’t think anyone would say that to a dude. They think they can push you around a little bit because they think you’re sensitive. So they’re mean, and they’re hurtful, and people take things out on you online that they would never say to your face.”

As a trainer, she’s also come to recognize the same terrible effects Instagram had on her in her clients who tell her they want to look like influencers. As The New York Times explains it, “the so-called Instagram body, seen on rappers, reality stars and actresses, includes an extreme hourglass shape, [and] a flat tummy, with voluptuous hips and buttocks.”20

But Vivian tells me that “the Kim Kardashian aesthetic is impossible. You’re not going to have a thin waist and a butt at the same time, that just doesn’t happen. But clients will show me pictures of people they want to look like, and it’s like, ‘this woman works out for a living and is 20 years younger than you.’ It’s not attainable, but we think it is because it’s all over our feeds.”

This helps explain why visually oriented platforms like Instagram are the most detrimental to our mental health. One study of 14–24-year-olds in the United Kingdom found that Instagram and Snapchat, which place the greatest emphasis on images, were the platforms that were worst for their well-being.21 And girls are the ones who use these platforms the most.22

Documents leaked by Facebook staffer turned whistleblower Frances Haugen show that Meta, Facebook and Instagram’s parent company, is well aware of these problems. “Thirty-two percent of teen girls said that when they felt bad about their bodies, Instagram made them feel worse,” according to internal research leaked by Haugen. “Comparisons on Instagram can change how young women view and describe themselves.”

Facebook later pointed out that the data was based on a small sample size, since 150 girls out of a few thousand who they interviewed reported this. And self-reports like this can be unreliable, since teens may be repeating the conventional wisdom that social media is bad or not accurately diagnosing themselves.23 Still, according to the company’s internal research, “aspects of Instagram exacerbate each other to create a perfect storm.” That’s partly because “social comparison is worse on Instagram.” Staffers noted that TikTok is more about performances, while even on Snapchat people tend to focus on faces rather than bodies and lifestyles. In the company’s surveys, teens said Instagram made them less confident that their friendships were strong. All of this can promote eating disorders, unhealthy body images, and depression, according to the company.24

The effects are amplified by the way social media comes to consume girls’ lives. Half of teen girls say they’re almost always online (compared to 39 percent of teen boys).25 When I spoke to Haugen, the whistleblower, she pointed out that “it used to be that you got to go home from junior high if you had a really bad day and someone made fun of how lame your jeans were and it would evaporate. Now, it doesn’t. Social media lets you obsess until the moment you fall asleep or people can harass you till you go to bed and then the first thing you see is more mean comments when you wake up.”

But many young people like Vivian have parents who don’t let them go where they want offline. So they’re stuck at home—where they turn to social media and have potentially far more dangerous experiences.

These platforms have also changed the way many girls lead their lives offline. Now, instead of doing things and getting photos for social media, girls like Vivian do things so they can share them on social networks.26 The work of curating their lives for Instagram or TikTok can become a full-time job in itself, on top of the other (important) things they need to do at this stage of life.27

Developmental psychologist Erik Erikson says the key project of adolescence is identity formation.28 But if a girl is constantly worried about following, reacting to, and staging her life for others, she’s less focused on her inner self. It can also be tough for other healthy activities to compete with the dopamine rushes girls get from racking up likes on social media.

Yet “the more the need for the ‘others’ is fed, the less able one is to engage the work of self-construction,” Shoshana Zuboff, PhD, writes in The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of Power. This is a profound loss. A woman who doesn’t achieve an appropriate balance between her inner and outer lives is more likely to have trouble coping with solitude and lack a strong sense of self.29

It’s therefore not surprising that, as teen use of social media exploded, alarm bells began ringing everywhere that they weren’t faring well. Between 2011 and 2021, the percentage of high school girls who felt persistently sad or hopeless skyrocketed from 36 to 57 percent, according to the CDC.30 Between 2009 and 2015, the number of 10-to-14-year-old girls admitted to the emergency room after intentionally hurting themselves nearly tripled.31 And between 2007 and 2015, the suicide rate for 15-to-19-year-old girls doubled, according to the CDC.32

Researchers disagree about whether this is caused by—or even correlated with—the use of social media. Candice Odgers, PhD, a professor of psychological science at the University of California, Irvine who studies the effects of online experiences on adolescent health and development, told me there isn’t a causal link between the use of social media and suicide and depression. Girls today are stressed because we live in a sick society, she says. They’ve had to deal with the Great Recession. Covid. School shootings. Climate change. Because of demographic changes, there are more girls of color, who contend with racism and other challenges. Many of the movements that are making social progress, like #MeToo, Black Lives Matter, and increased acceptance of diverse gender and sexual identities, are also causing lots of social strife.

