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& introduction

~"'why mental health matters in an online word

2 our minds matter

Welcome to Social Media & Mental Health, for Teens By Teens!* Here, we’ll tackle the highs, lows, and
everything in between about living in the online world. Whether you're snapping selfies, scrolling through
trends, or trying to figure out if it’s time to log off, this guide is here to help you navigate the digital universe

with confidence and care.

The internet can be an incredible space to connect, create, and express yourself. But it also comes with
challenges, like pressure, misinformation, and tricky decisions. The way we interact online can have a big impact
on our mental health, for better or worse. Social media and digital spaces can boost your mood one minute and
leave you feeling overwhelmed, insecure, or drained the next. We’ve created this guide to share practical ways to

protect your mental well-being while staying grounded in your real life.

*This guide was written by the 2024-2025 OMM Teen Advisory Council, with edits & adaptations made by
the OMM Team.

here’s what we’ll get into:

Internet Safety and "Is This Okay to Post?"
Worrying about how others will react to your posts—or dealing with the fallout from oversharing

—can create anxiety. This section focuses on protecting your privacy and your peace of mind.

Going Viral and Easy Claims to Fame
While going viral can feel amazing, the sudden attention (and sometimes criticism) can also be
overwhelming. This may lead to stress, anxiety, or pressure to live up to expectations. We’ll

explore how to manage these challenges and stay true to yourself.

Cyberbullying
Being bullied online can have lasting impacts on mental health, including increased feelings of
loneliness, depression, and anxiety. We’ll discuss how to deal with bullies, build resilience, and

find support.



Body Image and Online Comparison
Filters and picture-perfect posts can make you question your own worth, leading to self-doubt,
unhealthy behaviors, and even depression. This section shares ways to resist harmful

comparisons and celebrate you.

Misinformation and Unrealistic Expectations

Seeing fake news or overly edited versions of reality can make it hard to know what’s true or
trust yourself. Knowing when (and when not) to join online trends and certain conversations can
protect you from stress, drama, or feeling like you have to speak up about everything. We'll talk

about how to spot misinformation and stay grounded in what’s real.

FOMO (Fear of Missing Out)

Feeling like you're missing out on fun can trigger anxiety and lower self-esteem. We’ll help you

understand how to reframe those feelings and focus on what really matters in your own life.

Al and Mental Health

Learn to think critically about the pros and cons of using Al, especially for mental health care or

emotional support.

This guide isn’t about setting rules or judging your choices—social media and
the digital world are huge parts of our society, and there are lots of positives
to that. We're here, as teens just like you, to help you create a healthier,
happier relationship with the digital world while staying grounded in your

real life.

So dive in, take what you need, and remember: You’re not alone in figuring

this out. Together, let’s make the digital space a better place for all of us!




¢4 is this ok to post?

A~ internet safety and smarts

(@\ the issue

Posting your personal information, like your name and location, or the info of others, can impact
your safety and lead to major stress and anxiety. Additionally, what you post today creates a digital
footprint that can last forever. Even if you archive or delete something, it can still be accessed years

later and potentially affect your future career, relationships, or even safety.

<@> what to watch out for

Sharing Personal Details
While it may not feel like a big deal to post your location or post a “day in the life” video,
some information is not fit to post or share online (even if it’s just a DM!). To keep
yourself safe, avoid posting the following:
* Your real-time location
e Where your (or someone else’s) house is, or what your daily routine looks like with
locations
* Your full name, date of birth, or any identifying information. This includes boarding
passes on vacation, college acceptance letters, work schedules, or anything in your
wallet, like a credit card or license.
* Private conversations or photos. Even if you share them with someone you trust or
delete the message later on, once you send it, a version of the message exists online
forever. This can betray trust, hurt your or someone else’s reputation, or even make it

hard to get a job later in life.

Stranger Danger

Just like in real life, don't talk to strangers. When online, only communicate with people
you know in real life, and try not to share personal information over social media apps. If
someone you don’t know is asking for personal information or pictures of you, don’t send

it and tell a trusted adult right away. You don’t have to handle scary situations alone!



