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Adolescents’ Experiences of Online Harms by Platform
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IMPORTANCE Concerns about the risks adolescents face online are rising, and existing
research on online harms rarely examines platform-level differences.

OBJECTIVE To estimate the prevalence of negative experiences reported by US adolescents
online, offline, and across 20 different online platforms using a national survey.

DESIGN, SETTING, AND PARTICIPANTS This was a cross-sectional, nationally representative,
pilot survey of US adolescents aged 13 to 17 years conducted from February to December
2025 through the probability-based Understanding America Study panel. Self-reported use
and negative experiences on 20 online platforms (eg, Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok,
and YouTube) were assessed.

EXPOSURES Self-reported use of 20 online communication platforms (eg, Facebook,
Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube) in the past 4 weeks.

MAIN OUTCOMES AND MEASURES Prevalence of adolescents’ reporting experiencing major
risks and harms online, offline, and for each of 20 online platforms in the last 4 weeks. Harms
include harassment, sexual solicitation, exposure to violent content, and technology-related
sleep disruption. Survey-weighted logistic regression examined demographic associations.

RESULTS The weighted sample included 472 adolescents (mean [SE] age 14.9 [0.1] years;
46.8% female) from 47 states. Across online and offline contexts, 44.7% witnessed
harassment and 29.8% reported experiencing it directly in the past 4 weeks. Online exposure
exceeded offline exposure for several harms, including reported exposure to violent imagery
(10.7% vs 1.6%), unwanted sexual images (13.4% vs 2.0%), and content encouraging
self-harm (9.7% vs 5.2%), while direct harassment was reported at similar rates offline and
online (18.5% vs 16.4%). More than half (51.5%) self-reported sleep disruption due to
technology use. Prevalence varied by platform.

CONCLUSIONS AND RELEVANCE The findings suggest that negative online experiences are
commonly reported by US adolescents and vary across platforms and subgroups of
adolescents. Measuring the prevalence of negative online experiences is feasible and
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oncerns about children’s online safety have spurred

efforts among parents, policymakers, and tech-

nology companies to reduce risks.? A growing litera-
ture has examined adolescents’ exposure to online harms,
including probability-based, age-stratified work that com-
pares online and offline victimization (eg, Pew Research
Center,® EU Kids Online,* and Common Sense Media®).
Several opportunities remain to strengthen measurement
in this area. First, existing studies tend to focus on one
category of harm at a time (eg, cyberbullying® and sexual
solicitation”®) rather than the full range of harms young
people may encounter. Assessing multiple harm types in a
single survey may facilitate comparisons across harm cat-
egories. Second, harm prevalence estimates rarely differen-
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tiate between specific platforms (ie, comparing cyberbully-
ing on TikTok to Instagram). Platform-specific estimates
may inform targeted prevention efforts.%° Studies includ-
ing younger adolescents (aged 13 to 14 years) rarely combine
age-stratified reporting with broad, cross-platform harm
assessment; doing so may clarify how reported harms relate
to youth development.!!-12

To help address these gaps, we conducted a national
survey estimating the prevalence of reported negative expe-
riences among US adolescents online, offline, and by plat-
form in a representative probability-based survey of US
youth aged 13 to 17 years. The goal of this study was to dem-
onstrate that such assessment is feasible, enabling the
detection of platform-specific patterns.
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Methods

We conducted a nationally representative, probability-based
cross-sectional survey of US adolescents aged 13 to 17 years be-
tween February and December 2025. This was fielded through
the Understanding America Study (UAS) panel, which is main-
tained by the Center for Economic and Social Research at the
University of Southern California.'® The panel was weighted
to be nationally representative for adolescents aged 13 to 17
years (Table 1). Participants were recruited from UAS house-
hold panel members with parental permission and teen as-
sent. All study protocols were approved by the University of
Southern California institutional review board.

