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CHAPTER THREE

How Teens Are 
Cutting Back

An increasing number of youths are starting to realize the hazards 
of excessive social media use. As a result, many are reducing their 
use, and some are even completely cutting out their digital pres-
ence. For many teens and young adults, this begins with the real-
ization that their online life has become stressful, distracting, and 
overwhelming.

In 2025 sixteen-year-old Elly found herself in this situation. 
The pull of her phone disrupted her plans to socialize with friends, 
complete her schoolwork, and get the sleep she knew she need-
ed. She started to think hard about her online time, considering 
both the negatives and positives. Her consideration led her to the 
realization that she, like many of her peers, was letting technology 
take over her life. Elly says:

It’s impossible to ignore the fact that social media was 
designed to be addictive and sometimes even the most 
mindful, conscious users fi nd it hard to break away from 
the screen. The endless scrolling, constant notifi cations, 
and tailored content make it tough to log off. I can willingly 
admit that I’ve found myself stuck in a loop of checking 
one app after another just to look at the time and realize a 
couple hours have fl own by.22

Recent surveys suggest that a growing number of teens recog-
nize both the positive and negative aspects of social media and are 



trying to limit their use. In a 2025 study by the 
Pew Research Center, 44 percent of US teens 
surveyed reported that they had reduced their 
social media time or smartphone use. Instead 
of rejecting technology altogether, Elly decided 
to set limits on her use and be more deliberate 
about when and why she went online. “Social 
media isn’t going anywhere, and neither is its 
infl uence on our lives. While it is fi lled with fl aws, 
it offers connection, creativity, and information 
at our fi ngertips. The key is fi nding balance—using it intentionally 
rather than allowing it to consume us. At the end of the day, it’s up 
to us to take control of our digital experiences and not let social 
media take control of us,”23 writes Elly. The way to do this, she 
explains, is for each individual to determine what these limits are 
and then follow them.

“The key is � nding 
balance—using it 
intentionally rather 
than allowing it to 
consume us. At the end 
of the day, it’s up to us 
to take control of our 
digital experiences and 
not let social media 
take control of us.”23

—Elly, teenager

Many young adults, with the 
realization that their online 
life has become stressful, 
distracting, and overwhelming, 
are reducing their cell phone use.
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Taking Long-Term Breaks
Unplugging for some youth means completely giving up social me-
dia. It is not just a temporary break; the break for some is meant 
to be a permanent one. They close accounts, delete apps, and 
choose a life without constant scrolling and notifi cations. While 
a student at New York University, nineteen-year-old Alex realized 
how much attention he was devoting to social media. He was fo-
cused more on social media than on the things that he considered 
truly important, including his studies and his social life. To refocus 
on his priorities, Alex explains, “I had to get off of social media.”24

Others step away from social media for an extended period 
and later return feeling more prepared to control their online time 
and content. This was the case for Quynh Van, a Gen Z user ex-
perience designer from Minneapolis, Minnesota. Van decided to 
quit social media entirely. She had grown tired of giving it so much 
time and attention. She deleted all her social media accounts and 
stayed off them for four years. She returned to social media in 
2025, but in a limited way. “I quit social media four years ago, 
and it completely changed my life,” Van says. “For background, 
I deleted everything—Instagram, Twitter, everything—back in the 

beginning of 2021. It is now 2025, and I just 
started TikTok a month ago, and this is the only 
social media I have.”25

For Van, the effects of stepping away from so-
cial media were both positive and wide-ranging. 
She stopped constantly comparing herself and 
her life to others. She got more in touch with her 
own emotions, sitting and thinking about them 

rather than avoiding diffi cult feelings by losing herself in endless 
scrolling. Van believes this time away made her emotionally stron-
ger and more resilient. Her relationships also improved because she 
was more present with the people around her, and she felt she had a 
clearer sense of who she was during the social media break. “You’re 
just a much more interesting person because you’re not consuming 
what other people are wearing, what they’re thinking, what they’re 

“I quit social media 
four years ago, and it 
completely changed 
my life.”25

— Quynh Van, Minnesota 
resident and member of Gen Z
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saying. And you just have space for your own thoughts. You have 
space for learning new hobbies, reading new books, reading ar-
ticles,” Van says. “So, you just become much more interesting be-
cause you’re present in your actual self.”26

Digital Detox
For some young people, instead of a long-term break, they fi nd a 
short-term reset known as a digital detox works best for them. A 
digital detox means intentionally logging off, limiting certain apps, 
or reclaiming time offl ine, often from a few days to a few weeks.

Data from Pinterest highlights how quickly interest has grown in 
digital detoxes. According to its 2025 Summer Trend Report, Gen Z 
searches for “digital detox ideas” increased about 72 percent, and 
searches for “digital detox vision boards” jumped a dramatic 273 
percent early in that year. These vision boards are creative collages 
users make to visualize goals like less screen time and more time 
outdoors. Other related searches—such as “nature retreat,” “book 

Some teens have found that 
stepping away from social media 
helps them get more in touch with 
their emotions and improves their 
relationships by being more present.
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club retreat ideas,” and “relaxing in nature”—also climbed, signaling 
a broader desire to unplug and engage in offl ine activities. Rather 
than rejecting technology completely, many youths are experiment-
ing with breaks as a way to regain control and reset their habits.

Picking Priorities 
Still others will deliberately delete certain apps during time peri-
ods when they have other important events or projects that need 
their full focus. During the week leading up to a school musi-
cal in 2023, while a student at Harvard-Westlake high school in 
California, Maya Ray found herself completely overwhelmed. Her 
responsibilities for the musical included setting up lights, fi tting 
costumes, and adjusting microphones, all of which she did after 
her classes. This resulted in her getting home late, leaving little 
time to complete her homework and then get any sleep. 

Despite all she had to do, Ray noticed she spent time scrolling 
on social media, “losing” time, which then added to her stress. 
Desperate for more time, Ray temporarily deleted all her social 
media apps. Without social media, “there was defi nitely less to 
worry about. I just feel like there were less things cluttering my 
mind, and I could actually focus on what was important,”27 she 

Difficulty Disconnecting
For many youths, even after consciously deciding to step away from social media, the 
transition is initially dif� cult. The constant stream of noti� cations, likes, and messages 
causes bursts of dopamine, the brain’s “feel-good” chemical, that makes it hard to 
break the habit. Diane Hilleary, a psychotherapist and executive director of an Atlanta, 
Georgia, counseling center, explains, “Social media feeds our addiction to dopamine 
hits. Leaving it behind can bring up feelings of boredom, agitation, or feelings of sad-
ness or loneliness that we’ve been suppressing.” These feelings are not a sign of failure 
but instead a natural response to breaking a habit. Experts suggest that teens take 
small, intentional steps, such as setting device-free times, using apps to monitor us-
age, and purposely engaging in of� ine hobbies, like cooking or playing pickleball, to 
help ease the transition and allow the new habit of being of� ine to take hold.

Quoted in Jennifer Lea Austin, “Should You Leave Social Media?,” Human Kind (blog), Psychology Today, June 2, 2024. 
www.psychologytoday.com.
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