Your Digital Footprint

When you’re caught up in the drama of a group chat or venting your feelings in the

comment section, it’s easy to post something that can come back to haunt you later.

Whether it’s a risky joke or a private photo, once something is out there, screenshots and

screen recordings mean you lose control over where it goes or who sees it down the road.

@ tips for posting safely

The Grandma Test

If you wouldn’t want your grandma or future employer to see it, don’t post it. If you’re

unsure if it’s ok to post, it’s probably best left in your drafts, not on your feed.

Lock It Down
Setting your accounts to private lets you control who can view your posts and prevents
personal details from falling into the hands of people you don't know. It can also prevent

you from dealing with unwanted comments or DMs from strangers or bots.

Create a Strong Password

Your social media accounts should have a strong password with a mix of capital letters,
lowercase letters, symbols, and numbers. This will ensure your password is hard to
guess. Avoid using the same password over and over again when you can.

Make sure you NEVER give out your password to anyone, even a close friend, so that you

never have to worry about losing control of your accounts.

Don’t Share Your Location Publicly
While most platforms like Snapchat and Instagram give you the option to share your
location, it can be a big risk. If you want to include a location, post the content after

you’ve already left the area.

Being mindful of what you post on social media not only keeps you safer, but also helps you avoid unwanted
attention, a negative social media presence that will follow you in the future, and general anxiety. Taking a beat

to think before you post can help you protect yourself and your digital footprint.
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Below are two examples of teens’ social media posts. Can you catch the strengths

and weaknesses of each?
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St. August University

selenegstaugustuniedu | 222 555 7777

October 5, 2027

Ms. Maria Kingsley
123 Eim Street]
Longview, Wa 28632

Dear Mr. Kingsey,

We are pleased to inform you that your applicatien to St. August University has been ac

Welcome to our esteemed institution!

Your dedication and commitment truly stood out amongst the pool of applicants, and we

that you will thrive in our academic community. We are confident that you will make v|
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Washington dorm? See you move in day,
August 18" =

This person posted their
college acceptance letter &
envelope, including their
full name, dorm, move in

date, and address
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St. August University

seleneg@staugustuniedu | 222 555 7777

We are pleased to inform you that your application to St. August University has been acq

Welcome to our esteemed institution!

Your dedication and commitment truly stood out amongst the pool of applicants, and we

that you will thrive in our academic community. We are confident that you will make vi
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This person posted their

college acceptance letter
with name, address, etc.
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& when to take a break

_~7 managing appropriate use of social media

(@\ the issue

Social media overuse shows up in a lot of different ways, like scrolling when you should be sleeping,

neglecting people or responsibilities to go on social media, or measuring your self-worth in how many

likes or views you get. Infinite scrolling is designed to keep your brain chasing dopamine hits. When

we don't take breaks, our brains never get a chance to reset, which can lead to brain fog, irritability,

and increased feelings of loneliness. If you’re scrolling late at night, the blue light also messes with

your sleep, which is a key part of your mental and physical health.

Q> what to watch out for

Knowing when to put down your device is key to combating social media dependence. Here are

some signs that it might be time to log off.

*Keep in mind that this is not an exhaustive list—There may be other signs that it’s time for a screen

break!
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You Are Picking Social Media Over Basic Needs

Staying online for too long and too often may prevent us from maintaining self-care
habits, keeping up with chores, getting proper sleep, etc. Skipping these routines can
eventually impact how we feel and show up in our everyday lives. If you find yourself

staying up late when you should be sleeping, it’s time for a break.

You Are Multitasking With Social Media

Are you on your device when face-to-face connections should be happening? Are you
choosing social media and being online over hanging out with friends in person, going to
after-school activities, or having dinner with your family? This is a sign that social media

is actually preventing you from connecting.

You Are Always Thinking About Your Likes or Views
Thinking about whether people online like what you post is normal, but when it starts to
dictate your self-worth, mood, or what you choose to post, that’s a big clue that you might

need a break.

