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l. INTRODUCTION

1. Meta Platforms, Inc., Facebook Holdings, LLC, Facebook Operations,
LLC, Meta Payments Inc., Meta Platform Technologies, LLC, Instagram, LLC, Siculus,
Inc., Snap Inc., TikTok Inc., ByteDance Inc., Alphabet Inc., Google LLC, XXVI
Holdings Inc., and YouTube, LLC (collectively, “Defendants’) design, market, promote,
and operate social media platforms. Over the past decade, each has grown their respective
platforms exponentially, from millions to billions of users. And Defendants have grown
not just their user bases, but the frequency with which users use their platforms and the
time each user spends on their platforms. Defendants’ growth is a product of choices they
made to design and operate their platforms in ways that exploit the psychology and
neurophysiology of their users into spending more and more time on their platforms.
These techniques are both particularly effective and harmful to the youth audience
Defendants have intentionally cultivated, creating a mental health crisis among
America’s youth.

2. Defendants have done so for profit. Their business models are based on
advertisements. The more time users spend on their platforms, the more ads Defendants
can sell.

3. Youths are central to Defendants’ business models. Youths are more likely
to have a phone, to use social media, and to have downtime to spend on Defendants’
social media platforms. Plus, youth influence the behavior of their parents and younger
siblings. As one Defendant put it, “los[ing] the teen foothold in the U.S.[,]” would mean
“los[ing] the pipeline” for growth.!

4, Defendants have maximized the time users—particularly youth—spend on

their platforms by purposely designing, refining, and operating them to exploit the

1 Sheera Frenkel et al., Instagram Struggles with Fears of Losing Its ‘Pipeline’: Young
Users, N.Y. Times (Oct. 26, 2021),
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/16/technology/instagram-teens.html.



https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/16/technology/instagram-teens.html
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neurophysiology of the brain’s reward systems to keep users coming back, coming back
frequently, and staying on the respective platforms for as long as possible.

S. Youths are particularly susceptible to Defendants’ manipulative conduct
because their brains are not fully developed, and they consequently lack the same
emotional maturity, impulse control, and psychological resiliency as other more mature
users.

6. Defendants have successfully exploited the vulnerable brains of youth,
hooking tens of millions of students across the country into positive feedback loops of
excessive use and abuse of Defendants’ social media platforms. Worse, the content
Defendants curate and direct to youth is too often harmful and exploitive (e.g., promoting
a “corpse bride” diet, eating 300 calories a day, or encouraging self-harm).

7. Defendants’ misconduct has been a substantial factor in causing a youth
mental health crisis, which has been marked by higher and higher proportions of youth
struggling with anxiety, depression, thoughts of self-harm, and suicidal ideation. The
rates at which children have struggled with mental health issues have climbed steadily
since 2010 and by 2018 made suicide the second leading cause of death for youths. The
pandemic and the corresponding increase in time youth spend on Defendants’ platforms
has only intensified this crisis.

8. The state of children’s mental health led the American Academy of
Pediatrics, the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and the
Children’s Hospital Association to declare a national emergency, and the U.S. Surgeon
General to issue an advisory “to highlight the urgent need to address the nation’s youth

mental health crisis.”?

2 AAP-AACAP-CHA Declaration of a National Emergency in Child and Adolescent
Mental Health, Am. Acad. Pediatrics (Oct. 19, 2021),
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-
development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-
adolescent-mental-health/; U.S. Surgeon General Issues Advisory on Youth Mental
Health Crisis Further Exposed by COVID-19 Pandemic, U.S. Dep’t Health & Hum.



https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health/
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health/
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-adolescent-mental-health/
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9. In his 2022 State of the Union Address, President Joe Biden also called
attention to the harm social media has wrought on youth and implored all to “hold social
media platforms accountable for the national experiment they’re conducting on our
children for profit.”®

10.  Plaintiff Mesa Public Schools (“Plaintiff” or “MPS”) brings this action to
do just that. Youth in Plaintiff’s community are experiencing the same mental health
crisis observed nationally. The East Valley, where Plaintiff is located, has seen drastic
increases in suicides. From March to June 2022, at least eight teens died because of
suicide or a drug overdose.* In 2021, roughly one in five Arizona teenagers had thoughts
of suicide.® Suicide is now the third leading cause of death of children in Arizona.® Many
school-aged children in Arizona also suffer from anxiety, depression, and other mental
disorders. In response to these stark numbers, the Arizona House of Representatives has

formed a special committee on teen mental health,” and Governor Katie Hobbs has called

for prioritizing the hiring of social workers and counselors for Arizona schools “to

Servs. (Dec. 7, 2021), https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2021/12/07/us-surgeon-general-
Issues-advisory-on-youth-mental-health-crisis-further-exposed-by-covid-19-
pandemic.html.

% President Biden, State of the Union Address (Mar. 1, 2022) (transcript available at
https://www.whitehouse.qgov/state-of-the-union-2022/).

4 Paul Maryniak, Mesa Lawmaker Forms House Panel on Teen Crisis, E. Valley Trib.
(June 6, 2022), https://www.eastvalleytribune.com/news/mesa-lawmaker-forms-house-
panel-on-teen-crisis/article bbc82c04-e379-11ec-8dc3-d7d51589b8e4.html.

®> Kim Powell, Teen Suicide Rates in Arizona Higher than National Average, KOLD News
13 (Sept. 15, 2021), https://www.kold.com/2021/09/15/teen-suicide-rates-arizona-
higher-than-national-average/.

6 Sara Crocker, Not All Right: Arizona’s Youth Mental Health Emergency, Phx. Mag. (Dec.
27, 2022), https://lwww.phoenixmag.com/2022/12/27/not-all-right-arizonas-youth-
mental-health-emergency/.

" Paul Maryniak, Mesa Lawmaker Forms House Panel on Teen Crisis, E. Valley Trib.
(June 6, 2022), https://www.eastvalleytribune.com/news/mesa-lawmaker-forms-house-
panel-on-teen-crisis/article bbc82c04-e379-11ec-8dc3-d7d51589b8e4.html.



https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2021/12/07/us-surgeon-general-issues-advisory-on-youth-mental-health-crisis-further-exposed-by-covid-19-pandemic.html
https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2021/12/07/us-surgeon-general-issues-advisory-on-youth-mental-health-crisis-further-exposed-by-covid-19-pandemic.html
https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2021/12/07/us-surgeon-general-issues-advisory-on-youth-mental-health-crisis-further-exposed-by-covid-19-pandemic.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/state-of-the-union-2022/
https://www.eastvalleytribune.com/news/mesa-lawmaker-forms-house-panel-on-teen-crisis/article_bbc82c04-e379-11ec-8dc3-d7d51589b8e4.html
https://www.eastvalleytribune.com/news/mesa-lawmaker-forms-house-panel-on-teen-crisis/article_bbc82c04-e379-11ec-8dc3-d7d51589b8e4.html
https://www.kold.com/2021/09/15/teen-suicide-rates-arizona-higher-than-national-average/
https://www.kold.com/2021/09/15/teen-suicide-rates-arizona-higher-than-national-average/
https://www.phoenixmag.com/2022/12/27/not-all-right-arizonas-youth-mental-health-emergency/
https://www.phoenixmag.com/2022/12/27/not-all-right-arizonas-youth-mental-health-emergency/
https://www.eastvalleytribune.com/news/mesa-lawmaker-forms-house-panel-on-teen-crisis/article_bbc82c04-e379-11ec-8dc3-d7d51589b8e4.html
https://www.eastvalleytribune.com/news/mesa-lawmaker-forms-house-panel-on-teen-crisis/article_bbc82c04-e379-11ec-8dc3-d7d51589b8e4.html
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address the mental health crisis among children and teens.”®

11.  Students experiencing anxiety, depression, and other mental health issues
perform worse in school, are less likely to attend school, more likely to engage in
substance use, and to act out, all of which directly affects Mesa Public Schools’ ability to
fulfill its educational mission.