But Dr. Haidt says the problem with studies that don’t find negative outcomes associated with social media use is that they tend to study both boys and girls and include screen-based activities like texting. He says this masks the ways visually oriented platforms like Instagram are affecting girls in particular.

One thing both Dr. Odgers and Dr. Haidt do agree on, though, is that research conducted in the United Kingdom finds that, among girls between the ages of 11 and 13 (when they typically go through puberty), greater social media use predicts lower life satisfaction a year later.33

Social media also comes with real potential safety risks for girls who try to become influencers and post content for public consumption in the hopes of getting enough views to be compensated by social networks or attract brand sponsorships.

By college, men Vivian didn’t know were reaching out to her on social media asking to go have drinks so they could help her become a model or offer her other kinds of connections. She was intrigued, so she would exchange messages with them, she recalls. It was tempting to engage with these men because Vivian wanted to be a fitness influencer herself, just like the women she was following on Instagram.

Ultimately, she decided not to meet up. Looking back, she realizes she was possibly in far more danger than she ever realized. “You just never know what someone is going to do,” she told me. “I know so many girls who would go and meet up with these guys and it’s scary.” She pointed out that sex trafficking is a huge problem in the area where she lived.

Vivian did try reaching out to healthy food and activewear brands to ask them to sponsor her but ultimately never made any money from influencing. “It was all just a big waste of time,” she says. “All this stuff is not actually feasible because of how saturated it is.”

But that doesn’t stop other girls from trying to make money from their posts. Of course, if a teen girl were starring in a film or television show, she’d be protected by laws designed to safeguard her welfare.34 But when a tween strips on TikTok Live and is rewarded with Venmo payments by her male admirers, there aren’t safeguards in place for her protection.35

“There’s an emerging informal economy where girls seem to be recruited to monetize their private behavior explicitly for money in ways that would be uncomfortable and in many cases illegal if it were being done in a brick and mortar way through the formal economy,” Plunkett, the Sharenthood author, told me. “We don’t have exact numbers, but I’m very comfortable saying our working understanding should be that the adult market for this content tends to be males who are looking for girls and female teens.”

Even if girls don’t post racy content, they still risk attracting the attention of unsavory men. Florida teenager Ava Majury started posting videos of herself dancing on TikTok at age 13. They caught the eye of 18-year-old Eric Rohan Justin, who initially paid Ava $300 for selfies. When he asked to buy “booty pics” and pictures of her feet, she blocked him, and her dad texted Justin to say Ava was a minor and he should stop contacting her. In 2021, Justin showed up at her family’s home with a shotgun and blew open the front door. Ava’s father shot and killed him. The next month, Ava’s parents discovered that a man who contacted Ava offering to pay for her phone number was a registered sex offender. And after Ava said another boy in her class was watching and following her, she stopped attending school in person. But she stayed on social media.36



The other kinds of risks girls disproportionately face when they post on social media can haunt them long into the future. In today’s cancel culture, kids can ruin their chances at college admission or future jobs with a single post—before they’re mature enough to fully appreciate the possible consequences. Girls are, of course, especially vulnerable.

“A boy can be a star athlete and good at school and also make a mistake and people say he did something stupid,” Laura Otton, a New York–based psychotherapist, told me. “There doesn’t tend to be this domino effect of a mistake negating all his other good characteristics. Whereas, even in childhood, girls are judged based on their mistakes. If a girl makes a mistake and posts something inappropriate, it is judged as a reflection of her worth, her morality, and who she is.”

But kids still post things that could come back to bite them in the future all the time. “The prefrontal lobe is the last part of the brain that fully develops, later in young adulthood,” Varela says. “It’s the part of the brain that can pause and understand long-term consequences of actions. So when they take a risk, they think, ‘the consequences aren’t really going to happen to me.’”

Charlotte, 16, is from New York City. Her mom, Melinda, constantly reminds Charlotte to be careful what she posts on social media. Melinda follows Charlotte on Instagram to make sure she follows the rules. No bikini photos allowed. But guess what? Kids don’t always listen to their parents.

So, two years ago, Charlotte posted photos of herself in bikinis on a website called VSCO that her mom didn’t know about. She remembers it was spring break and she was on vacation in the Caribbean when she discovered those bikini shots she’d posted
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