It’s Not Fun Anymore
Ask yourself if you are still having fun using social media, or if it’s just out of habit. Are
you expressing yourself and connecting with others, or are you scrolling mindlessly? If

you’re not sure, try creating a list of pros and cons as a starting point.


https://med.stanford.edu/news/insights/2021/10/addictive-potential-of-social-media-explained.html

@ tips for unplugging

Taking a social media break can look different for everyone, and doesn’t have to be all or nothing.

Next time you’re tempted to scroll, consider one of these low- or no-tech activities instead!

Set a Timer
Use app limits or the clock function on your phone to protect your time—give yourself 15

minutes to scroll, and then move on to something else

Get Active
Moving your body can look a variety of ways: a walk around your neighborhood, playing
basketball at your community center, skateboarding with friends, following an online yoga

routine—the list is endless!

Get Creative
Drawing, writing stories, making music, scrapbooking, crocheting, baking, jewelry
making, or any form of expressing yourself through a creative outlet can be a great way to

decompress. You may surprise yourself with what you’re able to create!

Follow Your Curiosity
Have a skill you’ve always wanted to learn or a topic you’d like to learn more about? Take
some time to read more and practice this activity. Maybe this is learning a new language,

trying a fun new recipe, or learning how to sew and repair your clothes.

Phone a Friend or Family Member
Think about how you can use your phone to make more intentional connections with
friends and loved ones. Even better if you can schedule time to catch up or do an activity

in person!

Taking a social media break doesn’t mean you can never use it again—but it’s a good way to get in

touch with yourself and re-evaluate what you want your relationship with social media to look like.



& claims to fame

A~ the redlity of going viral

(@\ the issue

Going viral might seem like the ultimate goal, but going viral, or trying to, can keep you locked in a
cycle of highs and lows that can lead to burnout or cause you to lose passion for hobbies you used to
do just for fun. Because creators are constantly creating new content, they may experience emotional
and creative exhaustion. Maintaining a public persona for an online audience may cause confusion
about your true self or expose you to intense scrutiny or cyberbullying. These experiences can hurt

self-esteem and contribute to feelings of sadness, isolation, and worthlessness.

<@> what to watch out for

It’s easy to get caught up in the pressures of being an influencer or building your online following.

Take care of yourself and watch out for bad vibes like:

The Dopamine Trap
If you feel irrelevant, anxious, or unfulfilled when a post doesn’t get the attention you
\‘ were expecting or if you feel like you have to post all the time, it may be a good idea to log
R off for a while and reset. Content creation is fun, but living in the moment is better.

Practice phone-free zones or times to keep your creativity fresh.

The “Always On” Burnout

@ Lots of influencers and content creators have an online persona or personality that does
not reflect who they actually are in real life. This can be a totally ok way to separate your

& online life from your personal life, but you shouldn’t feel like you’re acting all the time.
Trying to talk, act, or behave a certain way to make other people like you more or get a

reaction can be a fast track to burnout.



@ tips for staying grounded

Sharing a passion or hobby on social media helps find and build community in an awesome way.
Focus on making content because it’s fun, not because you feel obligated to post. If posting becomes

stressful, follow these tips to help protect your peace.

Lean On Your Circle
Spend time with family and friends who know and love the real you, not just the online

version.

Set Boundaries
Just because the internet is 24/7, that doesn’t mean you have to be. Consider setting a
screen time “bedtime” at least an hour before going to sleep or leaving your phone on “do

not disturb” during hangouts with friends and family.

Go Analog
Internet fame can be short-lived and intense. Take a break with a creative hobby or set a
movement or reading goal. Investing in screen-free activities can build your confidence

and help beat imposter syndrome.

