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Abstract

Although social media use is ubiquitous among adolescents, re-
search often emphasizes benefits and risks without considering
the design-based affordances that may influence these experiences.
Affordances enable or constrain user behavior and thus provide a
valuable lens for promoting positive online engagement. To this end,
we developed an affordance-centered framework and systematically
coded 66 empirical studies on U.S. adolescents published in the past
decade to map how platform features relate to specific user activi-
ties, the affordances they instantiate, and associated benefits and
risks. For instance, Discoverability affordance, driven by algorithmic
recommendations, supported Cognitive engagement by facilitating
learning while heightening exposure to misinformation. Visibility
affordance enabled Identity exploration through ephemeral sharing,
lowering performance anxiety but raising post-disclosure regret
when content reached hostile viewers. By clarifying how specific af-
fordances facilitate adolescent experiences, our work contributes a
design-grounded framework for future research that advances both
theoretical understanding and the development of youth-centered
interventions.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The latest research from Pew Research indicates that social me-
dia use is nearly universal among U.S. teenagers, with most using
multiple platforms daily [51]. Given this high level of engagement
and the fact that adolescence is a complex developmental period
marked by identity formation [21], heightened sensitivity to peer
feedback [37], and increased exploration of the social world [139],
teens may be especially affected by the design of features that facil-
itate different activities on social media. On one hand, social media
offers important benefits, including peer support [7, 66], identity
exploration [60, 88], and access to learning resources [33, 159].
On the other hand, it also exposes teens to risks such as cyber-
bullying [43, 80], negative social comparison [14, 15], and sexual
risks [65, 129]. Policymakers [11, 142], parents and researchers [28]
have often called for “safer” social media that better protects youth
from online harms.

As such, numerous studies, including systematic reviews and
meta-analyses, have thus examined the impacts of social media use
on young people, focusing on areas such as depression [36], anxi-
ety [116], stress [167], well-being [156], and psychosocial impacts
[143]. However, this line of work largely centers on how the use fre-
quency or intensity leads to positive or negative outcomes, which
often ignores how the specific platform design components and
mechanisms, such as likes, comments, or algorithmic recommen-
dations, drive these outcomes [9, 92]. Understanding how design
influences these experiences is important for developing tailored
interventions that move beyond simply addressing harmful out-
comes (e.g., content removal) and toward addressing the inputs and
pathways that may contribute to those outcomes in the first place
[152]. Thus, it becomes important to examine teens’ experiences
in relation to the specific social media features they use and the
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different activities these features enable, which can be systemati-
cally studied through the lens of affordances, which refers to the
perceived possibilities of a system that enable or constrain certain
user behaviors [110, 111, 155]. Applying the affordances lens moves
the discussion beyond broad risk-and-benefit debates to provide
clearer conceptual framing to inform design that reduces harm and
supports positive use.

Emerging work within the SIGCHI communities has investigated
how some social media design components, such as recommenda-
tion systems [26] and private messaging [7, 66], are associated with
specific user outcomes, such as the cross-platform spread of harm-
ful content [26], exposure to harassment and sexual solicitations
[7], or opportunities for emotional and informational support [66].
However, because this work has largely been examined in separate
silos, we still lack a holistic picture of how platform designs are
associated with different risks and benefits for youth. A systematic
literature review that leverages the affordance lens can address
that by helping create a uniform, design-based understanding of
youth experiences across platforms. The affordance lens also helps
address the lack of design-based interventions identified in prior
work [3] by providing a scientific basis for intervention design
that aligns required functions and theory-linked constructs with
platform capabilities. In doing so, interventions target replicable
technological qualities rather than temporary criteria such as plat-
form popularity [103]; if one platform declines or shifts, researchers
can select another with similar affordances, preserving validity and
generalizability across platforms. Meanwhile, teens’ online experi-
ences are uniquely influenced by dominant platform ecosystems
[51], cultural differences [113], and the distinct regulatory envi-
ronment of where they live (e.g., COPPA [34]). To date, the U.S.
has driven the majority of empirical research on adolescent online
safety. In addition, ongoing debates around the Kids Online Safety
Act (KOSA) [1] in the U.S. are actively shaping platform policies,
which makes our synthesis especially important at this time. Thus,
we chose to focus on the U.S. context for this work. To guide this
effort, we ask the following over-arching research questions:

o RQ1: What are the key research trends in the study of adoles-
cent social media use over the past decade in the U.S.?

e RQ2: Which social media affordances have been analyzed
most frequently in these research studies and what teen social
media activities do these affordances facilitate?

e ROQ3: How do the benefits and risks associated with different
teen social media activities map to these affordances?

