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What are young people doing 
online?
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● List diagnostic approaches to 
identify problem use of 
technology amongst teens and 
young adults

● Describe epidemiology of 
problematic technology amongst 
teens and young adults

● Identify at least 2 treatment 
approaches to address 
problematic technology use 
amongst teens and young adults.

Objectives





Process Addiction/
Behavioral Addiction

Beneficial Use
Use that has positive 
health effects

Casual/Low-Risk 
Use
Use that has negligible 
health effects 

Harmful/High-Risk Use
Use that begins to have 
negative health effects

Use Disorder/Addiction
High-risk use that becomes 
habitual and compulsive 
despite negative effects

Similar clinical, neurobiological, and 
genetic patterns as substance use 
disorders.



Gambling Disorder
A. Persistent and recurrent problematic gambling behavior leading to clinically significant 
impairment or distress, as indicated by the individual exhibiting four (or more) of the following in a 
12-month period: 

● Needs to gamble with increasing amounts of money in order to achieve the desired 
excitement. 

● Is restless or irritable when attempting to cut down or stop gambling. 
● Has made repeated unsuccessful efforts to control, cut back, or stop gambling. 
● Is often preoccupied with gambling (e.g., having persistent thoughts of reliving past gambling 

experiences, handicapping or planning the next venture, thinking of ways to get money with 
which to gamble). 

● Often gambles when feeling distressed (e.g., helpless, guilty, anxious, depressed). 
● After losing money gambling, often returns another day to get even “chasing” one’s losses).
● Lies to conceal the extent of involvement with gambling. 
● Has jeopardized or lost a significant relationship, job, or educational or career opportunity 

because of gambling. 
● Relies on others to provide money to relieve desperate financial situations caused by 

gambling. 

B. The gambling behavior is not better explained by a manic episode.

Mild: 4–5 criteria met. Moderate: 6–7 criteria met. Severe: 8–9 criteria met

Process Addiction/
Behavioral Addiction



Problematic Technology/Internet/Media 
Use

Gaming Social 
Media

Cybersex/
pornographyGambling Online 

Shopping



Differentiating between normal use and problematic 
use Many youth are spending hours each day online, but it’s how and why they are using 

the internet that determines whether their use is problematic.

Tiffany Munzer, Libby Matile Milkovich, Sheri Madigan, Suzy Tomopoulos, Joanna Parga-Belinkie, Taiwo Ajumobi, Corinn Cross, Roslyn Gerwin, Council on Communications and Media; Digital 

Ecosystems, Children, and Adolescents: Technical Report. Pediatrics February 2026; 157 (2): e2025075321. 10.1542/peds.2025-075321

● Quantity 

● Quality

● Context 

● Developmental needs/function

Consider:



How do you feel right before and 
after you use your phone?

Clinical Interview & Functional Assessment
Technology use may be a symptom, a coping strategy, or a primary disorder.

How do you feel about your 
technology use? 

Are there any benefits to your 
technology use?

Has anyone suggested you cut down 
on your technology use?

What emotions come up when 
you’re online?

What happens when you try to cut 
back or don’t have access?

What are you missing out on 
because of your technology use?

What else is going on in your life 
when use increases?

When does it help vs when 
does it cause problems?



● PRIUSS - Problematic and Risky Internet Use 
Screening Scale

● Validated in adolescents and young adults

● Screening studies have suggested that 11% of 
adolescents may be at risk for PIU with a 
cutoff score of 25

ACSID-11 (Assessment of Criteria for Specific Internet-use 
Disorders) provides a comprehensive ICD-11 aligned 

assessment of the 5 process addictions commonly found 
with problematic internet use

55 questions

Screening Tools
Tools support but do not replace clinical judgment.

https://www.google.com/search?q=Assessment+of+Criteria+for+Specific+Internet-use+Disorders&rlz=1C5CHFA_enUS1170US1170&oq=ACSID&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIJCAEQABgKGIAEMg4IAhAAGAoYCxixAxiABDIRCAMQABgKGAsYsQMYyQMYgAQyDQgEEAAYkgMYgAQYigUyBggFEEUYPDIGCAYQRRg9MgYIBxBFGD3SAQc4ODJqMGo3qAIAsAIA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&mstk=AUtExfCkM1hNE-b_Go4KSln3K45nUkPF1LBhCbVEhU9VAqZG6vqVdB8gU3sSx718H4FSzqzp22IaAqLiPXp8qCtJMkDyMdREX75D1Z1Y6wtkCFftYvn64t77DD20po_HfC1Bce5mp94HonfmYbTG3JJST4vo79eH6gg4TSU1BOO1Eoq_UsCn8mH-6paq-t2Age1Kvo0ZfO0ThpAAWCBF3dsjjpgYdeVnES4uEU4HHfbgVn3WCxU1lXH53UYyaAdoi0AXKukztFcPPyn73P3wFRgOi_8BVYYnq7JfWUvhCPCFE0eNSw&csui=3&ved=2ahUKEwiUh7KV2PmSAxVzIDQIHbZ-Lp8QgK4QegQIARAE
https://www.google.com/search?q=Assessment+of+Criteria+for+Specific+Internet-use+Disorders&rlz=1C5CHFA_enUS1170US1170&oq=ACSID&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIJCAEQABgKGIAEMg4IAhAAGAoYCxixAxiABDIRCAMQABgKGAsYsQMYyQMYgAQyDQgEEAAYkgMYgAQYigUyBggFEEUYPDIGCAYQRRg9MgYIBxBFGD3SAQc4ODJqMGo3qAIAsAIA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&mstk=AUtExfCkM1hNE-b_Go4KSln3K45nUkPF1LBhCbVEhU9VAqZG6vqVdB8gU3sSx718H4FSzqzp22IaAqLiPXp8qCtJMkDyMdREX75D1Z1Y6wtkCFftYvn64t77DD20po_HfC1Bce5mp94HonfmYbTG3JJST4vo79eH6gg4TSU1BOO1Eoq_UsCn8mH-6paq-t2Age1Kvo0ZfO0ThpAAWCBF3dsjjpgYdeVnES4uEU4HHfbgVn3WCxU1lXH53UYyaAdoi0AXKukztFcPPyn73P3wFRgOi_8BVYYnq7JfWUvhCPCFE0eNSw&csui=3&ved=2ahUKEwiUh7KV2PmSAxVzIDQIHbZ-Lp8QgK4QegQIARAE
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Understanding Prevalence, Distribution, and Risk Factors in 
Youth