Social media is a powerful tool for connection and creativity, but it shouldn’t come at the expense
of your mental health or real-world happiness. By watching out for the warning signs of burnout,
setting firm digital boundaries, and leaning into your real-life connections, you can protect your
peace while staying in the know. Remember, taking a break doesn’t mean disappearing from your

feed forever - it simply means putting yourself first so you can show up authentically both online and

off.
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4, cyberbullying

A staying kind and respectful online

(@\ the issue

The anonymity and accessibility of the internet makes it easier for online hate or harassment to
thrive. Today, just having a device, access to the internet, and apps can put you at risk of
cyberbullying that can follow you IRL. Cyberbullying can cause lasting mental distress, including

feelings of loneliness, depression, and hopelessness. Almost half of all teens in the U.S. have been the

victim of some kind of cyberbullying, including name-calling, rumors, and intrusive or explicit

messages. This can make it hard to concentrate in school or feel safe in social settings., and like all

bullying it can be harmful to self-worth and overall happiness.

<@> what to watch out for

Sometimes, cyberbullying can start off as something small, or folks may not realize how much their
actions hurt others. Don’t suffer in silence. Use your voice and take action if you see or experience

online hate.

o Just “Jokes”
{E‘_? Whether someone realizes their words are hurtful or not, avoiding accountability for
@u harm caused doesn’t help anyone. If you tell someone that their words hurt you, they
@l should take responsibility and apologize. If they try to brush it off or blame you for not

having a sense of humor, it can be a real red flag.

Feeling Nervous or Anxious To Go Online

$(0 g Social media is at its best when it helps you connect and learn. If logging on is setting off
§ warning bells, consider talking it out with a friend or trusted adult.

Unwanted Attention

Someone repeatedly sending you uncomfortable messages, making new accounts to

follow you after you’ve blocked them, or threatening to share your personal info online
@ are all behaviors that cross the line. If you or someone you know experiences these, get a

trusted adult involved ASAP.


https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/12/15/teens-and-cyberbullying-2022/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/12/15/teens-and-cyberbullying-2022/
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@ tips for handling hate
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Block It Out

Making your account private or turning off comments is your first line of defense against

trolls. Don’t be shy to report a problem account to the platform.

Keep the Receipts

Take screenshots of any abusive messages, posts, or comments, especially if you’re
getting a bunch from one person. This makes it easier to report to a platform, school, or
trusted adult so action can be taken ASAP. It’s not snitching to report bullying-it’s

protection.

Practice Affirmations

Affirmations are a great, research-backed practice to help improve self-esteem. You
would be surprised at how much positivity you can speak into yourself by repeating a

simple phrase! Not sure where to start? Check out OMM’s list of positive affirmations

herel

As teens, our voices, thoughts, and opinions are powerful. Have the courage to ask for help so you don’t

have to deal with cyberbullying alone.

If you or someone you know is in crisis:

o Text “MIND” to 741741 for 24/7 free support from Crisis Text Line

e Text “START” to 678678 for 24/7 free support from The Trevor Project

e Call 988 for 24/7 free support from the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline



https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-age-of-overindulgence/202307/the-science-behind-self-affirmations#:~:text=Social%20psychologists%20have%20been%20doing,in%20a%20variety%20of%20ways.
https://ourmindsmatter.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Positive-Affirmations-Activity-handout.pdf
https://ourmindsmatter.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Positive-Affirmations-Activity-handout.pdf

& misinformation

~7 how and when to participate in online discourse

12

(@\ the issue

It’s easy to drop a comment without thinking or trust the creators we follow without fact-checking,

but these simple acts can spread harmful misinformation.

More and more, folks are getting their news and information online, through social media or online

news sources. If you repeat info you heard in a video, comment on a post, or share an article with a

friend, you’re not just consuming the news, you’re helping create it. Sharing or uplifting a story

without verifying the details not only helps spread misinformation but can also feed toxic or hurtful

discussions.

<@> what to watch out for

Whether you're an influencer or a follower, it is important to understand the role we may play in

online discussions. The following can be warning signs that you may need to take a step back:

Echo Chambers

Digital echo chambers occur when your social media feed begins to reflect only your

beliefs and viewpoints on topics without exposing you to other different viewpoints. Be
aware of personal biases and work to identify false or misleading information to make

sure you're getting the whole story.