To answer these questions, we conducted a systematic litera-
ture review of 66 empirical studies published between 2014 and
2024 on U.S. adolescents’ social media use. We identified five cen-
tral research trends: a strong emphasis on risky content and the
normalization of harmful behaviors; teens’ strategies for identity
and self-presentation; the use of platforms for health and well-
being; evolving practices of privacy management; and smaller but
important themes related to information seeking, education, and
advertising. To answer RQ2 and RQ3, we developed a multi-level
conceptual framework of affordances grounded in prior literature
to better understand how design relates to adolescents’ social media
experiences (See Fig. 1). We then systematically coded the 66 empir-
ical studies to outline how platform features relate to specific user
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activities, the associated risks and benefits, and both functional
and human-centered affordances (See Fig. 3). For instance, our
analysis shows that the Visibility affordance was often associated
with reports of Identity experiences by enabling self-presentation
and reputation management at the risk of post-publish regret and
judgment. Similarly, the Interactivity affordance was frequently
associated with both Emotional and Social experiences, providing
peer support while amplifying social comparison and unsolicited
contact. The Discoverability affordance was commonly coupled
with Cognitive experiences by facilitating learning and perspective
broadening, yet it also exposes teens to misinformation. Finally, the
Association affordance was often associated with Social experiences
through information curation, although the resulting network visi-
bility increases the risk of unwanted reach. Based on these findings,
we discuss affordances as double-edged swords that require youth-
centered, context-aware research and design to rebalance benefits
and risks. We also outline a forward agenda that emphasizes cross-
platform comparisons, multi-method and longitudinal approaches,
and attention to how peer norms shape feature use. Lastly, we
translate these insights into design directions for safer social media
use.

Our study makes these three primary contributions to the SIGCHI
and adolescent online safety literature:

e We synthesize the landscape of U.S. adolescent social media
research over the past decade, identifying methodological
and topical trends and highlighting gaps in how scholars
have approached youth social media engagement.

e We develop and operationalize an affordance-centered con-
ceptual framework that maps platform features to user ac-
tivities, then to functional and human-centered affordances,
showing how design elements relate to adolescent behaviors,
and offering a structured lens to assess how social media
affordances facilitate both opportunities and introduce risks.

e We advance a forward-looking research and design agenda,
outlining future work that adopts a spectrum perspective on
affordances.

2 BACKGROUND

This section synthesizes prior studies on adolescents’ online safety
and social media affordances.

2.1 Systematically Understanding Adolescent
Safety on Social Media

A growing body of systematic literature reviews (SLRs) synthesize
knowledge on online safety (e.g., [131, 134]), and recent work has
increasingly focused specifically on adolescents (ages 13-17). This
focus is necessary due to the heightened risk and distinct develop-
mental needs of adolescence [143], along with changes in social
dynamics [68] and technological skills [153] that shape how young
people engage with online environments. For example, prior work
shows that as adolescents seek greater autonomy from parents
[165], they increasingly turn to peers online for validation [68],
advice [130], and emotional support [66]. Researchers have studied
specific safety solutions, such as the use of Al to prevent online child
sexual abuse [146], trends in educational technologies for youth
online safety [48], and how current technology-mediated “nudges”
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are primarily reactive, designed to confront youth or facilitate al-
ternate actions during or after a risk has occurred [2]. Meanwhile,
online safety research varied widely across cultural contexts [32].
For example, norms common in many Global South settings, includ-
ing collectivist family structures, gender roles, and cultural taboos,
contrasted with the more individualistic, autonomy-focused U.S.
context, where online safety had been shaped by distinct regulatory
debates that differed from other regions [113]. In addition, plat-
forms serving U.S. teens operate under COPPA [34] rather than
the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR),
which provides more comprehensive data rights protections [132].
Therefore, studies on youth and their social media experiences need
to be grounded in the socio-political and cultural contexts in which
they are embedded.

Despite this growing attention on the role of social media and
online safety in the lives of youth, gaps still remain. For instance, a
review of 132 publications found that very few adolescent online
safety studies had moved beyond formative evaluations to design
and test new safety interventions [125]. Another gap remains in
systematically understanding how social media features specifically
contribute to the everyday online safety experiences of adolescents.
Furthermore, such systematic understanding is needed because the
current understanding of teens’ safety on social media is relatively
fragmented. For example, prior empirical studies focus on how the
platforms’ content creation and sharing can heighten social compar-
ison and lead to negative self-perception among teens [27, 68]. Other
work highlights how private messaging features foster community
support [93] or facilitate risky conversations with perpetrators [8].
Taken together, these strands point to a missing link: a systematic
synthesis of empirical research on how affordances facilitate the
activities that contribute to both beneficial uses and risks of social
media. Such an account provides a way to address the inconsistent
terminology and shifting feature sets in prior work, which have
made comparisons across evolving platforms difficult [49, 136]. Our
review fills this gap by using affordances as a conceptual bridge to
systematically map platform features to reported teen experiences,
enabling clearer, comparable, and auditable mechanisms across
studies.

2.2 Adolescents and Social Media Affordances

To address the gap in understanding how social media platforms
contribute to online safety, it is necessary to analyze how these plat-
forms enable and constrain adolescents’ experiences. The concept
of affordances provides a lens for this analysis. Contemporary schol-
arship takes an affordance as the relational process that mediates
between a technology and a user, emerging from their direct inter-
action [49]. This interaction is consequential for adolescents as they
navigate social media every day. For example, on platforms that em-
phasize real-name identity (e.g., Facebook), users typically curate
their self-presentation more carefully, whereas on platforms with
minimal identity tethering (e.g., Reddit), they often share sensitive
information without fearing personal repercussions [83]. Mean-
while, an adolescent’s interpretation of platform designs can lead
to challenges. For some youth on the autism spectrum, using a
feature like “blocking” on a social connection can cause distress
because this action violates the literal meaning of that friendship
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[117]. More broadly, adolescents also learn to navigate platform
features they perceive as risky. When their attempts fail, however,
they often blame themselves for the negative outcomes [86]. The
concept of affordances is useful for understanding these dynamics
by capturing the specific “action possibilities” that platform designs
present to users, which in turn influence teens’ online experiences
[103].