12.  That is why Plaintiff, like 96 percent of other schools, provides mental
health services to its students. For example, Plaintiff trains its teachers and staff to screen
students for mental health symptoms and refer them to services, such as those offered by
the school-based health clinics it operates in partnership with behavioral health agencies.
But Plaintiff needs a comprehensive, long-term plan and funding to drive a sustained
reduction in the record rates of anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation, and other tragic
indices of the mental health crisis its youth are experiencing at Defendants’ hands.

1. JURISDICTION AND VENUE

13.  This Court has subject-matter jurisdiction over this case under 28 U.S.C.

§ 1332(a) because the amount in controversy exceeds $75,000, and Plaintiff and
Defendants are residents and citizens of different states.

14.  The Court has personal jurisdiction over Defendants because they do
business in the District of Arizona and have sufficient minimum contacts with the
District. Defendants intentionally avail themselves of the markets in this State through
the promotion, marketing, and operations of their platforms at issue in this lawsuit in
Arizona, and by retaining the profits and proceeds from these activities, to render the
exercise of jurisdiction by this Court permissible under Arizona law and the United States
Constitution.

15.  Venue is proper in the District of Arizona pursuant to 28 U.S.C.

& Transcript: Governor Hobbs 2023 State of the State Address, Office of the Governor
Katie Hobbs (Jan. 9, 2023), https://azgovernor.gov/office-arizona-
governor/news/2023/01/transcript-governor-hobbs-2023-state-state-address.



https://azgovernor.gov/office-arizona-governor/news/2023/01/transcript-governor-hobbs-2023-state-state-address
https://azgovernor.gov/office-arizona-governor/news/2023/01/transcript-governor-hobbs-2023-state-state-address
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8 1391(b)(2) and (3) because a substantial part of the events or omissions giving rise to
the claims at issue in this Complaint arose in this District and Defendants are subject to
the Court’s personal jurisdiction with respect to this action.

I1l.  PARTIES
A. Plaintiff

16.  Plaintiff Mesa Public Schools (“Plaintiff” or “MPS”), incorporated as
Mesa Unified School District #4, is the largest public school district in Arizona, serving
approximately 58,000 students in 78 schools. Mesa Public Schools is located in Maricopa
County, Arizona, the most populous county in Arizona and the fourth most populous
county in the United States.

B. Facebook and Instagram Defendants

17.  Defendant Meta Platforms, Inc. (“Meta”), formerly known as Facebook,
Inc., is a Delaware corporation with its principal place of business in Menlo Park,
California.

18.  Defendant Meta develops and maintains social media platforms,
communication platforms, and electronic devices that are widely available to users
throughout the United States. The platforms developed and maintained by Meta include
Facebook (including its self-titled app, Marketplace, and Workplace), Messenger
(including Messenger Kids), Instagram, and a line of electronic virtual reality devices and
services called Meta Quest (collectively, “Meta platforms™).

19.  Meta transacts or has transacted business in this District and throughout the
United States. At all times material to this Complaint, acting alone or in concert with its
subsidiaries (identified below), Meta has advertised, marketed, and distributed the Meta
platforms to consumers throughout the United States. At all times material to this
Complaint, Meta formulated, directed, controlled, had the authority to control, or
participated in the acts and practices set forth in this Complaint.

20.  Defendant Meta’s subsidiaries include Facebook Holdings, LLC; Facebook
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Operations, LLC; Meta Payments Inc.; Meta Platforms Technologies, LLC; Instagram,
LLC; and Siculus, Inc.

21.  Defendant Facebook Holdings, LLC (“Facebook Holdings”) was
organized under the laws of the state of Delaware on March 11, 2020, and is a wholly
owned subsidiary of Meta Platforms, Inc. Facebook Holdings is primarily a holding
company for entities involved in Meta’s supporting and international endeavors, and its
principal place of business is in Menlo Park, California. Defendant Meta is the sole
member of Facebook Holdings.

22.  Defendant Facebook Operations, LLC (“Facebook Operations’) was
organized under the laws of the state of Delaware on January 8, 2012, and is a wholly
owned subsidiary of Meta Platforms, Inc. The principal place of business of Facebook
Operations is in Menlo Park, California. Defendant Meta is the sole member of Facebook
Operations.

23.  Defendant Meta Payments Inc. (“Meta Payments”) was incorporated in
Florida on December 10, 2010, as Facebook Payments Inc. In July 2022, the entity’s
name was amended to Meta Payments Inc. Meta Payments is a wholly owned subsidiary
of Meta Platforms, Inc. Meta Payments manages, secures, and processes payments made
through Meta, among other activities, and its principal place of business is in Menlo Park,
California.

24.  Defendant Meta Platforms Technologies, LLC (“Meta Technologies™) was
organized under the laws of the state of Delaware as “Oculus VR, LLC” on March 21,
2014, and acquired by Meta on March 25, 2014. In November 2018, the entity’s name
was amended to Facebook Technologies, LLC. In June 2022, the entity’s name was
amended again, this time to Meta Platforms Technologies, LLC. Meta Technologies
develops Meta’s virtual and augmented reality technology, such as the Meta Quest line of
services, among other technologies related to Meta’s platforms, and its principal place of

business is in Menlo Park, California. Defendant Meta is the sole member of Meta
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Technologies.

25.  Defendant Instagram, LLC (“Instagram”) was founded by Kevin Systrom
and Mike Krieger in October 2010 and is a social media platform designed for photo and
video sharing. In April 2012, Meta purchased the company for approximately $1 billion.
Meta reformed the limited liability company under the laws of the state of Delaware on
April 7, 2012, and the company’s principal place of business is in Menlo Park, California.
Defendant Meta is the sole member of Instagram.

26.  Defendant Siculus, Inc. (“Siculus”) was incorporated in Delaware on
October 19, 2011. Siculus is a wholly owned subsidiary of Meta, which supports Meta
platforms by constructing data facilities and other projects. Siculus’s principal place of
business is in Menlo Park, California.

C.  Snap Defendant

27.  Defendant Snap Inc. (“Snap”) is a Delaware corporation with its principal
place of business in Santa Monica, California. Snap transacts or has transacted business
in this District and throughout the United States. At all times material to this Complaint,
acting alone or in concert with others, Snap has advertised, marketed, and distributed the
Snapchat social media platform to consumers throughout the United States. At all times
material to this Complaint, Snap formulated, directed, controlled, had the authority to
control, or participated in the acts and practices set forth in this Complaint.

D.  TikTok Defendants

28.  Defendant TikTok Inc. was incorporated in California on April 30, 2015,
with its principal place of business in Culver City, California. TikTok Inc. transacts or
has transacted business in this District and throughout the United States. At all times
material to this Complaint, acting alone or in concert with others, TikTok Inc. has
advertised, marketed, and distributed the TikTok social media platform to consumers
throughout the United States. At all times material to this Complaint, acting alone or in

concert with ByteDance Inc., TikTok Inc. formulated, directed, controlled, had the
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authority to control, or participated in the acts and practices set forth in this Complaint.