The survey collected information on demographic charac-
teristics, use of online platforms, and negative experiences on-
line and offline (eg, bullying and sexual solicitation). These were
assessed for offline experiences and across 20 online commu-
nication platforms, including Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat,
TikTok, YouTube, Discord, and Pinterest (up to 102 total items,
conditional on skip logic). Platforms with fewer than 100 users
were not reported. Survey items were adapted from existing in-
struments including the University of Southern California Neely
Indices'* and Meta’s Bad Experiences and Encounters Frame-
work survey,'>'¢ standardized to a 4-week recall window. The
adapted instrument was cognitively tested with 6 in-person in-
terviews and piloted online with approximately 500 respon-
dents aged 18 to 25 years. Household income, education, and
state of residence were obtained from UAS.

The study was not preregistered and no a priori hypoth-
eses were made; all analyses were exploratory. No a priori
sample size was calculated; the achieved sample reflects the
full set of eligible UAS Teen panel members during the study
period. Analyses used UAS survey-specific poststratification
weights, correcting for unequal selection probabilities, panel
nonresponse, and deviations from the US population on demo-
graphic characteristics, including age, sex, race, and ethnic-
ity. To identify demographic correlates of reported harm ex-
posure, we fit separate survey-weighted logistic regression
models, regressed on demographic characteristics, platforms
used daily, and parental-control status, for each harm out-
come using the survey package in R version 4.4 (R Founda-
tion). See eMethods in Supplement 1 for details. This study fol-
lowed the Strengthening the Reporting of Observational Studies
in Epidemiology (STROBE) reporting guideline.

. |
Results

The final weighted sample included 472 participants (mean [SE]
age, 14.9 [0.1] years; 46.8% female; 1.7% American Indian or
Alaska Native; 5.3% Asian; 14.6% Black; 1.5% Hawaiian or Other
PacificIslander, 65.4% White, and 10.9% multiple races; 24.5%
Hispanic) from 47 states (response rate, 96.3%; completion rate,
98.7%; median completion time, 13.8 minutes). Table 1 shows
weighted demographic characteristics overall and by users of
each platform. The mean (SE) age at first acquiring a personal
smartphone was 11.1(0.1) years; 91.5% of adolescents had their

JAMA Pediatrics Published online September 18,2026

Downloaded from jamanetwork.com by guest on 09/18/2026

Adolescents' Experiences of Online Harms by Platform

Key Points

Question How often do US adolescents report having negative
experiences online, and does prevalence vary across different
online platforms?

Findings This cross-sectional pilot survey of 472 US adolescents
aged 13 to 17 years found that reported negative online
experiences varied substantially across platforms.

Meaning These findings provide baseline, platform-level
prevalence estimates that may inform future measurement and
monitoring of adolescents’ online experiences.

own smartphone, 26.9% reported parental controls on their
smartphone, and 96.1% used at least 1 of the social media
platforms.”!® The most commonly used social media plat-
forms were YouTube (77.1%), Instagram (55.1%), TikTok
(54.4%), and Snapchat (51.2%). Adolescents from families with
highest socioeconomic status (>$150 000 annual income) were
more likely to have parental controls (46.2%).

Table 2 shows weighted percentages of adolescents that
reported experiencing each specific harm in the last 4 weeks:
overall, online, offline, and on each platform. Across both on-
line and offline contexts, 44.7% witnessed harassment, and
29.8% reported experiencing harassment directly. Online ex-
posure exceeded offline exposure for several harms, includ-
ing seeing violent imagery (10.7% vs 1.6%), unwanted sexual
images (13.4% vs 2.0%), and content encouraging self-harm
(9.7% vs 5.2%). More than half (51.5%) reported sleep disrup-
tion due to technology use. Parental education, income, and
parental controls on smartphones were not significantly as-
sociated with online harm experiences.