Prior work argued for using an affordance perspective to study
online behavior and guide research [104], which motivated our use
of affordances as the organizing lens for this review. For example,
Yang and Zhang [169] treated affordances such as visibility and
association as measurable affordances and showed how they re-
late to technology stress and social media fatigue, demonstrating a
validated, affordance-based measurement approach. Likewise, Kara-
hanna et al. [73] developed a needs—affordances—features frame-
work that maps social media affordances to specific psychological
needs, showing how they can be used to structure theory-driven
analyses of why people use social media. In this review, we use an
affordance perspective to clarify how particular action possibili-
ties in social media design shape adolescents’ experiences and to
highlight implications for research and design.

3 Theoretical Framework of Social Media
Affordances

Although Gibson defined affordances in ecological psychology as
the action possibilities of what the environment offered an individ-
ual [59], Norman introduced and popularized the concept within
HCI communities, adapting it to refer to the perceived properties
of an object that suggested how it could be used [110]. This formu-
lation sometimes led scholars and designers to conflate affordances
with features. Norman’s notion of perceived affordances was in-
tended to help designers signal how a user should interact with a
device, and as the term became standard in HCI and user experi-
ence research, the distinction between a material feature and the
relational affordance often blurred [136]. As a result, prior work
has repeatedly reported that the term is used loosely and inconsis-
tently [25, 133, 136]. In particular, recent work has often broadened
the term in practice, labeling concrete features (e.g. notifications
[145]) or treating downstream outcomes (e.g., privacy [105]) as
affordances.

In this SLR, we respond to these inconsistencies by following
Evans et al. [49] in defining social media affordances as relational
possibilities for action that arise from the interplay of users, plat-
form features, and context. This definition emphasizes that an af-
fordance enables or constrains action but is neither a feature nor
an outcome, providing a way to avoid conflating affordances with
something else. Evans et al. [49] further outlined three thresholds
for identifying affordances: they should describe possibilities for ac-
tion rather than features, denote mechanisms that enable outcomes
rather than the outcomes themselves, and exhibit variability so that
a given affordance can support different actions in different situ-
ations. These commitments guided our evaluation of affordances
in our conceptual framework. In addition, our framework distin-
guishes two layers of affordances: functional affordances and
human-centered affordances, as we illustrate in Figure 1 and
clarify next.
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Social Connection )

¢ Possibilities for interaction,
connection, and belonging among
users.

Identity Expression
¢ Possibilities for shaping,

expressing, and managing digital
identity across different audiences.

Cognitive Engagement
¢ Possibilities for processing

information, learning, and engaging
in sense-making activities.

Emotional Experience

Functional Affordances
What the design enabled or constrained

¢ Possibilities that trigger or stimulate
users’ emotional reactions. o

Human-Centered Affordances R

What kinds of experiences these actions supported

(Moreno & Uhls’ (2019)

-~

Visibility )
¢ Degree to which content and

accounts are viewable to different
audiences (Treem & Leonardi, 2013).

Discoverability

¢ Extent to which new content or
accounts are surfaced without
direct search (McKelvey & Hunt, 2019;
Salganik et al, 2024).

Interactivity

<

¢ Extent to which users can engage in
timely and reciprocal exchanges
(Stamenkovié & Zivadinovié, 2022).

Association

Benefits / Risks

¢ Ability to formulate and tune social
ties (Treem & Leonardi, 2013).

Teen Activities
Social Media Features

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework of Social Media Affordances.

3.1 Functional Affordances

Functional affordances refer to core platform action possibilities that
shape how social media messages are transmitted, encountered, or
saved [103]. These affordances describe patterns of communication
and exposure rather than specific content or outcomes. Guided by
the conceptual thresholds described above [49], we focus on a sub-
set of functional affordances that are central for understanding how
platforms enable or constrain online interaction. Similar to other
affordance-based frameworks for social media [44, 117, 133], we
do not attempt to enumerate every possible functional affordance.
Instead, we focus on four functional affordances that repeatedly
appear in prior HCI and social media studies [136, 137, 147, 155],
and are present across the major platforms used by adolescents
today, including Discoverability, Visibility, Interactivity, and Asso-
ciation. Taken together, these four functional affordances capture
key ways that social media platforms structured communication:
what content could be encountered, who could see it, how people
could interact around it, and how social ties could be formed and
managed online. Therefore, they are valuable in providing a vo-
cabulary for reasoning about how design decisions at the platform
level might shape adolescents’ opportunities and constraints online,
independent of any specific outcome. In this review, Discoverability
refers to the extent to which new content or accounts are surfaced
without direct search and is often operationalized through recom-
mendation systems [98, 137]. Visibility refers to the degree to which
content and accounts are viewable to different audiences and is
often operationalized through profile and audience controls [155].
Interactivity refers to the timeliness and reciprocity of exchange
and is operationalized through feedback and messaging features

[147]. Association refers to the formation and tuning of ties and
is operationalized through follow, friend, subscribe, and related
mechanisms [155].