The Epidemiology of Problematic 
Technology Use



The Great Rewiring of the Adolescent Brain
The 2012 Inflection Point in Adolescent Mental Health

#Selfie Era( iPhone 4)

#4G launch → 
continuous scrolling

#Smartphone >50% 
adoption

#Mobile always-on 
internet

#Social media expansion



Current Trends in Teen Digital Engagement

# 46% teens online 
“almost constantly”

# 41% Gen Z >8h/day 
digital use

#48% believe social 
media harms peers

#45% feel they spend 
“too much time”



Teens Emotional Responses to Social Media



Diminishing Positive Social Media Impact



The 24/7 Engagement Loop

#Short-Form Domination( 15 sec)
#Hyper-Personalized Feeds
#The Infinite Scroll
#The “Streak” Dependency
#Likes, Shares & Views Validation Loop



“The Gamblification of Gaming"

- 64% gambling is gaming-relate.
-Motivation: Fun/excitement (38%), 
winning money (28%), and integration 
within games (28%)

-27% report stress or parent conflict.
-Gateway risk

Loot Boxes



The Rise of Sports Betting Among Youth
#Post-2018 legalization → normalization & advertising

#Season-long contests (23%), fantasy sports/betting (9%), 

and in-game betting (6%)

#Mobile platforms enable frictionless 24/7 sports gambling.

#Influencers promotion normalizes sports betting behavior.



The Silent Epidemic:Cybersex, Sexting & Pornography

-54% first pornography exposure ≤13 years

-Sexting platforms: Snapchat, Instagram

-100+ AI chatbot apps available by 2025

-45% report pornography as sexual information



How Digital Engagement Is Shaping 
Adolescence

- Social Displacement          
- Sleep Disruption
- Attention Fragmentation 
- Addictive engagement patterns

Girls :

Internalizing distress

Boys:

Reward-seeking

externalizing behaviors.



Multilevel Determinants of Digital Addiction Risk

Biological Vulnerability
• ADHD, anxiety, depression 

Weak parent-child bond
• Parental phubbing → 
emotional neglect → digital 
attachment

Peer & Social Context
• Social comparison, cyberbullying, 

peer pressure

Digital Exposure 

Factors

• Early smartphone access & high 

screen timeAdversity & Emotional Risk • 

≥4 ACEs → 7–8× higher maladaptive 

coping behaviors (CDC)



Adolescence: A Critical Period of Unique Vulnerability

Heightened reward sensitivity

Immature prefrontal control

Identity formation & peer salience

Emotional reactivity > cognitive regulation

High neuroplasticity



Neurobiology of Process Addiction
Reward Circuit Hijacking

• Dopamine surge in mesolimbic pathway 

(nucleus accumbens)

Neuroadaptation (Tolerance)
• Reduced pleasure from natural rewards → 

escalating digital use

Prefrontal Control Weakening

• Cue-induced urges triggered by 

notifications and app exposure

Amygdala Stress Loop
• Withdrawal → anxiety, irritability, negative 

affect



Addressing Problematic
Internet Use In Youth

Michael Silva, MD (PGY-5)

University of Washington Addiction Psychiatry Fellowship



Outline of this section

1. Systems-based Interventions

1. Parent-based interventions

1. Psychotherapy

1. Medications



Important note!!

This is a developing, and burgeoning, topic!

Debate and differences of thought are very common…



Systems-based Interventions

“What can schools and governments do?”
“What are schools and governments already doing?”



Governments

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2026/mar/02/ban-
children-social-media-biometic-data-surveilled

https://www.techpolicy.press/tracking-efforts-to-restrict-or-ban-teens-from-social-media-across-the-globe/
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Schools

https://www.npr.org/2025/09/01/nx-s1-5495531/more-states-now-ban-cell-phones-in-schools

https://www.kff.org/mental-health/a-look-at-state-efforts-to-ban-cellphones-in-schools-and-implications-for-youth-mental-health/

FOX 13 Seattle. (2024, June 14). Seattle school gets phone-locking pouches | FOX 13 Seattle [Video]. 

YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T_sr17WRJX0
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Other ideas…

Schools: increase play/recess1

Tech Companies: better age 
verification1,2, parental controls1,2

Governments: support the above1,2, 
guide collective action1, research2

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/directory/dimitri
-a-christakis/

https://jonathanhaidt.com/bio/

https://www.social-connection.org/person/vivek-murthy/https://faculty.sites.uci.edu/codgers/

1. Haidt, J. (2024). The anxious generation: How the great rewiring of childhood is causing an epidemic of mental illness. 

Penguin Press. pp. 286-288.

2. United States Department of Health and Human Services. (2023). Social media and youth mental health: The U.S. Surgeon 

General’s advisory. https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf



Parent-Based Interventions

“How can I help my kids?”



https://www.aap.org/socialmedia

The AAP: Harm Reduction and 
Prevention

https://www.aap.org/socialmedia


Family Media Plan- AAP/Healthychildren.org

https://www.healthychildren.org/English/fmp/Pages/MediaPlan.aspx?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=69654055&gbraid=0AAAAADyMpZGHFDUkGpYStmWxFY4PoTnz-
&gclid=CjwKCAiAh5XNBhAAEiwA_Bu8FThwuP3EddD6RP6VDidRUGHhDB5dHN5t9xecx6TWKfVIQDgqv__cPRoCd_0QAvD_BwE



Glossary of Digital Media Platforms- AAP 

https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/media-and-children/center-of-excellence-on-social-media-and-youth-mental-health/glossary-of-digital-media-
platforms/?srsltid=AfmBOoon20JV5i3C13IqZ7Re0JWr95j1jTYjJEdoetJzcYSg4FNvZun0



Interventions for Social Impairment

Follow only close friends on 
social media

Emphasize plans to socialize in 
person
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Interventions for Risky/Impulsive Internet Use

Delete apps or take breaks

Create distance from phone (at 
night, at work, etc.)

Create limits using settings
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Interventions for Emotional Impairment

Self-monitor (PRIUSS, “crowding 
out”)

Hobbies

Mindfulness

Longer-form media
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Other Ways Parents Can Intervene

Delay entry into digital world

Limit screen time

Little to no screen time in first 18-24 months

Tech-free activities

Haidt, J. (2024). The anxious generation: How the great rewiring of childhood is causing an epidemic of mental illness. Penguin Press. pp. 286-288.



Psychotherapy

“The most extensively-studied treatment options”



CBT-Based Interventions: strongest evidence

Lindenberg, K., Kindt, S., & Szász-Janocha, C. (2022). Effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy–based intervention in preventing gaming disorder and unspecified internet use disorder in 

adolescents: A cluster randomized clinical trial. JAMA Network Open, 5(2), e2148995. https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2021.48995



Other non-pharmacological treatments 
with evidence

• Family-based therapies

• Mindfulness-based Psychotherapy 
and other mindfulness-based 
interventions

• Digital-based Interventions

• Many others (DBT, ACT, etc.)

Pérez-Wiesner, M., Bühler, K. M., López-Moreno, J. A., & López-Salmerón, M. D. (2025). Effectiveness of psychological treatments for problematic use of internet, video games, social media 

and instant messaging: A systematic review and meta-analysis. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 22(10), 1598. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph22101598

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph22101598


Medications

“What does the evidence show?”



Medications for Problematic Internet Use

Bupropion1

Escitalopram2

Also (not related to graph):

Combined meds + CBT 
(and other therapies)3

1. Han, D. H., & Renshaw, P. F. (2012). Bupropion in the treatment of problematic online game play in patients with major depressive disorder. Journal of Psychopharmacology, 26(5), 689–696. https://doi.org/10.1177/0269881111400647

2. Kim, S. M., Han, D. H., Lee, Y. S., & Renshaw, P. F. (2016). Comparative study of the effects of bupropion and escitalopram on Internet gaming disorder. Psychiatry and Clinical Neurosciences, 70(11), 527–535. https://doi.org/10.1111/pcn.12429

3. Chang, C. H., Chang, Y. C., Yang, L., & Tzang, R. F. (2022). The comparative efficacy of treatments for children and young adults with internet addiction/internet gaming disorder: An updated meta-analysis. International Journal of Environmental Research 

and Public Health, 19(5), 2612. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19052612

Figure 1 from Kim et al (2016) below.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0269881111400647
https://doi.org/10.1111/pcn.12429
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19052612


Emerging Treatments

• Repetitive Transcranial 
Magnetic Stimulation

• Transcranial Direct Current 
Stimulation

• Electroacupuncture (left)

• 12-Step Groups

https://www.healthline.com/health/electroacupuncture

Hampton, A., et al. (2024). Recent treatment and novel imaging studies evaluating treatment of internet gaming disorder: A narrative review. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 15, 1408560.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1408560

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2024.1408560
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