29.  Defendant ByteDance Inc. (“ByteDance”) is a Delaware corporation with
its principal place of business in Mountain View, California. ByteDance transacts or has
transacted business in this District and throughout the United States. At all times material
to this Complaint, acting alone or in concert with others, ByteDance has advertised,
marketed, and distributed the TikTok social media platform to consumers throughout the
United States. At all times material to this Complaint, acting alone or in concert with
TikTok Inc., ByteDance formulated, directed, controlled, had the authority to control, or
participated in the acts and practices set forth in this Complaint.

E. YouTube Defendants

30.  Defendant Alphabet Inc. is a Delaware corporation with its principal place
of business in Mountain View, California. Alphabet Inc. is the sole stockholder of XXVI
Holdings Inc.

31. Defendant XXVI Holdings Inc. is a Delaware corporation with its principal
place of business in Mountain View, California. XXVI Holdings, Inc. is a wholly owned
subsidiary of Alphabet Inc. and the managing member of Google LLC (“Google”).

32.  Defendant Google is a limited liability company organized under the laws
of the state of Delaware, and its principal place of business is in Mountain View,
California. Google LLC is a wholly owned subsidiary of XXV Holdings Inc., and the
managing member of YouTube, LLC. Google LLC transacts or has transacted business in
this District and throughout the United States. At all times material to this Complaint,
acting alone or in concert with others, Google LLC has advertised, marketed, and
distributed its YouTube video sharing platform to consumers throughout the United
States. At all times material to this Complaint, acting alone or in concert with YouTube,
LLC, Google LLC formulated, directed, controlled, had the authority to control, or
participated in the acts and practices set forth in this Complaint.

33.  Defendant YouTube, LLC is a limited liability company organized under
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the laws of the state of Delaware, and its principal place of business is in San Bruno,
California. YouTube, LLC is a wholly owned subsidiary of Google LLC. YouTube, LLC
transacts or has transacted business in this District and throughout the United States. At
all times material to this Complaint, acting alone or in concert with Defendant Google
LLC, YouTube, LLC has advertised, marketed, and distributed its YouTube social media
platform to consumers throughout the United States. At all times material to this
Complaint, acting alone or in concert with Google LLC, YouTube, LLC formulated,
directed, controlled, had the authority to control, or participated in the acts and practices
set forth in this Complaint.

IV. FACTUAL ALLEGATIONS

A. Millions of Youth Have Become Excessive and Problematic Users of Social
Media

34.  Researchers studying the effect social media® has on the brain have shown
that social media exploits “the same neural circuitry” as “gambling and recreational drugs
to keep consumers using their products as much as possible.”°

35.  As described below, each Defendant designed and marketed their exploitive
social media platform to be extremely popular with youth. And they have been
successful. Ninety percent of children ages 1317 use social media.* Younger children

also regularly use social media. One study reported 38 percent of children ages 8-12 used

° The term “social media” is commonly used to refer to text, photos, videos, and ideas that
are exchanged among virtual communities. The interactive technologies that allow for the
virtual exchange of these media among networks of users are known as social media
platforms.

10 Social Media Addiction, Addiction Ctr, https://www.addictioncenter.com/drugs/social-
media-
addiction/#:~:text=Due%20t0%20the%20effect%20that,when%20taking%20an%?20add
ictive%?20substance (last visited Dec. 8, 2022).

11 Social Media and Teens, Am. Acad. Child & Adolescent Psychiatry (Mar. 2018),
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for Families/FFF-
Guide/Social-Media-and-Teens-100.aspx.



https://www.addictioncenter.com/drugs/social-media-addiction/#:~:text=Due%20to%20the%20effect%20that,when%20taking%20an%20addictive%20substance
https://www.addictioncenter.com/drugs/social-media-addiction/#:~:text=Due%20to%20the%20effect%20that,when%20taking%20an%20addictive%20substance
https://www.addictioncenter.com/drugs/social-media-addiction/#:~:text=Due%20to%20the%20effect%20that,when%20taking%20an%20addictive%20substance
https://www.addictioncenter.com/drugs/social-media-addiction/#:~:text=Due%20to%20the%20effect%20that,when%20taking%20an%20addictive%20substance
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/FFF-Guide/Social-Media-and-Teens-100.aspx
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/FFF-Guide/Social-Media-and-Teens-100.aspx
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social media in 2021.12 Other studies reveal numbers as high as 49 percent of children
ages 10-12 use social media and 32 percent of children ages 7-9 use social media.:®

36.  The most popular of these platforms is YouTube. A vast majority, 95
percent, of children ages 13-17 have used YouTube.*

37.  TikTok has skyrocketed in popularity with teenagers since its merger with
Musical.ly in 2018. As of July 2020, “TikTok classified more than a third of its 49
million daily users in the United States as being 14 years old or younger[,]”” and that
likely underestimates those under 14 and older teenagers (i.e., those between 15 and 18
years old) because TikTok claims not to know how old a third of its daily users are.’®
TikTok is now the second most popular social media platform with over 67 percent of
children ages 13-17 having used the app.'®

38.  Instagram’s numbers are comparable to TikTok, with 62 percent of children
ages 13-17 reporting they have used the app.!’

39.  Snapchat also remains popular with youth, with 59 percent of children ages

13-17 reporting they have used the app.

12 Victoria Rideout et al., The Common Sense Census: Media Use by Tweens and Teens,
2021 at 5, Common Sense Media (2022),
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/8-18-census-
integrated-report-final-web 0.pdf.

13 Sharing Too Soon? Children and Social Media Apps, C.S. Mott Child.’s Hosp. Univ.
Mich. Health (Oct. 18, 2021),
https://mottpoll.org/sites/default/files/documents/101821 SocialMedia.pdf.

14 Emily Vogels et al., Teens, Social Media and Technology 2022, Pew Rsch. Ctr. (Aug.
10, 2022), https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-
technology-2022/.

15> Raymond Zhong & Sheera Frenkel, 4 Third of TikTok’s U.S. Users May Be 14 or
Under, Raising Safety Questions, N.Y. Times (Sept. 17, 2020),
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/14/technology/tiktok-underage-users-ftc.html.

16 Emily Vogels et al., Teens, Social Media and Technology 2022, Pew Rsch. Ctr. (Aug.

10, 2022), https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-

technology-2022/.

7d.

18 q.

10


https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/8-18-census-integrated-report-final-web_0.pdf
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/8-18-census-integrated-report-final-web_0.pdf
https://mottpoll.org/sites/default/files/documents/101821_SocialMedia.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-technology-2022/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-technology-2022/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/14/technology/tiktok-underage-users-ftc.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-technology-2022/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-technology-2022/
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40.  Facebook rounds out the five most popular social media platforms, with 32
percent of children ages 1317 reporting they have used Facebook’s app or website. 1°

41.  Teenagers who use these social media platforms are also likely to use them
every day. One study estimates that 62 percent of children ages 13-18 use social media
every day.?° An increasing number of younger children also use social media daily with
18 percent of children ages 8-12 reporting using a social media site at least once a day.?*

42.  Daily use for many teenagers does not consist of logging onto a platform
just once. Rather, many teenage users check social media repeatedly throughout the day.

In one study, teenage users reported checking Snapchat thirty times a day on average.??

19 4.
20 Victoria Rideout et al., The Common Sense Census: Media Use by Tweens and Teens,

2021 at 4, Common Sense Media (2022),
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/8-18-census-
integrated-report-final-web 0.pdf.