3.2 Human-centered Affordances

While functional affordances described how platforms make
communication possibilities visible at the design level, they did
not fully capture how adolescents experienced these systems. Af-
fordances are not solely platform-level action possibilities; they
also shape how users feel, connect, express themselves, and make
sense of interactions. Building on Moreno and Uhls’ adolescent lens
[104], which situated social media use within youth-specific devel-
opmental tasks, we treated experiential dimensions as a separate
but conceptually linked layer of human-centered affordances. These
affordances describe how interactions with platform functional af-
fordances could support or hinder key adolescent developmental
experiences, including forming relationships, building identity, pro-
cessing information, and managing emotions. Grounded in Moreno
and Uhls’ adolescent lens [104], we utilized four human-centered
affordances: Social, Identity, Emotional, and Cognitive. Moreno and
Uhls [104] argue that these affordances map directly onto core
developmental tasks of adolescence. Social affordances refer to
possibilities for interaction, connection, and belonging; Identity
affordances refer to possibilities for shaping, expressing, and man-
aging digital identity across audiences; Cognitive affordances refer
to possibilities for processing information, learning, and engaging
in sense-making; and Emotional affordances refer to possibilities
that heighten or alleviate emotional experiences [104]. Focusing on
these four affordances, therefore, centers our review on how social
media features can be associated with the primary social, identity,
emotional, and cognitive challenges of adolescence.
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In our framework, we situate these theoretically-driven two
layers within a five-step mapping that progresses from platform
features, through user activities and their benefits and risks, to func-
tional and, ultimately, human-centered affordances as illustrated in
Fig. 1. This layered view clarifies how a small design change may
cascade through the system. For example, adding a Close Friends
story filter introduces a new feature, reframes an activity such as
content sharing, has the potential to limit Visibility at the functional
layer, and may have implications for how adolescents manage their
Identity at the human-centered layer. Guided by this model, our re-
view asked not only which affordances were present, but also how
their combined influence may be associated with benefits and risks
for teens. Section 4.2 provides further operational details about
the coding process, and Figure 3 shows our multi-layered coding
process.

4 METHODS

Below, we explain the methodologies we applied in our systematic
review of the literature and qualitative synthesis of the articles in
our dataset.

4.1 Systematic Literature Scoping and Selection
Process

We used the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines [102], widely adopted by
prior HCI researchers (e.g., [35, 91, 121]), to analyze prior literature
to answer our research questions. We first established the inclusion
criteria for our SLR and conducted the review following PRISMA’s
four stages: (1) identification, which involved searching academic
databases for literature using relevant keywords; (2) screening,
where we reviewed the titles, keywords, and abstracts of identified
studies, leading to forward and backward snowball sampling; (3)
eligibility, involving a full-text review of the screened studies to
exclude those that did not meet our inclusion criteria; and (4) in-
clusion, where we extracted and analyzed data from studies that
satisfied the criteria. The inclusion criteria are the following eight
points:

(1) The articles must be written in English to align with the
language proficiency of the authors.

(2) The articles must be peer-reviewed published work. Journal
articles and conference proceedings were both included.

(3) Papers should have been published within the last 10 years,
specifically between January 1, 2014, and December 15, 2024,
the date our data collection concluded. We focused on the
last 10 years to capture teens’ contemporary social media
experiences on both mature and emerging platforms.

(4) The articles should not be meta-analysis work (e.g., literature
reviews).

(5) The articles should discuss users’ experiences on popular
social media platforms in the U.S.. We relied on the latest
report from Pew Research Center [29] in determining the
most popular social media platforms (see details in section
4.1.1) among U.S. teens. Any articles that did not mention
any of these platforms or discussed social media generally
were excluded.
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(6) The articles should focus on empirical data collected from
teens aged 13-17 years. The rationale for selecting this spe-
cific age group lies in its unique position: while teens are still
legally minors, they are not afforded the same protections as
younger children under laws like the U.S. Children’s Online
Privacy Protection Act (COPPA) [34].

(7) The articles should focus on teens residing in the United
States. This decision is influenced by the current location
of all co-authors and the distinctive socio-cultural and reg-
ulatory environment that shape the online experiences of
American teens.

(8) The articles should implicitly or explicitly, mention how
teens interact with the affordances of certain social media
platforms.

4.1.1 Identification. Following PRISMA guidelines, we first identi-
fied three databases (i.e., ACM Digital Library, IEEE Xplore Digital
Library, and ScienceDirect), for their coverage in computational and
social science research. Our search string consisted of keywords at
the intersection of teens and social media, used for searching across
all databases: (“adolescents” OR “teens” OR “teenagers” OR “youth”)
AND (“social media” OR “YouTube” OR “Facebook” OR “Twitter”
OR “Instagram” OR ‘Snapchat” OR “TikTok” OR “WhatsApp” OR
“Reddit”). This search conducted on December 15, 2024, yielded
2,391 papers. We then applied filters to meet our first, second, and
third inclusion criteria, excluding papers written in languages other
than English (n = 35), not published as full-length papers (n = 615),
and published before 2014 (n = 70). Additionally, we excluded du-
plicate results (n = 85) caused by repeated searches on databases
that did not allow the inclusion of many Boolean operators (i.e., Sci-
enceDirect). After these, the final dataset resulted in 1,586 articles
to move forward to the screening phase.