Desensitization

We might begin to feel numb and lack empathy due to the many types of content we

interact with, like violent hate trains and the normalization of death threats.

The Telephone Game
Misinformation can be spread by sharing information that has been warped through
many users. You can stop this train by getting a second opinion from a trusted source

before resharing.

News Fatigue

Feeling tired and stressed out because of the constant stream of news on your feed,
especially negative news, is something a lot of folks feel. News fatigue can lead to anxiety,
irritability, apathy, and even physical symptoms like insomnia or headaches. This not
only puts your nervous system on high alert, but heated online conversations can make

the world feel like a much meaner and more divided place than it actually is.


https://insights.som.yale.edu/insights/how-social-media-rewards-misinformation
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-sheet/news-platform-fact-sheet/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/zfrj6rd
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/explore-mental-health/articles/overwhelm-when-global-events-and-relentless-bad-news-become-too-much
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Before jumping into an online conversation, take a breath and ask yourself these questions: Will
there be a positive effect when I make this comment? What is the purpose of commenting? Is it
because I have a deep care for the subject and think what I have to say will make a difference, or is it
to hurt or belittle someone? Or is it just to be “right?” You can also consider these tips to make sure

you’re contributing in a positive way.

Do Your Research
Treat important online topics like a school paper and fact-check with reputable sources

before you post or share news.

Keep an Open Mind

Sometimes it’s better to sit back and hear different views before jumping in. Stay curious
and seek to understand the context and relevance of a post before commenting. And
sometimes, it’s not worth commenting or getting involved when others aren’t engaging in

a respectful way.

Lead with Empathy

Lots of folks who use social media may be comfortable saying daring things behind a
screen and an empty profile picture rather than in person. It can be hard for us to envision
being in the shoes of those receiving hate or criticism, but it’s important to remember that

everyone, even folks we disagree with, can feel real pain and hurt through the screen.

Invest in Media Literacy

Media Literacy refers to your ability to evaluate and critique all kinds of media, including
news, social media, and pop culture. This doesn’t just mean being able to spot
misinformation or fake news. It means being able to think critically about where
information is coming from, what the creator wants to gain from you interacting with it,
and how other pieces of media influence it. The more you cultivate awareness, the less

power misinformation and unrealistic ideals will have over your life.

Whether you’re scrolling to find memes to show your friends or become more informed, it's
important to be mindful before making or interacting with a post. Be skeptical about what you see,
use fact-checking tools, and seek out diverse perspectives. Online or IRL, a good conversation leaves

room for different opinions without using mean words or hate.


https://www.unesco.org/en/media-information-literacy

14

¢, body image

A~/ seeing through the filters

(@\ the issue

Social media can show an unrealistic expectation of what a “perfect” body looks like through the
use of filters and professional lighting. Constantly comparing ourselves to edited highlights can lead
to self-doubt or mental health challenges. Feeling insecure in your body, comparing yourself to
celebrities and influencers, and being susceptible to toxic wellness or diet culture isn’t exclusive to

those who identify as girls. Boys, gender non-conforming, and non-binary folks can feel the pressure

too, and their struggles are more likely to go unnoticed and untreated. The more time we spend
comparing, the less time we spend appreciating what our bodies can actually do (like sports,

dancing, laughing, or even just breathing).

<@> what to watch out for

Body image can be a sensitive subject for lots of teens using social media, and it can be difficult for
anyone to feel good about their body when they’re constantly being told not to. The following tips
can help keep things in perspective, but if you are having persistent or really stressful thoughts
about your body, your food, or your weight, it may be a good idea to reach out to a counselor ot

trusted adult for some extra help.

Pics and Videos That Look Too Good To Be True

Ask yourself, does this person’s post look edited? How different would their body look if
they posed differently? Was this picture taken in the morning, when this person’s

stomach is less bloated? Knowing how an image, or even a video, can be edited or

tweaked to fit a certain standard can make a huge difference in how it impacts your self-

image.