21 1d. at 5.
22 Erinn Murphy et al., Taking Stock with Teens, Fall 2021 at 13, Piper Sandler (2021),

tinyurl.com/89ct4p88.
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43.  Even more alarming, some teenagers never stop looking at social media.?

Do
Almost Several times About not NET
constantly a day once a day use Daily
YouTube 19 ; i7 12 6 5 77
TikTok 16 33 58
Snapchat 41 51
Instagram [l 38 50
Facebook 19
Mote: Teens refer to those ages 13 to 17. Those who did not give an answer are not shown.
Figures may not add up to the NET values due to rounding.
Source: Survey conducted April 14-May 4, 2022,

“Teens, Social Media and Technology 2022"

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

44.  Nearly 20 percent of teens use YouTube almost constantly.?* TikTok and
Snapchat are close behind, with near constant use rates among teens at 16 percent and 15
percent respectively.?® Meanwhile, 10 percent of teens use Instagram almost constantly.?®
And two percent of teens report using Facebook almost constantly.?’

45.  Teenagers are aware of the grip social media has on their lives yet still
cannot stop using it. Thirty-six percent of teenagers admit they spend too much time on

social media.?® And over half of teens say that giving up social media would be

23 Emily Vogels et al., Teens, Social Media and Technology 2022, Pew Rsch. Ctr. (Aug.
10, 2022), https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-
technology-2022/.

241d.,

25 d.,

26 1d.

271d.,

28 1d.
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somewhat hard, with nearly one-in-five teens saying giving up social media would be
very hard.?® And of the subgroup of teenagers who use at least one platform “almost
constantly,” 71 percent said giving up social media would be hard, with 32 percent saying
giving up social media would be very hard.*°

46.  The more that teenagers use social media, the harder they find it to give up.
Teenagers who say they spend too much time on social media are almost twice as likely
to say that giving up social media would be hard as teens who see their social media
usage as about right.3

47.  Another study shows that among teenagers who regularly use social media,
32 percent “wouldn’t want to live without” YouTube.3? Twenty percent of teenagers said
the same about Snapchat; 13 percent said the same about both TikTok and Instagram; and
6 percent said the same about Facebook.®

48.  Despite using social media frequently, most youth do not enjoy it. Only 27
percent of boys and 42 percent of girls ages 818 reported enjoying social media “a lot”
in 2021.34
B. Research Has Confirmed the Harmful Effects of Social Media on Youth

49.  Social media use—especially excessive use—has severe and wide-ranging
effects on youth mental health. Social media use is linked to increases in mental,
emotional, developmental, and behavior disorders. Independent research and internal data
from these social media platforms show social media has a direct negative impact on

teenagers’ mental health on various fronts.

29 |d.

30 |q.

31 .

32 Victoria Rideout et al., Common Sense Census: Media use by tweens and teens, 2021
at 31, Common Sense Media (2022),
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/report/8-18-census-
integrated-report-final-web 0.pdf.

33 d.

34 |d. at 34.
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50. In general, electronic screen use causes lower psychological well-being.®
This link is especially apparent among adolescents. Those with high screen time are twice
as likely to receive diagnoses of depression, anxiety, or need treatment for mental or
behavior health conditions compared to low screen time users.3®

51.  Social media specifically has a “detrimental effect on the psychological
health of its users.”®’ One systematic review of 16 studies on the effects of social media
on mental health found social media use increases levels of anxiety and depression.3®

52.  Social media also has detrimental effects on the mental health of
adolescents specifically. Increased social media use increases depressive symptoms,
suicide-related outcomes, and suicide rates among adolescents.3®

53.  One of the primary reasons the use of social media is associated with
depressive symptoms among adolescents is because it encourages unhealthy social

comparison and feedback seeking behaviors.*® Because adolescents spend a majority of

% Jean M. Twenge & W. Keith Campbell, Associations between screen time and lower
psychological well-being among children and adolescents: Evidence from a population-
based study, 12 Prev. Med. Rep. 271-83 (2018),
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6214874/; Ariel Shensa et al., Social
Media Use and Depression and Anxiety Symptoms: A Cluster Analysis, 42(2) Am. J.
Health Behav. 116-28 (2018),
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5904786/.

% Jean M. Twenge & W. Keith Campbell, Associations between screen time and lower
psychological well-being among children and adolescents: Evidence from a population-
based study, 12 Prev. Med. Rep. 271-83 (2018),
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6214874/.

37 Fazida Karim et al., Social Media Use and Its Connection to Mental Health: A
Systemic Review, Cureus VVolume 12(6) (June 15, 2020),
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7364393/.

38 1d.

39 Jean M. Twenge et al., Increases in Depressive Symptoms, Suicide-Related Outcomes,
and Suicide Rates Among U.S. Adolescents After 2010 and Links to Increased New
Media Screen Time, 6 Clinical Psych. Sci. 3-17 (2017),
https://doi.org/10.1177/2167702617723376.

40 Jacqueline Nesi & Mitchell J Prinstein, Using Social Media for Social Comparison and
Feedback-Seeking: Gender and Popularity Moderate Associations with Depressive
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their time on social media looking at other users’ profiles and photos, they are likely to
engage in negative comparisons with their peers.*! Specifically, adolescents are likely to
engage in harmful upward comparisons with others they perceive to be more popular.*?

54.  Clinicians have also observed a clear relationship between youth social
media use and disordered eating behavior.** The more social media accounts an
adolescent has, the greater disordered eating behaviors they exhibit. Additionally,
research shows the more time young girls spend on social media platforms, such as
Instagram and Snapchat, the more likely they are to develop disordered eating
behaviors.*

55.  Social media use has also caused an increase in cyberbullying. The more
time an individual, especially males, spend on social media, the more likely they are to
commit acts of cyberbullying.*® Cyberbullying is now so common that most American

teens, 59 percent, have experienced some form of cyberbullying.*® This number includes

Symptoms, 43 J. Abnormal Child Psych. 1427-38 (2015),
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5985443/.

41 1d.; see also Nino Gugushvili et al., Facebook use intensity and depressive symptoms: a
moderated mediation model of problematic Facebook use, age, neuroticism, and
extraversion at 3, BMC Psych. 10, 279 (2022), https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-022-
00990-7 (explaining that youth are particularly vulnerable because they “use social
networking sites for construing their identity, developing a sense of belonging, and for
comparison with others™).

2 d.

43 Simon M. Wilksch et al., The relationship between social media use and disordered
eating in young adolescents, 53 Int’l J. Eating Disorders 96-106 (2020),
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.qov/31797420/.

4 1d.

4% Amanda Giordano et al., Understanding Adolescent Cyberbullies: Exploring Social
Media Addiction and Psychological Factors, 7(1) J. Child & Adolescent Counseling 42—
55 (2021),
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/23727810.2020.1835420?journalCode=u
cac20.