Between-platform variation was substantial, and harms
concentrated on specific platforms. For instance, 9.1% of in-
dividuals using Instagram reported seeing violent imagery,
compared to 1.9% of individuals using YouTube. Feeling worse
about oneself due to other people’s posts was most common
on Instagram (16.6%) and TikTok (13.4%) compared to You-
Tube (4.1%) and text messaging (5.6%). A total of 42.2% of in-
dividuals using TikTok and 27.8% of individuals using Insta-
gram attributed disrupted sleep to those platforms, compared
with 10.2% of individuals using text messaging. Some sub-
groups were more likely to experience certain harms online
(Table 3), with sex and age correlated with different harms (see
the eMethods in Supplement 1 for details).

|
Discussion

This cross-sectional study found that reports of negative on-
line experiences were common among US adolescents and var-
ied by platform. Reported exposure to negative content was
more common online than offline for some harms: more than
6 times more common for both violent imagery and un-
wanted sexual images, and 2 times more for content encour-
aging self-harm. Notably, more than half of adolescents re-
ported that their use of technology interfered with their sleep,
1in 10 had seen someone harm themselves online, and 1in 8
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the weighted sample.

Abbreviation: NA, not applicable.

The weighted number of respondents who indicated using this platform in the past 4 weeks.

@ Percentages within each demographic category (sex, race, ethnicity, household income, parental education,

smartphone type, and parental controls) may not sum to 100% due to a small number of missing responses in

Adolescents' Experiences of Online Harms by Platform

had seen unwanted sexual images online in the last 4 weeks.
However, direct interpersonal harassment was reported at com-
parable rates offline and online, consistent with prior litera-
ture showing that online and offline victimization often oc-
cur within the same social relationships.!® Reported harm
exposure also differed by adolescent demographics. To-
gether, these findings highlight the importance of consider-
ing heterogeneity by different subpopulations and across dif-
ferent online spaces.®

In addition, we demonstrated that cross-platform, multi-
harm assessment is achievable in a nationally representative
adolescent sample. Strengths include detailed platform-
specificassessments and a nationally representative survey that
can be replicated at scale.

Limitations

This study should be interpreted with respect to its limita-
tions. First, this was a modest sample that, while weighted
to the US adolescent population, limits precision for
platform-specific and subgroup analyses. Estimates should
be treated as preliminary, particularly for less commonly
used platforms and low-prevalence outcomes where sub-
group sample sizes are small. Second, as this is an observa-
tional study, the differences in prevalence across platforms
may partly reflect differences in the user populations rather
than platform design alone. For example, exposure to con-
tent that makes one feel bad about oneself was more preva-
lent on Pinterest than on Discord. While this could reflect
stronger content moderation policies or safer design deci-
sions on Discord, it could also reflect Pinterest’s greater
popularity among girls, who may be more susceptible to
social comparison than boys.2?° Third, the study’s reliance
on self-report is subject to recall bias, social desirability
bias, and the limitations of asking individuals to retrospec-
tively recall online experiences over a 4-week window.?!
Online interactions are frequent and often ambient; more
emotionally salient events may be disproportionately likely
to be remembered, which may mean estimates reflect
memorable rather than representative experiences. Avail-
ability heuristics may also lead adolescents to attribute
experiences to platforms they use most rather than where
the harm occurred, which may inflate estimates for high-
use platforms.?! Stigmatized experiences (eg, sending
explicit images and unwanted sexual contact) may also be
underreported.?! Selection through parental UAS participa-
tion and rapid shifts in platform design and policy may limit
generalizability over time. Harms reported may vary based
on device or account safety settings and whether the indi-
vidual registered with their true age. Larger studies, akin to
other public health monitoring programs, are needed to
examine these trends as policies and norms change.

. |
Conclusions

The results of this study suggest that among approximately
22 million US adolescents aged 13 to 17 years, roughly 3 mil-
lion reported seeing unwanted sexual content in a 4-week
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period and more than 10 million reported experiencing
sleep disruption. This study provides baseline prevalence
estimates of negative online experiences across platforms
and demographic groups. Similar measurement is already in
place for other public health risks for youth, such as the
Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System for substance use,
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