4.1.2  Screening. In this phase, the first and second researchers
independently reviewed the titles, keywords, and abstracts of all
1,586 papers, reading the full text in times of uncertainty. In this
phase, the next two inclusion criteria were applied sequentially.
First, the authors examined whether the papers were meta-analyses
(e.g., literature reviews): a total of 28 papers were excluded, leaving
1,558 articles. Next, the researchers applied the inclusion criteria
that focused on user experiences with popular social media plat-
forms: they excluded papers that did not feature a context of user
interaction on these platforms (n = 626) and papers that used social
media solely for recruitment purposes (n = 109). This resulted in
leaving 823 articles for further screening. The last step excluded
papers that did not focus on empirical data collected from teens.
However, studies including other age groups alongside teens were
included if at least 25% of the participants were within the 13-17
age range. In cases where the age distribution was unclear, we
excluded papers in which non-teens outnumbered teens. This led
to the exclusion of 339 papers that focused on younger children,
adults, or general users to conclude PRISMA’s screening stage by
identifying 484 relevant articles.

Forward and backward snowball sampling. Before proceed-
ing to the eligibility stage (full-text review), we conducted forward
and backward snowball sampling to explore how the 484 papers
were connected to prior literature and whether they had influenced
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Non-English publications excluded (n = 35)

Not full journal or conference papers excluded (n = 615)
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« Articles excluded for being meta-analyses (n = 28)
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Figure 2: PRISMA Diagram.

subsequent studies. We followed the iterative citation search guide-
lines proposed by Wohlin [166] and screened article titles, publica-
tion venues, and author information to assess their alignment with
all of our inclusion criteria: for the forward search, we used the
“cited by XXX” feature in Google Scholar to identify studies that
had cited the 484 papers. For the backward search, we reviewed
the reference lists of these papers to identify relevant studies they
had cited. This resulted in the identification of 11 additional papers,
bringing the total to 495 papers into the PRISMA eligibility stage.

4.1.3  Eligibility. During this stage, the authors carefully reviewed
all papers’ full text to ensure they met the inclusion criteria. The
methods sections were examined to verify participant information,
leading to the exclusion of studies involving non-U.S. teens. This
process eliminated 366 papers, leaving 142 articles. Lastly, papers
that treated social media as a single entity without platform-specific
engagement were excluded, removing an additional 63 articles and
leaving 66 papers advanced to the final PRISMA stage, as illustrated
in Figure 2.

4.1.4  Inclusion. After completing the eligibility stage, a total of
66 studies were included in the final dataset for further analysis to
conclude the inclusion phase.

4.2 Qualitative Data Analysis Approach

Before conducting data analysis, the research team extracted key
information from each study, including author names, publication
venues, article titles, publication years, research methods, social me-
dia platforms examined, and research themes. This process enabled
us to identify major trends in adolescent social media research over
the past decade to address RQ1. Next, to answer our RQ2 and RQ3,
we looked at the definitions of affordances in the literature [49, 136]
and several influential frameworks [103, 104, 155] to develop our
own framework (Section 3) and coding process (See Figure 3).

The coding procedure involved the first author as a single primary
coder who regularly met with the last author and the larger re-
search team for discussion and refinement, which is well-suited
for consensus-driven thematic analysis [23] and a common and
rigorous practice shown in prior HCI work [57, 71, 120]. To avoid
conflating affordances with features or outcomes in this study, we
explicitly distinguished features, activities, benefits and risks, and
affordances during our coding process. Guided by our affordances
framework in Figure 1 and our multi-layered coding process in
Figure 3, the first author then systematically coded the articles
using a hybrid approach: inductive bottom-up coding for features,



Leveraging Affordances as a Lens: A Systematic Review of Social Media Benefits and Risks for Adolescents

CHI *26, April 13-17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

Table 1: Publication venues by topic area. N indicates the number of articles.

Topic area

Venues

Human-Computer Interaction and Social

CHI (n = 13) [6, 7, 16, 31, 33, 42, 56, 66, 68, 88, 97, 122, 126]; CSCW (n = 11) [9, 10, 55, 61, 69, 70, 124, 160, 164, 171, 173]; IDC

Computing (n =4) [81, 99, 159, 163]; GROUP (n = 1) [54]; MobileHCI (n = 1) [87]

(45%, 1 = 30)

Public Health Journal of Adolescent Health (n = 6) [12, 62, 63, 100, 106, 108]; JMIR Public Health and Surveillance (n = 3) [89, 114, 148];
(32%, n = 21) Preventive Medicine Reports (n = 3) [94, 141, 157]; JMIR Formative Research (n = 2) [82, 90]; Academic Pediatrics (n = 1) [78];

JMIR Diabetes (n = 1) [93]; Journal of Medical Internet Research (n = 1) [20]; Drug and Alcohol Dependence (n = 1) [154];

JMIR Pediatrics and Parenting (n = 1) [4]; JMIR Research Protocols (n = 1) [119]; Social Science & Medicine (n = 1) [138]

Communication, Media, and Information Sciences | Computers in Human Behavior (n = 5) [53, 72, 127, 162, 168]; Telematics and Informatics (n = 1) [172]; Computers &

(12%,n = 8) Education (n = 1) [75]; SMSociety (n = 1) [41]

Psychology and Human Development Body Image (n = 2) [27, 135]; Journal of Adolescence (n = 1) [149]; The Journal of Sex Research (n = 1) [123]

(6%, n = 4)

Other Children and Youth Services Review (n = 2) [45, 107]; International Journal of Intercultural Relations (n = 1) [18]
(5%, n = 3)

A Coded Example From the Reviewed Articles
(Wang et al.)