46 Monica Anderson, A Majority of Teens Have Experienced Some Form of Cyberbullying,
Pew Rsch. Ctr. (Sept. 27, 2018), https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2018/09/27/a-
majority-of-teens-have-experienced-some-form-of-cyberbullying/.
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42 percent of teens experiencing name calling; 32 percent being subject to false rumors;
25 percent receiving an unsolicited explicit image; 21 percent being subject to online
stalking; 16 percent receiving physical threats online; and 7 percent having had explicit
images of them shared without their consent.*’

56.  Social media use also contributes to sleep deprivation. Young adults who
spend a lot of time on social media during the day or check it frequently throughout the
week are more likely to suffer sleep disturbances than their peers who use social media
infrequently.*® In turn, disturbed and insufficient sleep is associated with poor health
outcomes.*®

57.  Defendants exacerbate the disruption of sleep by sending push notifications
and emails either at night when children should be sleeping or during school hours when
they should be studying, thereby prompting children to re-engage with Defendants’
platforms at times when using them is harmful to their health and well-being.>°

58.  Further, children are especially vulnerable to developing harmful behaviors
because their prefrontal cortex is not fully developed.>! Consequently, they find it
particularly difficult to exercise the self-control required to regulate their own use of
Defendants’ platforms. In this regard, self-regulation allows people to delay gratification,

postponing an immediate reward for a better reward later. Adolescents’ low capacity for

47 1d.

48 Jessica C. Levenson et al., The Association Between Social Media Use and Sleep
Disturbance  Among Young Adults, 85 Preventive Med. 36-41 (Apr. 2016),
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0091743516000025.

49 1d.

%0 See, e.g., Beatrice Nolan, Kids are waking up in the night to check their notifications and
are losing about 1 night’s worth of sleep a week, study suggests, Bus. Insider (Sept. 19,
2022), https://www.businessinsider.com/social-media-costing-children-one-night-sleep-
study-2022-9 (approximately 12.5% of children report waking up to check social media
notifications).

°1 Nino Gugushvili et al., Facebook use intensity and depressive symptoms: a moderated
mediation model of problematic Facebook use, age, neuroticism, and extraversion at 3,
BMC Psych. 10, 279 (2022), https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-022-00990-7.

16


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0091743516000025
https://www.businessinsider.com/social-media-costing-children-one-night-sleep-study-2022-9
https://www.businessinsider.com/social-media-costing-children-one-night-sleep-study-2022-9
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-022-00990-7

Case 2:23-cv-00172-JFM Document 1 Filed 01/26/23 Page 20 of 111

self-regulation means they are particularly vulnerable to the immediately pleasurable, but
ultimately harmful, effects of the repeated dopamine spikes caused by an external
stimulus, such as “likes” that activate the reward system in the brain.®2

59.  Asdiscussed in further detail infra Section IV.D., these reward-based
learning systems “contribute to the maintenance of excessive usage patterns.”3
Researchers investigating the “directionality between social networking [platforms] and
problematic use,” have found that “increases in the intensity of use . .. predict[]
problematic use.”®* And empirical studies have found that problematic use is associated
with “insomnia, stress, relationship dissatisfaction, anxiety, social anxiety, and depressive
symptoms.”>®

60. Inthis regard, adolescents are especially vulnerable to long-term harm from
Defendants’ platforms because excessive and problematic use can disrupt their brains’
development at a critical stage.
C. As a Result, America’s Youth are Facing a Mental Health Crisis

61. The number of youths using Defendants’ social media platforms and the
intensity of their use has increased significantly since 2008, which has contributed to a
wide range of negative effects on youth mental health. Over that same time the number of
youths experiencing depression, contemplating suicide, seeking emergency room help for
mental health issues and—tragically—committing suicide has skyrocketed.

62.  Today, one in five children ages 3—17 in the United States have a mental,

emotional, developmental, or behavioral disorder.>®

52 d.

53 d.

5 d.

% 1d. (collecting sources).

56 U.S. Surgeon General Issues Advisory on Youth Mental Health Crisis Further Exposed
by COVID-19 Pandemic, U.S. Dep’t Health & Hum. Servs. (Dec. 7, 2021),
https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2021/12/07/us-surgeon-general-issues-advisory-on-
youth-mental-health-crisis-further-exposed-by-covid-19-pandemic.html.
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63. On December 7, 2021, these issues led the United States Surgeon General
to issue an advisory on youth the mental health crisis.>” In issuing the advisory, the
Surgeon General noted, “[m]ental health challenges in children, adolescents, and young
adults are real and widespread. Even before the pandemic, an alarming number of young
people struggled with feelings of helplessness, depression, and thoughts of suicide — and
rates have increased over the past decade.”®

64.  While the report highlights ways in which the COVID-19 pandemic has
exacerbated mental health issues for American youth, it also highlights the mental health
challenges youth faced before the pandemic. Specifically, the report notes that before the
pandemic, “mental health challenges were the leading cause of disability and poor life
outcomes in young people.”®

65.  Before the pandemic, one-in-five children ages 3—-17 in the United States
had a mental, emotional, developmental, or behavior disorder.

66.  From 2009-19, the rate of high school students who reported persistent
feelings of sadness or hopelessness increased by 40 percent (to one out of every three
kids).%! The share of kids seriously considering attempting suicide increased by 36
percent and the share creating a suicide plan increased by 44 percent.®?

67. From 2007 to 2019, suicide rates among youth ages 10-24 in the United

5" Protecting Youth Mental Health: The U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory, U.S. Dep’t
Health & Hum. Servs. (Dec. 7, 2021), https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-
general-youth-mental-health-advisory.pdf.

58 U.S. Surgeon General Issues Advisory on Youth Mental Health Crisis Further Exposed
by COVID-19 Pandemic, U.S. Dep’t Health & Hum. Servs. (Dec. 7, 2021),
https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2021/12/07/us-surgeon-general-issues-advisory-on-
youth-mental-health-crisis-further-exposed-by-covid-19-pandemic.html.

59

o\g.

81 Protecting Youth Mental Health: The U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory at 8, U.S. Dep’t
Health & Hum. Servs. (Dec. 7, 2021), https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-
general-youth-mental-health-advisory.pdf.

62 1d.
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States increased by 57 percent.%® By 2018, suicide was the second leading cause of death
for youth ages 10-24.54

68.  From 2007 to 2016, emergency room visits for youth ages 5-17 rose 117
percent for anxiety disorders, 44 percent for mood disorders, and 40 percent for attention
disorders.®®

69.  This and other data led the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, and the Children’s Hospital Association to
join the Surgeon General and declare a national emergency in child and adolescent
mental health.®

70.  President Biden also addressed the mental health harms Defendants’
platforms have caused youth in his state of the union address this year.®” There he noted
that children were struggling from the harms of social media—even before the
pandemic—and called on all to “hold social media platforms accountable for the national

experiment they’re conducting on our children for profit.”%®

63 1d.

64 AAP-AACAP-CHA Declaration of a National Emergency in Child and Adolescent
Mental Health, Am. Acad. Pediatrics (Oct. 19, 2021),
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-
development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-
adolescent-mental-health/.

65 Matt Richtel, 4 Teen’s Journey Into the Internet’s Darkness and Back Again, N.Y.
Times (Aug. 22, 2022), https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/22/health/adolescents-
mental-health-technology.html.

6 AAP-AACAP-CHA Declaration of a National Emergency in Child and Adolescent
Mental Health, Am. Acad. Pediatrics (Oct. 19, 2021),
https://www.aap.org/en/advocacy/child-and-adolescent-healthy-mental-
development/aap-aacap-cha-declaration-of-a-national-emergency-in-child-and-
adolescent-mental-health/.

67 President Biden, State of the Union Address (Mar. 1, 2022) (transcript available at
https://www.whitehouse.qgov/state-of-the-union-2022/).

68 1d.
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D. Defendants Intentionally Market to, Design, and Operate Their Social Media
Platforms for Youth Users

71.  This mental health crisis is no accident. It is the result of the Defendants’
deliberate choices and affirmative actions to design and market their social media
platforms to attract youth.