Getting In Too Deep
o Remove yourself from spiraling conversations that may be triggering or change the

subject entirely if possible. You can also use different social media settings (ex, clicking

that you’re “not interested” in seeing certain posts) to help remove harmful content from

your algorithm.


https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5731454/
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/research-briefs/lgbtq-youth-and-body-dissatisfaction-jan-2023/?__cf_chl_tk=plfTv_gkM6I8fSoh59p3E1Hd9NfAaFIlDaHZDEI3DFE-1777582789-1.0.1.1-_zU7VdwVx4m5XqZ7ZME3TrXjtiR8G2ccCPV_g1q.jJc
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Sneaky Messaging
Reviewing someone’s content first is one way to determine if they are posting about
body image in a safe and healthy way. Most disordered accounts may fixate on a certain

body type, restrictive eating or exercise, or try to sell you a product promising fast

results rather than actually promoting a healthy lifestyle. Don’t feel comfortable looking
at potentially triggering content yourself? Ask a friend or family member to take a look

for you!

Obsessive Thoughts
If you find yourself restricting food or constantly comparing your body to others, it’s

time to reach out to a professional or someone you trust for help.

@ tips for a healthier outlook

What You See Isn’t Always What You Get
Setting your accounts to private lets you control who can view your posts and prevents
personal details from falling into the hands of people you don't know. It can also prevent

you from dealing with unwanted comments or DMs from strangers or bots.

Follow Folks That Look Like You

It’s totally ok to have goals for what you want your body to do, whether those goals are
lifting a certain weight, completing a race, or feeling your best, most comfortable self.
Remember, any body you’re in is the right body for you, and following people that share

your body type can increase your confidence and help you set realistic goals.

Lift Up Authenticity
Seek out creators who are transparent about their struggles and their journeys. Taking
care of yourself isn’t easy all the time for anyone and learning from folks who are

genuine about their experience can help build resiliency and help you set realistic goals.

If you are struggling with a negative body image or feel like you are constantly chasing an
unattainable body ideal, you are not alone. Talking about how you feel can be extremely important
for building your support system and receiving support. For more information on body image and

building a body-positive or body neutral outlook, check out OMM’s Knowledge Hub or browse some

of the resources at the end of this guide like the National Alliance for Eating Disorders.



https://ourmindsmatter.org/knowledge-hub/
https://www.allianceforeatingdisorders.com/
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o1 fomo

A~ dealing with the fear of missing out

(@\ the issue

FOMO (Fear of Missing Out) is the anxiety that you are missing out on fun experiences others are

having. FOMO is associated with a range of negative emotions and can even feel the same as

rejection in our brains. It can lower your self-esteem and make you feel like your own life isn't "good

enough" compared to someone else's highlight reel.

<@> what to watch out for

If you're participating in activities and hanging out with folks just to feel included and not because

you actually enjoy it, or endlessly scrolling through other folks’ stories and vacation pics, you may

not be living a life that fully aligns with what truly matters to you.

B
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You’re Always “On”

If you find yourself always scrolling stories, wondering why you weren’t invited, and
thinking about what your friends, loved ones, or even your favorite influencers are doing,
it can have a lasting effect on how you see yourself. Remember that someone else’s social
media post only represents a fraction of their life and is usually edited or filtered to look

better than it is.

Your Screen Time Outweighs Your Face Time
While social media can be a great way to stay in contact with friends and family or find
community, spending too much time scrolling can take away from the valuable

relationships we have in the real world.

You Never Feel Good Enough

No matter how cool someone seems online, that doesn’t take away from how awesome
you are. Not everything worth doing makes it to your feed or requires you to overhaul
your whole life. If an account consistently makes you feel bad about yourself, the

"Unfollow" or "Mute" button is your best friend.


https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8283615/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S074756321630245X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S074756321630245X
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Focus On Gratitude
Try logging off and taking time to focus on what you do have rather than what you're
missing. Strengthening our real-life relationships and spending meaningful time with

friends and family offline can help us feel more fulfilled.