Human- What kinds of 3 — —
Centered experiences These actions supported the cognitive affordance as
S these actions teens used TikTok-recommended food videos to learn >
Affordances supported and think about food and nutrition =
o <
— = 9
Functional What the design The discoverability affordance surfaced abundant g 5
enabled or tailored food videos, yet limited controls constrained )
Affordances constrained how teens discovered content. |-E
Benefits What were the Teens learned helpful cooking tips and healthier —
bassc’f‘?:atedd substitutions, but they also worried that inaccurate
and Risks e food advice could harm their health.
Teens consumed content related to food, such as 8 a
Teen What teens did healthy eating, recipes, everyday meals, trendy foods T a9
0. gap with these . . . - c >
Activities capabilities and drinks, and diet regimens. 8 g
o<
What blath. Teens used TikTok’s “For You” page to check their
at platforms .
offered recommendation feed.
technically

Figure 3: Multi-Layered Coding Process for Mapping Affordances to Social Media Experiences. Connections between layers
illustrate observed associations from our review, not causal pathways. The example article used is drawn from Wang et al.

[159].

activities, benefits and risks, and deductive top-down coding for
affordances, as follows:

Step 1: Feature identification. For each study, we identified and
coded the specific platform features adolescents interacted with
(e.g., likes, comments, direct messages).

Step 2: Activity labeling. We then grouped those feature uses
into higher-level activities based on their purpose of use, such as
consuming content, sharing content, engagement and feedback,
private messaging, privacy control, network building, and profile
management. Table 2 lists activities and frequencies.

Step 3: Benefits and risks associations. We next coded benefits and
risks reported in the articles regarding how the above activities
shaped adolescent experiences. See examples in Table 3.

Step 4: Functional affordance assignment. We started this step with
open coding to identify how the platform design enabled or con-
strained teen activities reported in the articles. We then conducted
focused coding to map the identified action to a candidate functional
affordance, applying the three thresholds described in Section 3. For
example, when teens used audience settings to control who could
see their posts, we mapped this action to the functional affordance
of Visibility, referring to the degree to which content and accounts
were viewable to different audiences. In our analysis, we identified a
broader set of functional affordances than those highlighted in this
study, such as Editability, Persistence, and Ephemerality. However,
due to their low frequencies (n < 5) in the included articles, we
excluded those affordances from our review and only reported our
most common affordances as shown in Table 2.
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Step 5: Human-centered affordance coding. We then coded for the
type of adolescents’ lived experiences reported in the articles we
analyzed using Moreno and Uhls’ lenses [104] across social, identity,
emotional, and cognitive affordances. To avoid forcing the data, we
allowed emergent codes and kept an open “other” bucket during
coding. However, all teen experiences were mapped to the four
lenses. As a sensitivity check, we re-coded a 10% sample without
domain prompts and then mapped codes to lenses; convergence
suggested the framework did not suppress novel experiences. Be-
yond the main lenses, a small number of secondary codes appeared
(e.g., Autonomy, Accessibility) across the coded experiences. How-
ever, given their low frequency (n = 4) and their status as secondary
rather than primary lenses, we did not report them as separate
categories in this review.

Lastly, we integrated the results of these steps to clarify how spe-
cific functional affordances correspond to distinct patterns of ado-
lescent engagement. This synthesis allowed us to situate previously
studied risks and benefits within a structured, layered framework
that links platform features to users’ experiences.

5 RESULTS

5.1 Key Research Trends in The Current
Literature (RQ1)

Across the ten-year span in the 66 peer-reviewed empirical studies
published between 2014 and 2024, there was a discernible upward
trend in publication volume, peaking in 2024 with 11 publications,
which represents approximately 17% of the total sample. This rise
corresponded with the increasing concerns around teen safety,
digital well-being, and the rapid emergence of contemporary so-
cial media platforms. Publication venues also varied by topic area,
with HCT and social computing venues being the most common,
followed by public health and communication and information sci-
ence venues. Table 1 lists all publication venues for the included
articles, organized by topic area.

5.1.1 Platforms Popular among Teens. In terms of the types of
platforms that received scholarly attention, Instagram was the most
commonly examined in 56% (n = 38) of the studies, followed by
Facebook (37%, n = 25), TikTok (22%, n = 15), Snapchat (19%, n =
13), YouTube (13%, n = 9), Twitter/X (9%, n = 6), and WhatsApp (4%,
n = 3), with Reddit and Vine mentioned only once each (1%). The
growing prominence of TikTok in recent years is notable, appearing
in six studies from 2024 alone [9, 42, 63, 97, 138, 160]. Although a few
studies explored adolescents’ experiences across multiple platforms,
the majority (59%, n = 39) focused on a single platform, suggesting
a dominant trend toward platform-specific inquiry rather than
comparative analysis. On average, studies addressed between one
and three platforms.