72.  Defendants each run and operate social media platforms. The interactive
features Defendants provide on their platforms are similar in many respects. For example,
Facebook, Instagram, Snap, TikTok, and YouTube all offer tailored “feeds” of content
curated by complex algorithms intended to learn your interests; ways to publicly express
affirmation for such curated content through “likes,” comments, and sharing or reposting
the content; and, in fact, each is known to copy the designs and features of one another.
The salient features of Defendants’ social media platforms are described in more detail
below.

73.  Defendants’ make money from their social media platforms by using them
as advertising platforms. Defendants collect data on their users’ viewing habits and
behaviors and use that data to sell advertisers access to their youth and other users to
allow those companies to promote their products. Advertisers pay a premium to target
advertisements to specific categories of users, including youth.

74.  Defendants view youth, adolescent, and even pre-adolescent users as one of
their most valuable commaodities as an audience for their advertisements. Young users are
central to Defendants’ business model and advertising revenue as children are more likely

than adults to use social media. Indeed, 95 percent of children ages 13-17 have

69 See, e.g., Kevin Hurler, For Sites Like Instagram and Twitter, Imitation Is the Only Form
of Flattery, Gizmodo (Aug. 16, 2022), https://gizmodo.com/instagram-tiktok-snapchat-
facebook-meta-18493954109.

20


https://gizmodo.com/instagram-tiktok-snapchat-facebook-meta-1849395419
https://gizmodo.com/instagram-tiktok-snapchat-facebook-meta-1849395419

Case 2:23-cv-00172-JFM Document 1 Filed 01/26/23 Page 24 of 111

cellphones,” 90 percent use social media,’* and 28 percent buy products and services
through social media.”

75.  To profit from these young users, Defendants intentionally market their
platforms to youths and adolescents. For children under 13, the Children’s Online Privacy
Protection Act (“COPPA”)" regulates the conditions under which platforms, like
Defendants’, can collect and use their information.

76.  COPPA requires platforms that either target children under age 13 or have
actual knowledge of users under age 13 to obtain “verifiable parental consent” prior to
collecting and using information about children under age 13.7* Defendants have
blatantly violated COPPA or turned a blind eye to younger users on their platforms by
leaving users to self-report their age. More recently, Defendants embarked on a bolder
strategy and sought to capture pre-adolescent audiences by offering “kid versions” of
their platforms that, while not collecting and using their information, are reportedly
“designed to fuel [kids’] interest in the grown-up version.”’®

77.  To maximize revenue, Defendants have intentionally designed and operated
their platforms to maximize users’ screen time. Defendants have done so by building
features and operating their platforms in a manner intended to exploit human psychology
using complex algorithms driven by advanced artificial intelligence and machine-learning

systems. In this regard, Defendants have progressively modified their platforms in ways

0 Emily Vogels et al., Teens, Social Media and Technology 2022, Pew Rsch. Ctr. (Aug.
10, 2022), https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-
technology-2022/.

1 Social Media and Teens, Am. Acad. Child & Adolescent Psychiatry (Mar. 2018),
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families and Youth/Facts for Families/FFF-
Guide/Social-Media-and-Teens-100.aspx.

2 Erinn Murphy et al., Taking Stock with Teens, Fall 2021 at 13, Piper Sandler (2021),
tinyurl.com/89ct4p88.

3 See 15 U.S.C. 8§ 6501-6506.

“d.

> Leonard Sax, Is TikTok Dangerous for Teens?, Inst. Fam. Stud. (Mar. 29, 2022),
https://ifstudies.org/blog/is-tiktok-dangerous-for-teens-.
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that promote excessive and problematic use and have done so in ways known to be
harmful to children.

78.  One way Defendants maximize the time users spend on their platforms
involves the design of feeds—whether of photos, videos, or sponsored or promoted
content. Each uses algorithms to serve users personalized content for them to consume ad
nauseum. Google’s former design ethicist, Tristan Harris, explained that this never-
ending stream is designed to “keep [users] scrolling, and purposely eliminate any reason
for [them] to pause, reconsider or leave.”’® Defendants’ feeds take “an experience that
was bounded and finite, and turn it into a bottomless flow that keeps going.”’” This “flow
state,” as psychologists describe it, “fully immerse[s]” users, distorts their perception of
time, and “has been shown to be associated with problematic use of social networking
sites.”’®

79.  Asecond way social media platforms manipulate users is through social
reciprocity. “Reciprocity,” from a psychology perspective, refers to the powerful social
phenomenon of how people respond to positive or, conversely, hostile actions.
Reciprocity means that in response to friendly actions, people respond in a friendly

manner and vice versa.” Phillip Kunz best illustrated the automatic nature of reciprocity

through his Christmas card experiment. In the experiment, Mr. Kunz sent a group of

6 \on Tristan Harris, The Slot Machine in Your Pocket, Spiegel Int’l (July 27, 2016),
https://www.spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/smartphone-addiction-is-part-of-the-
design-a-1104237.html.

1d.

8 Gino Gugushvili et al., Facebook use intensity and depressive symptoms: a moderated
mediation model of problematic Facebook use, age, neuroticism, and extraversion at 3,
BMC Psych. 10, 279 (2022), https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-022-00990-7.

9 Ernst Fehr & Simon Gachter, Fairness and Retaliation: The Economics of Reciprocity,
14(3) J. Econ. Persps. 159-81 (2000), https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ernst-Fehr-
2/publication/23756527 Fairness_and_Retaliation_The Economics_of Reciprocity/lin
ks/5eb024e945851592d6b87d3b/Fairness-and-Retaliation-The-Economics-of-
Reciprocity.pdf.
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complete strangers holiday cards with pictures of his family and included a brief note.8°
Those people, whom he had never met or communicated with before, reciprocated,
flooding him with holiday cards.8! The majority of the responses did not even ask Mr.
Kunz who he was.8? They simply responded to his initial gesture with a reciprocal action.

80.  Reciprocity is why Facebook and Snapchat automatically tell a “sender
when you ‘saw’ their message, instead of letting you avoid disclosing whether you read
it. As a consequence, you feel more obligated to respond[,]” immediately.® That keeps
users on the platform or, through push notifications—another insidious tool—users feel
psychologically compelled to return to the platform.

81.  Athird way Defendants manipulate users to keep using or coming back to
their platforms is through the use of intermittent variable rewards (“I\VR”). Slot machines
are a frequent example of how IVR works.8* Users pull a lever to win a prize. With each
pull, the user may or may not win a prize (i.e., an intermittent reward that varies in
value).

82.  IVR works by spacing out dopamine triggering stimuli with dopamine
gaps—allowing for anticipation and craving to develop, which strengthens the desire to
engage in the activity with each release of dopamine.

83.  Defendants bake I'VR into the design and operations of their respective

8 Phillip R. Kunz & Michael Woolcott, Season’s Greetings: From my status to yours, 5(3)
Soc. Sci. Rsch. 269-78 (Sept. 1976), https://doi.org/10.1016/0049-089X(76)90003-X.

81 1d.

82 |d.

8 Von Tristan Harris, The Slot Machine in Your Pocket, Spiegel Int’l (July 27, 2016),
https://www.spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/smartphone-addiction-is-part-of-the-
design-a-1104237.html.