Choose JOMO
Embrace the Joy of Missing Out (JOMO) through solo time and self-care, and engage in

hobbies, mindfulness, or physical activity to build a stronger sense of self. It's also
important to remember that social media often presents only the best parts of others’
lives-most people aren’t posting about their lowkey night in by themselves. Planning
your own fulfilling activities and reframing your thoughts about missing out can help you

find satisfaction in your own journey.

Reframe It

Remember that saying "no" to one thing can open the door for something better.
Scheduling some time with friends and family, or a hobby or activity you genuinely enjoy,
can be a lot more fun than doing something just for the likes. Empower yourself by
celebrating your accomplishments, appreciating the present moment, and setting

meaningful goals that excite and fulfill you.

Feeling FOMO from time to time is totally normal, but if you’re feeling it all the time, it may be a red

flag. When approached with the right mindset, the fear of missing out can be transformed into a

powerful motivator to feel the joy of missing out. Remember, the best experiences are those that

resonate deeply with your values and bring joy to your life—not those dictated by comparison.
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¢ Al for mental health

~7 being smart about artificial intelligence

our minds matter
/

/ [ N

overview:

As generative Artificial Intelligence (AI) continues to take off, more and more teens
(about_33%) are turning to Al for connection & mental health support. Mental health
care is not one size fits all, and we’re not here to tell you what’s right for you.

However, there are some important things to think about before using AI for

connection or support.

It’s easy to see why someone might turn to Al to talk about a problem they’re facing. Most Al is free to use
and can feel very human, so it has the potential to bring accessible mental health support to virtually
everyone. Al also offers a “judgment-free zone” where teens can express their emotions or talk about
sensitive topics without fear of embarrassment or social stigma. It can be a lot easier to type your thoughts

into your phone than it is to make an appointment with a therapist or open up to a friend about something

difficult

When about 60% of teens with a mental health disorder do not get the help they need because of things like
cost, stigma, and long wait times due to a shortage of mental health professionals, it’s understandable why

some young people are going to Al for help.

Unfortunately, there are also some big risks in using Al for connection and support.

While Al can sound human, chatbots are software specifically designed to get you to
use them more. That means that they will always be encouraging and positive - even
when it’s not helpful. While most Al chatbots do have safety features around mental

health topics, the longer you use a chatbot, the less reliable its safety standards are,

which can increase the risk of it providing false and harmful responses that can make
someone’s mental health worse, or even put them in danger. AI does not have the same
intuition or training that a mental health professional does, and cannot provide the
same care, empathy, and support as a person. And unlike a therapist or other mental

health professional, your data, including your answers to mental health assessments and

your personal thoughts, is not guaranteed to be private. That means that whatever you
type into an Al chatbot can be stored, analyzed, and potentially shared without your —
knowledge.

\_ *this section was written by OMM staff members /



https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2025/12/09/teens-social-media-and-ai-chatbots-2025/?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23853897313&gbraid=0AAAAA-ddO9G7EEEgGV4ynXlEwsiJHwbMq&gclid=CjwKCAjw2rrQBhBuEiwAarLWHRi_GF62PIV0rTmbrDmxrxdeHIdNbwiC1hFsQGGfn-HyAjMLDTQeKhoCJZUQAvD_BwE
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if you do choose to use Al as part of your mental
health journey, here’s what we recommend:

Use Al as a Starting Point, not a catch-all tool.

Al chatbots are a good resource for learning about coping skills like breathing

)

3
©

exercises or journaling. They can provide some general tips and even help you access

resources, but they are not a substitute for therapy. Use them for what they are—a tool—

and not for what they are not—a friend or a professional. If you start to feel like you

i€

need someone to talk to about what you’re feeling, it’s time to reach out to a trusted
friend or adult.

If they’re not available, you can contact the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline (988)
or the Crisis Text Line (Text MINDS to 741741). These resources can provide the
immediate, life-saving support that an Al cannot.