5.1.2  Data Collection and Methodological Approaches. Data collec-
tion techniques varied considerably in the 66 studies we reviewed.
Surveys were the most commonly used method, accounting for 37%
of all methodological instances (n = 35). Digital trace data, such
as logs of online activity, was the second most frequent technique
(25%, n = 23), suggesting increased scholarly attention to ecologi-
cally valid, behavior-based measures. Interviews (21%, n = 20) and
focus groups (7%, n = 7) were also prevalent, often employed to
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capture rich, first-person accounts of teens’ experiences online.
Less commonly used methods included observational strategies
(3%, n = 3), ecological momentary assessment (EMA) (2%, n = 2),
diary studies (1%, n = 1), hypothetical scenarios (1%, n = 1), online
experiments (1%, n = 1), and participatory workshops (1%, n = 1),
reflecting a growing but still limited methodological diversification
in the field. The studies also employed a wide range of methodolog-
ical approaches. Qualitative designs were the most frequently used,
appearing in 38% of studies (n = 25), followed by mixed-methods
approaches (32%, n = 21) and quantitative designs (30%, n = 20). This
distribution highlights a field largely oriented toward exploratory,
experience-based inquiry, with a notable portion of studies also
integrating numerical and behavioral data. Lastly, participants’ sam-
ple sizes varied widely across studies (min= 6, max= 20,112). The
median sample size was around 133, while the mean was much
higher at 832, indicating that a few large studies skewed the average
upward and that most studies had modest sample sizes.

5.1.3 Key Thematic Trends in Adolescent Social Media Use. The-
matically, the reviewed literature reflects a strong emphasis on
adolescents’ exposure to risky content, efforts to manage their
health and well-being through social media, and strategies for navi-
gating online identity and self-presentation. The largest share (24%,
n = 16) examined risky content and interactions, showing how so-
cial media normalizes harmful behaviors, particularly substance
use [94, 107, 108, 148, 154, 157]. Nearly as many studies (23%, n =
15) focused on identity curation, documenting how teens balanced
self-expression, validation, and comfort through practices such as
content creation and feed-shaping [16, 68, 81, 97, 99, 122, 138, 149,
159, 160, 171]. A similar proportion (22%, n = 14) examined health
and well-being, highlighting the potential of social-media—delivered
interventions and the risks of misinformation, especially on Tik-
Tok [4, 42, 63, 82, 119, 141]. Privacy management was addressed in
11% (n = 7) of studies, focusing on disclosure practices, secondary ac-
counts, follower curation, and protective tactics [70, 164, 168, 173].
Information-seeking behaviors appeared in 9% (n = 6), showing how
teens selected platforms, weighed credibility, and cross-checked
answers [54, 55, 69, 123, 163]. Educational uses accounted for 8%
(n = 5), describing classroom extensions through collaborative as-
signments, mentorship, and portfolios [18, 41, 75, 124, 126]. Finally,
3% (n = 3) examined advertising and marketing, showing that ado-
lescents engaged with socially endorsed or interactive promotions
but resisted intrusive ads [20, 89, 172].

5.2 Common Social Media Affordances
Explored in Prior Research (RQ2)

This section synthesizes common social media affordances iden-
tified in prior work in relation to teen activities. We surface the
dominant functional and human-centered affordances and highlight
their most frequent pairings across the reviewed studies. Table 2
presents the codebook for RQ2, detailing the primary social media
activities examined in the literature along with the most common
functional and human-centered affordances for each activity.

5.2.1 Content Consumption: From Discoverability to Cognitive En-
gagement. The largest share of activities discussed in the literature
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Table 2: Most common functional and human-centered affordances by activity (RQ2).
N indicates the number of activities coded across all reviewed studies (N = 121).

Activity Most Common

Functional Affordance

Most Common
Human-centered Affordance

Consuming Content (25%, N = 31)

Discoverability (35%, N = 11)

Cognitive (71%, N = 22)

Content Sharing (19%, N = 23)

Visibility (48%, N = 11)

Identity (44%, N = 10)

Engagement and Feedback (19%, N = 23)

Interactivity (61%, N = 14)

Emotional (39%, N = 9)

Private Messaging (16%, N = 19)

Interactivity (90%, N = 17)

Social (84%, N = 16)

Privacy Controls (7%, N = 9) Visibility (67%, N = 6)

Identity (78%, N = 7)

Network Building (7%, N = 8)

Association (50%, N = 4)

Social (63%, N = 5)

Profile Management (7%, N = 8) Visibility (75%, N = 6)

Identity (88%, N = 7)

focused on the various ways in which adolescents consumed con-
tent on social media platforms (25%, n = 31). At the platform level,
the key functional affordance identified in this context, as shown
in Table 2, was Discoverability, which accounted for 35% (n = 11)
of all content-consumption activities, shaping how adolescents en-
countered content across platforms. Discoverability was primarily
enabled through features, such as feed algorithms and personalized
recommendations, allowing adolescents to access a wide range of
content beyond what they might have actively sought [4, 97, 159].
For example, Charmaraman and Delcourt [31] conducted a work-
shop with middle schoolers and found that adolescents were drawn
to TikTok’s rapid, algorithm-driven stream of varied videos. By con-
trast, Goray and Schoenebeck [61] reported from interviews with
youth that they were aware that algorithms played a central role
in curating what they saw on platforms like YouTube and TikTok.
At the same time, the same recommendation engines that surfaced
useful content also amplified misinformation, poor-quality advice,
or extremist messages [4, 42, 159].

