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Frequent social media use influences

depressive symptoms
LGBTQ youth

23 July 2020

over time among

Frequent social media use can impact depressive When examining the role of social media use in

symptoms over time for LGBTQ youth, according
to research from a Washington State University
communication professor.

Traci Gillig, an assistant professor in the Edward
R. Murrow College of Communication at
Washington State University, found that when
LGBTQ adolescents attended a social media-free
summer camp, they experienced a reduction in
depressive symptoms, as outlined in her 2020
research "Longitudinal analysis of depressive
symptoms among LGBTQ youth at a social media-
free camp".

According to Gillig, sacial media use may foster a
positive sense of self and a perception of being
valued in a society or community, or it may do the
opposite, which can affect adolescents'
psychological well-being. Youth with more negative
emotional or psychological symptoms are at higher
risk than their peers of developing problematic
online engagement patterns in attempts to ease
psychological distress, which can lead to
problematic usage patterns for some.

Previous research reveals that nearly half of youth
(42%) report that social media has taken away
from in-person, face-to-face time with friends in
today's digital age. Many also report feelings of
social exclusion, which is popularly referred to
today as the term FOMO (i.e., "fear of missing
out").

In Gillig's recently published study, LGBTQ youth
ages 12-18 were surveyed before and after
attending a social media-free summer leadership
camp for LGBTQ youth. Survey questions
examined the relationship between youth's social
media use prior to camp and changes in their
depressive symptoms during the program.

changes in depressive symptoms over time,
significant findings emerged. Before attending the
camp, the average number of hours participants
spent using social media each day was about four
hours and depressive symptoms among
participants was moderate. By the end of the social
media-free camp, depressive symptoms lowered by
about half.

Youth with the highest levels of pre-camp social
media use tended to experience a more "across the
board" reduction in depressive symptoms. Gillig
believes this can be attributed to the social,
affirming camp setting that may have filled a critical
need of social interaction for the high-volume social
media users.

These findings highlight the positive influence of a
"social media break" in a supportive environment
on mental health, especially for LGBTQ youth.
They also demonstrate the value of face-to-face
interactions and how many youth may be unaware
of the psychological benefits they could experience
by trading social media time for face-to-face
interactions in supportive contexts.

Face-to-face interactions can be even more
beneficial for marginalized groups, including
LGBTQ adolescents, who may not have access to
supportive contacts within their local community.
Affirming programming that brings together LGBTQ
youth for in-person relationship development, such
as camps for LGBTQ individuals, shows promise to
improve youth mental health trajectories.

Gillig hopes that other researchers continue to test
for relationships between social media use and
psychological distress, especially its impact on
LGBTQ youth mental health over time. More
research is needed to help practitioners make
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informed recommendations to distressed LGBTQ
youth and their parents as to whether the youth
may benefit from simply unplugging from social

media or from unplugging in the context of LGBTQ-
affirming programming.

More information: Traci K. Gillig, Longitudinal
analysis of depressive symptoms among LGBTQ
youth at a social media-free camp, Journal of Gay
& Lesbian Mental Health (2020). DOI:
10.1080/19359705.2020.1789018
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