8 See, e.g., Julian Morgans, The Secret Ways Social Media is Built for Addiction, Vice
(May 17, 2017), https://www.vice.com/en/article/vv5jkb/the-secret-ways-social-media-
Is-built-for-addiction.
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platforms by “link[ing] a user’s action (like pulling a lever) with a variable reward.”® For
example, when “we swipe down our finger to scroll the Instagram feed, we’re playing a
slot machine to see what photo comes next.”®® Meta also delays the time it takes to load
the feed. “This is because without that three-second delay, Instagram wouldn’t feel
variable.”®” Without that delay, there would be no time for users’ anticipation to build. In
slot machine terms, there would be “no sense of will I win? because you’d know
instantly. So the delay isn’t the app loading. It’s the cogs spinning on the slot machine.”8®
Each of the Defendants’ platforms exploits this biochemical reaction among its users,
typically using “likes,” “hearts,” or other forms of approval that serve as the reward. See
infra Section IV.D.1-4.

84.  “Everyone innately responds to social approval, but some demographics, in
particular teenagers, are more vulnerable to it than others.”8®

85.  Youth are especially vulnerable both to the ways in which Defendants
manipulate users to maximize their “watch time,” and to the resulting harms. Children’s
brains undergo a fundamental shift around age 10 that makes “preteens extra sensitive to
attention and admiration from others.” % Consequently, Defendants’ use of IVR,

reciprocity, and other “rewards” to maximize the time users spend on their platforms

exploits a vulnerability unique to youth. This “extra sensitivity” also puts them at greater

8 Von Tristan Harris, The Slot Machine in Your Pocket, Spiegel Int’l (July 27, 2016),
https://www.spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/smartphone-addiction-is-part-of-the-
design-a-1104237.html.

8 1d.

87 Julian Morgans, The Secret Ways Social Media is Built for Addiction, Vice (May 17,
2017),  https://www.vice.com/en/article/vv5jkb/the-secret-ways-social-media-is-built-
for-addiction.

8 1d.

8 Von Tristan Harris, The Slot Machine in Your Pocket, Spiegel Int’l (July 27, 2016),
https://www.spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/smartphone-addiction-is-part-of-the-
design-a-1104237.html.

% Zara Abrams, Why young brains are especially vulnerable to social media, Am. Psych.
Ass’n (Aug. 25, 2022), https://www.apa.org/news/apa/2022/social-media-children-teens.
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risk.

86.  In adolescence, the structures of the brain “closely tied” to social media
activity and that drive instinctual behavior begin to change.®* The ventral striatum is one
of those structures. It receives a rush of dopamine and oxytocin, known as the “happy
hormones[,]” whenever we experience social rewards.%? Between the ages of 10 and 12,
the receptors for those happy hormones begin to multiply in this region of the brain,
which makes compliments on a new hairstyle, laughter from a classmate, or other social
rewards “start to feel a lot more satisfying.”%

87.  Historically, these biological changes incentivized kids and teens to
develop healthy social skills and connections. “But arriving at school in a new pair of
designer jeans, hoping your crush will smile at you in the hallway, is worlds away from
posting a video on TikTok that may get thousands of views and likes,” according to
Mitch Prinstein, Chief Science Officer for the American Psychology Association.%

88.  Part of what makes the “interactions so different,”® is that they are often
permanent and public in nature. There is no public ledger tracking the number of
consecutive days you have spoken to someone, like there is for Snap “streaks.” Similarly,
“[a]fter you walk away from a regular conversation, you don’t know if the other person
liked it, or if anyone else liked it[.]"% Conversely, on Defendants’ platforms, kids, their
friends, and even complete strangers can publicly deliver or withhold social rewards in
the form of likes, comments, views, and follows.%’

89.  These social rewards release dopamine and oxytocin in the brains of youth

and adults alike but there are two key differences, as Chief Science Officer Prinstein

L d.
%2d.
% 1d.
% 1d.
% d.
% 1d.
71d.
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explained: “First, adults tend to have a fixed sense of self that relies less on feedback
from peers. Second, adults have a more mature prefrontal cortex, an area that can help
regulate emotional responses to social rewards.”%

90. Adolescents, by contrast, are in a “period of personal and social identity
formation,” much of which “is now reliant on social media.”® “Due to their limited
capacity for self-regulation and their vulnerability to peer pressure,” adolescents “are at
greater risk of developing mental disorder.”%

91.  Together, Meta, Snap, TikTok, and Google have designed, refined,
marketed, and operated their social media platforms to maximize the number of youths
who use their platforms and the time they spend on those platforms. Despite knowing that
social media inflicts harms on youth, Defendants have continued to create more
sophisticated versions of their platforms with features designed to keep users engaged
and maximize the amount of time they spend using social media. Defendants’ conduct in
designing and marketing exploitive and manipulative platforms, youth spend excessive
amounts of time on Defendants’ platforms.

92.  Defendants’ efforts worked. The majority of teenagers use the same five

social media platforms: YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and Facebook.!°* Each

of these platforms individually boasts high numbers of teenage users.

% 1d.

% Betul Keles et al., A systematic review: the influence of social media on depression,
anxiety and psychological distress in adolescents, Int’l J. Adolescence & Youth (202)
25:1, 79-93 (Mar. 3, 2019),
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/331947590 A systematic review the influen
ce of social media on depression anxiety and psychological distress in adolescent
s/fulltext/5c94432345851506d7223822/A-systematic-review-the-influence-of-social-
media-on-depression-anxiety-and-psychological-distress-in-adolescents.pdf.

100 |d

101 Emily Vogels et al., Teens, Social Media and Technology 2022, Pew Rsch. Ctr. (Aug.

10, 2022), https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2022/08/10/teens-social-media-and-

technology-2022/.
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1. Meta Intentionally Marketed to and Designed Their Social Media
Platforms for Youth Users, Substantially Contributing to the Mental
Health Crisis
a. The Meta Platform

93.  The Meta platform, including Facebook and Instagram, are among the most
popular social networking platforms in the world, with more than 3.6 billion users
worldwide. 102

(i) The Facebook Platform

94.  Facebook is a social networking platform that is one of Meta’s platforms.

95.  Facebook was founded in 2004 and has become the largest social network
in the world. As of October 2021, Facebook had approximately 2.9 billion monthly active
users, approximately 2 billion of whom use Facebook every day.!%

96.  When Facebook was founded in 2004, only students at certain colleges and
universities could use the social media platform, and verification of college enrollment
was required to access Facebook.

97.  In 2005, Facebook expanded and became accessible to students at more
universities around the world, after which Meta launched a high school version of
Facebook that also required an invitation to join.

98.  Meta later expanded eligibility for Facebook to employees of several
companies, including Apple and Microsoft, and added more universities to its network.

99. In September 2006, Facebook became available to all internet users. At the
time, Meta claimed that it was open only to persons aged 13 and older with a valid email

address; however, on information and belief, Meta did not in fact require verification of a

102 Felix Richter, Meta Reaches 3.6 Billion People Each Month, Statista (Oct. 29, 2021),
https://www.statista.com/chart/2183/facebooks-mobile-users/.

103 See id.; S. Dixon, Number of Daily Active Facebook Users Worldwide as of 3rd
Quarter 2022 (in Millions), Statista (Oct. 27, 2022),
https://www.statista.com/statistics/346167/facebook-global-dau/.
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user’s age or identity and did not actually verify users’ email addresses, such that
underage users could easily register an account with and access Facebook.

