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Introduction
Clive Thompson’s 2013 article “Teenagers and Social Networking—It Might Actually Be Good for
Them” challenges the recurring claim that digital communication automatically damages adolescent
friendship, writing, privacy, and face-to-face competence. Thompson’s strongest contribution is
methodological: he asks adults to distinguish evidence from generational anxiety and to recognize
that new communication technologies often attract exaggerated predictions of social decline. His
argument remains valuable, but the platform environment has changed substantially since 2013.
Smartphones now accompany adolescents throughout the day, recommendation systems shape what
they encounter, image-based comparison is more intense, and commercial data collection is more
extensive. Current evidence therefore supports a more conditional position than either technological
panic or uncomplicated optimism. Social media can strengthen friendship, creativity, learning, identity
exploration, and access to support, while also contributing to sleep disruption, harassment,
compulsive use, harmful comparison, and exposure to disturbing content. A sound critique should
preserve Thompson’s demand for evidence while updating the risks that contemporary platform
design creates (Thompson, 2013; boyd, 2014).

What Thompson Gets Right
Thompson is particularly persuasive when he rejects technological determinism. A messaging
application, group chat, social network, or video platform does not affect every teenager in the same
way because outcomes depend on what the user is doing, who is present, and what the activity
replaces. Digital communication can extend relationships that began offline, allow shy or
geographically isolated adolescents to maintain contact, and create communities around art, coding,
games, health conditions, or identity. It can also expose users to exclusion, rumor, abuse, and social
comparison. Thompson’s discussion of teenage writing makes a similar point. Informal abbreviations
do not demonstrate an inability to write formally; adolescents routinely shift tone and vocabulary
across audiences and can develop rhetorical skill by writing for real readers. The article is weakest
when its response to exaggerated critics sometimes makes specific harms appear secondary.
Refuting the claim that social media destroys an entire generation does not answer narrower
questions about nighttime use, algorithmic amplification, harassment, or commercial systems
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designed to maximize attention.

Connection, Comparison, and Mental Health
The social-connection argument also needs to separate the quantity of contact from its quality. A
teenager may exchange hundreds of messages and still feel lonely, while a small online community
may provide meaningful belonging that is unavailable locally. Online and offline friendship should not
be treated as mutually exclusive categories because the same relationships often move between
classrooms, homes, group chats, games, and social platforms. Yet the medium can alter expectations.
Public follower counts, visible likes, read receipts, disappearing messages, and continuous availability
can turn ordinary friendship into a measurable performance. These features may heighten fear of
exclusion or create pressure to respond immediately. Current health guidance therefore focuses less
on whether adolescents use social media at all and more on the content, timing, developmental
stage, and personal vulnerabilities involved. Thompson was right that adults should not interpret
every new practice as evidence of social collapse. A stronger contemporary extension of his argument
asks whether platforms support reciprocal relationships or encourage comparison, interruption, and
constant monitoring of social status.

Mental-health evidence illustrates why this distinction matters. Research does not justify one
universal statement that social media either causes depression or protects wellbeing. Adolescents
who are already distressed may use platforms differently, encounter different content, or seek
connection more intensely, while some online experiences can subsequently improve or worsen their
condition. Active communication with supportive friends is not equivalent to passive comparison,
cyberbullying, sleep-disrupting use, or repeated exposure to self-harm and eating-disorder content.
The U.S. Surgeon General’s advisory describes both benefits and meaningful risks and concludes that
available evidence does not support treating social media as uniformly safe for children and
adolescents. This position is more cautious than Thompson’s framing but compatible with his central
insistence on specificity. Total screen time is a crude measure unless researchers also know when use
occurs, what the user sees, how the experience feels, and which activities are displaced. Families and
schools therefore need observation and conversation rather than a single numerical rule applied to
every teenager.

Privacy and Platform Responsibility
Privacy has changed even more dramatically since Thompson wrote. His article focuses mainly on
social privacy: how teenagers decide what parents, teachers, peers, or strangers should see.
Contemporary privacy also involves location histories, behavioral profiling, advertising systems,
recommendation models, biometric information, and data retained long after the user has forgotten a
post. Teenagers may be sophisticated about hiding content from one audience while knowing little
about how platforms or data brokers process their activity. Responsibility cannot therefore rest solely
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on adolescent self-control. Young people should learn account security, audience management,
screenshot risk, consent, blocking, and reporting, but companies control the defaults, interfaces,
recommendation systems, and data architecture. Age-appropriate design, privacy-protective defaults,
meaningful reporting mechanisms, and limits on unwanted contact can reduce foreseeable harm.
Thompson’s broader insight still applies: teenagers are not passive victims of technology. They make
strategic choices, create culture, and manage relationships. Nevertheless, meaningful agency
requires environments that do not exploit developmental vulnerabilities through opaque commercial
design.

A More Balanced Contemporary Position
The most balanced response to Thompson is therefore neither celebration nor alarm. His article
correctly challenges the stereotype of teenagers becoming antisocial, illiterate, or indifferent to
privacy merely because they communicate online. Social media can expand opportunities for
friendship, writing, creativity, support, and civic participation. At the same time, the contemporary
platform environment makes stronger safeguards reasonable because commercial recommendation
systems, continuous mobile access, and large-scale data collection were less central to the
environment Thompson described. Families should protect sleep and focused study, maintain open
conversations about difficult online experiences, and ensure that adolescents have meaningful offline
opportunities rather than relying only on restriction. Schools should teach source evaluation,
respectful disagreement, privacy, and help-seeking. Platforms should reduce foreseeable design
harms and provide researchers with enough access to evaluate effects. Thompson’s enduring
contribution is his demand that adults look beyond moral panic. The updated lesson is that evidence
should guide both reassurance and regulation, because benefits and harms can coexist within the
same technology.

Conclusion
Thompson’s critique remains useful more than a decade later because it refuses to treat technological
change as a substitute for social analysis. Teenagers use platforms within families, schools, peer
groups, economic conditions, and communities that shape both opportunities and risks. Online
communication can strengthen relationships and expressive skill, but it can also intensify harassment,
comparison, distraction, and surveillance when particular design features or social circumstances
make those outcomes more likely. The article’s optimism should therefore be retained as a corrective
to exaggerated fear but supplemented by a stronger account of platform responsibility and
adolescent health. The best question is not whether social networking is simply good or bad for
teenagers. It is which forms of use support development, which experiences create predictable harm,
which adolescents are especially vulnerable or especially helped, and what responsibilities adults and
companies have in shaping the environment. A mature policy response protects young people without
denying them participation in a social world that is now inseparably digital and physical.
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