Understand your privacy rights

O o It is important to know that conversations with Al are not confidential. Unlike licensed
o mental health professionals, AI companies are not bound by the same standards of
' privacy. To protect your private information, don’t share highly sensitive or personal
information, such as full names, locations, or details of what you’re going through.
Those are best shared with a trusted friend or professional.

Remember the limitations

! A big risk is that an Al chatbot is there to keep you talking, and not to give you the

w most helpful advice or support. If you notice that an Al always agrees with you or
suggests that you try something uncomfortable or violent, those can be red flags that
the platform is not equipped to provide safe and effective support.

Ultimately, your commitment to prioritizing your mental
health—in whatever way feels safest and most accessible

to you—is most important. Be gentle with yourself as you

explore your options and get the facts before using an

unfamiliar or new resource.



. additional resources

want to learn
more?

resources for internet safety resources about
cyberbullying

e Washington Trust’s 50 Internet Safety Tips

e Nemours Kids Health’s article on Online

e The Bark Blog: The History of Cyberbullying
* BrainPop Lesson on Cyberbullying for

Safety.

e PBS internet safety guide

educators

* National Institute of Health: Cyberbullying

linked with suicidal thoughts and attempts
in young adolescents
® Psychology Today: The Science Behind Self-

Affirmations

e “Iam” Affirmations App

resources about body image resources about social media
and disordered eating: and misinformation
e Mayo Clinic: Eating Disorders Social media influencers may affect more than voter
e National Alliance for Eating Disorders opinions
e TEDEd: Why are eating disorders so hard to How social media impedes empathy
treat? Why people fall for misinformation

e BMC Women’s Health: “Why don’t I look like

her?” How adolescent girls view social media

and its connection to body image



https://www.washtrust.com/blog/50-internet-safety-tips-for-2024
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/net-safety.html
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/net-safety.html
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/tag/internet-safety
https://www.bark.us/blog/the-history-of-cyberbullying/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.brainpop.com/topic/cyberbullying/
https://www.nih.gov/news-events/nih-research-matters/cyberbullying-linked-suicidal-thoughts-attempts-young-adolescents?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-age-of-overindulgence/202307/the-science-behind-self-affirmations#:~:text=Social%20psychologists%20have%20been%20doing,in%20a%20variety%20of%20ways.
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-age-of-overindulgence/202307/the-science-behind-self-affirmations#:~:text=Social%20psychologists%20have%20been%20doing,in%20a%20variety%20of%20ways.
https://theiam.app/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/eating-disorders/symptoms-causes/syc-20353603
https://www.allianceforeatingdisorders.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Bax8ijH038
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Bax8ijH038
https://bmcwomenshealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12905-022-01845-4
https://bmcwomenshealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12905-022-01845-4
https://bmcwomenshealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12905-022-01845-4
https://psu.edu/news/research/story/social-media-influencers-may-affect-more-voter-opinions
https://psu.edu/news/research/story/social-media-influencers-may-affect-more-voter-opinions
https://www.movethisworld.com/mental-health-awareness/2019-1-15-how-social-media-impedes-empathy/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hz6GULbowAk

. additional resources

where can | go for
mental health support?
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If you or someone you know is struggling with their mental health or experiencing a
stressful situation like bullying, it can be important to know how the people in your
everyday life can provide support. Reach out to friends and family or a trusted adult in your
school or community center when you need it and consider these additional resources if you

or a friend is in crisis.

e 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline - Call or text 988 for 24/7 support.

e Crisis Text Line - Text "MHFA" or “MIND” to 741741 for free, confidential help.

e National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) Helpline - Call 1-800-950-NAMI (6264) or
text "HELPLINE" to 62640 for guidance.

e The Trevor Project (for LGBTQ+ youth) - Text “START” to 678-678 or call 1-866-488-
7386

o Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) Helpline -
Call 1-800-662-HELP (4357) for treatment referrals.
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