100. Facebook then underwent a series of changes aimed at increasing user
engagement and platform growth, without regard to user safety, including the following
changes:

° In 2009, Facebook launched the “like” button;

o In 2011, Facebook launched Messenger, its direct messaging service, and
started allowing people to subscribe to non-friends;

o In 2012, Facebook started showing advertisements in its news feed and
launched a real-time bidding system through which advertisers could bid on users based
on their visits to third-party websites;

o In 2014, Facebook’s facial recognition algorithm (DeepFace) reached near-
human accuracy in identifying faces;

) In 2015, Facebook made significant changes to its news feed algorithm to
determine what content to show users and launched its live-streaming service;

) In 2016, Facebook launched games for its social media platform, so that
users could play games without having to install new apps; and

) In 2017, Facebook launched Facebook Creator, an app for mobile video
posts that assists with content creation.

(i)  The Instagram Platform

101. Instagram is a social media platform that launched in 2010, which Meta
acquired for $1 billion in April 2012.

102. Instagram enables users to share photos and videos with other users and to
view other users’ photos and videos. These photos and videos appear on users’ Instagram
“feeds,” which are virtually bottomless, scrollable lists of content.

103. After being acquired by Meta, Instagram experienced exponential user

growth, expanding from approximately 10 million monthly active users in September
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2012 to more than one billion monthly active users worldwide today, including
approximately 160 million users in the United States.!%4

104. Instagram’s user growth was driven by design and development changes to
the Instagram platform that increased engagement at the expense of the health and well-
being of Instagram’s users—especially the children using the platform.

105. For example, in August 2020, Instagram began hosting and recommending
short videos to users, called Reels.?® Like TikTok, Instagram allows users to view an
endless feed of Reels that are recommended and curated to users by Instagram’s
algorithm.

106. Instagram has become the most popular photo sharing social media
platform among children in the United States—approximately 72 percent of children
aged 13-17 in the United States use Instagram.°®

b. Meta Markets Its Platforms to Youth

107. To maximize the revenue generated from relationships with advertisers,
Meta has expended significant effort to attract youth, including teens and preteens, to its
platforms, including designing features that appeal to them. Meta also views teenagers as
a way to attract other potential users, such as by using teenagers to recruit parents who
want to participate in their children’s lives as well as younger siblings who look to older

siblings as models for which social media platforms to use and how to use them.’

104 S, Dixon, Number of Instagram Users Worldwide from 2020 to 2025 (in Billions),
Statista (May 23, 2022), https://www.statista.com/statistics/183585/instagram-number-
of-global-users/.

195 Introducing Instagram Reels, Instagram (Aug. 5, 2020),
https://about.instagram.com/blog/announcements/introducing-instagram-reels-
announcement.

106 Katherine Schaeffer, 7 Facts About Americans and Instagram, Pew Rsch. Ctr. (Oct. 7,
2021), https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/10/07/7-facts-about-americans-and-
instagram/.

107 Sheera Frenkel et al., Instagram Struggles with Fears of Losing Its ‘Pipeline’: Young
Users, N.Y. Times (Oct. 26, 2021),
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/16/technology/instagram-teens.htmi.
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108. Meta explicitly targets teenagers. An internal Instagram marketing plan
reveals, Meta knows that “[1]f we lose the teen foothold in the U.S. we lose the pipeline”
for growth.1% To ensure that did not happen, Meta’s Instagram devoted almost all of its
$390 million annual marketing budget for 2018 to target teenagers.1®

109. Meta also views preteens or “tweens” as a “valuable but untapped
audience,” even contemplating “exploring playdates as a growth lever.”*'® Meta formed a
team to study preteens, endeavored to create more products designed for them, and

commissioned strategy papers regarding the “business opportunities” created.!!

108 Id.

109 Id.

110 Id.

111 Georgia Wells & Jeff Horwitz, Facebook’s Effort to Attract Preteens Goes Beyond
Instagram Kids, Documents Show; It has investigated how to engage young users in
response to competition from Snapchat, TikTok; 'Exploring playdates as a growth lever,
Wall St. J. (Sept. 28, 2021), https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-instagram-kids-
tweens-attract-11632849667.
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000 \ fromthe files ¥

« Are kids are using Messenger Kids during playdates, and if so, how are they

using the app and talking about the app?

« Whao initiates the playdates, and how are they planned /swhat Kinds of

activities take place?

Five word of hand/growth
|5 there a way to leverage playdates to drive
word of hand/growth among kids?

To better understand how |'l||I'I.'l':|:I|I."- muzht be an aren Lo deive kid arowlh, we asked prrents
of the ME Community about how they initiate and plan, as well as the activities that take

p]ﬂn' during |1]:1'.1|.n1_1'.~\,

“*Researcher’s note: This note is intended o generate idens and consider how we can
leverage plavdates to inercase growlh/ rotention and active threads. These findings are MK
community-specthe lactive users who routinely provide feedback about the app) and are
meant to give us insight into how active users leveraze Messenger Kids in the contest of

initiating and coordinating plavdates.

11;DR:

* Most kids (68% | 65/05) do not use Messenger Kids during plavdates,
mainly because parents view the app as a way for kids to communicate with
others when they're not together,

* When kids do use Messenger Kids during pliavdates, it is mainly to communicate

with their parents or with another friend who is nol present at the playdate,

110. For these reasons, the Meta platforms are designed to be used by children
and are actively marketed to children throughout the Meta markets in the United States.
Meta advertises to children through its own efforts as well as through advertisers that
create and target advertisements to children. Internal Meta documents establish that Meta
spends hundreds of millions of dollars researching, analyzing, and marketing to children

to find ways to make its platforms more appealing to these age groups and to maximize
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the time they spend on its platforms, as these age groups are seen as essential to Meta’s
long-term profitability and market dominance.!'? For instance, after Instagram’s founders
left Meta in September 2018, “Facebook went all out to turn Instagram into a main
attraction for young audiences,” and “began concentrating on the ‘teen time spent’ data
point,” in order to “drive up the amount of time that teenagers were on the app with
features including Instagram Live, a broadcasting tool, and Instagram TV, where people
upload videos that run as long as an hour.”!13

111. Similarly, Instagram’s popularity among young people is the result of
Meta’s deliberate efforts to target children—which in turn is driven by the desire of
advertisers and marketers to target children on Meta’s platforms. In fact, Meta’s
acquisition of Instagram was primarily motivated by its desire to make up for declines in
the use of Facebook by children, and Meta views Instagram as central to its ability to
attract and retain young audiences. A 2018 internal Meta marketing report is indicative of
this, lamenting the loss of teenage users to competitors’ platforms as “an existential
threat.”'** In contrast, a Meta presentation from 2019 indicated that “Instagram is well
positioned to resonate and win with young people,” and “[t]here is a path to growth if
Instagram can continue their trajectory.”*®

112. With respect to pre-teens, Meta’s policy is that they cannot register an
account, but it knowingly lacks effective age-verification protocols. Since at least 2011,

Meta has known that its age-verification protocols are largely inadequate, estimating at

112 Id.

113 Sheera Frenkel et al., Instagram Struggles with Fears of Losing Its ‘Pipeline’: Young
Users, N.Y. Times (Oct. 26, 2021),
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/16/technology/instagram-teens.htmi.

114 |d

115 Georgia Wells et al., Facebook Knows Instagram Is Toxic for Teen Girls, Company
Documents Show; Its own in-depth research shows a significant teen mental-health
Issue that Facebook plays down in public, Wall St. J. (Sept. 14, 2021),
https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-knows-instagram-is-toxic-for-teen-girls-
company-documents-show-11631620739.
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