As shown in Table 2, These content-consumption activities were
most often associated with Cognitive human-centered affordance
(71%, n = 22), capturing how youth make sense of and interact with
the content they found. Features like algorithmic feeds and person-
alized recommendations appeared to support content consumption
through the functional affordance of Discoverability, which in turn
may have given rise to Cognitive experiences like learning, reflec-
tion, and perspective-taking. Across the reviewed studies, Cognitive
affordance appeared to play a notable role in supporting adoles-
cents to acquire new knowledge, gain practical skills, broaden their
perspectives, and reflect on social issues [4, 33, 159]. For example,
Alatorre et al. [4] examined how adolescents acquire new knowl-
edge through content consumption on TikTok and Instagram, and
they found that participants reported learning new health-related
facts from both peer-generated and professional content.

5.2.2  Content Sharing: From Visibility to Identity Management. The
literature has also explored the different ways adolescents share
various types of content on social media platforms (19%, n = 23).
The functional affordance of Visibility appeared to play a pivotal
role across the studies discussing content sharing (48%, n = 11).
Features such as public posting, live streaming, and algorithm-
driven recommendations enabled adolescents to broadcast their
self-presentations to close connections and the public, creating
opportunities for validation, social interaction, and creative engage-
ment through audience responses [54, 55, 88]. For instance, Luria

and Foulds [88] conducted an eight-day diary study with teens and
found that ephemeral sharing on Instagram Stories offered a space
for experimenting and trying new aspects of the self. Participants
valued shorter-lived content (6-12 hours) because it reduced ex-
posure to wider audiences and made it easier to share personal,
silly, or risky material without long-term consequences. Meanwhile,
sharing with a broader audience meant personal disclosures and
vulnerable posts could be viewed by unintended or hostile recip-
ients, thereby increasing chances of cyberbullying, harassment,
and social exclusion [45, 72, 168]. For example, Elsaesser et al. [45]
found that small-scale posts could spiral once shared more widely.

Among the various experiences of content sharing, Identity ex-
pression was the most prominent human-centered affordance iden-
tified, representing 44% (n = 10) . Across the reviewed studies,
identity affordance emerged as central to how teens engaged in
creating posts, stories, and videos as a means of self-expression,
identity experimentation, and audience interaction [72, 87, 88, 171].
This involved not only sharing curated versions of themselves but
also testing out different aspects of their identity. For example,
Yarosh et al. [171] demonstrated how content creation on platforms
like YouTube became a deliberate identity work, while Jordan et
al. [72] highlighted how adolescents used social media as a per-
ceived safe space for navigating identity-related challenges and
practicing emotionally honest self-disclosure.

5.2.3 Engagement and Feedback: From Interactivity to Emotional
Experiences. Research has also explored how adolescents use social
media to engage with others and provide feedback (19%, n = 23). The
functional affordance playing a key role in youth engagement and
feedback on social media we identified was Interactivity accounting
for 61%, (n = 14). It enabled teens to both convey and receive signals
in ways that made their social connections more responsive and
seemingly tangible [31, 68, 160]. For example, Wang et al.[160]
analyzed viral food-related content and showed how likes and quick
reactions provided recognition, motivating teens to experiment
with recipes and share their own creations.

However, sometimes the quantifiable and public nature of these
interactions also introduced emotional challenges. Likes and com-
ments often turned engagement metrics into a source of social
comparison and pressure [9, 27, 78]; many teens tied higher en-
gagement to perceptions of social worth and felt distress when
posts did not elicit comparable responses [9, 68]. In addition, nega-
tive interactions, such as hurtful comments, deepened these risks
by exposing adolescents to embarrassment, conflict, and emotional



CHI *26, April 13-17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

harm [31, 45]. As Elsaesser et al. [45] noted, emotionally charged
exchanges could quickly draw in wider audiences, intensifying
interpersonal tensions. The dynamics of interactivity were not con-
fined to friendships or peer groups; in romantic relationships, even
subtle engagement behaviors, such as a partner liking someone
else’s post, could trigger jealousy and upset, sometimes escalating
into digital dating abuse like monitoring, controlling, or confronting
a partner [127].

Within the engagement and feedback activities, the Emotional
affordance was observed as the most prominent human-centered af-
fordance (39%, (n = 9),influencing whether teens felt acknowledged,
supported, or exposed in digital spaces [31, 68, 78, 160]. Positive
engagement helped adolescents feel emotionally affirmed, fostering
a sense of social presence and belonging [31, 68]. For example, Jang
et al. [68] observed how adolescents’ online interactions sustained
social ties, while Charmaraman et al. [31] reported that affirm-
ing responses bolstered teens’ confidence and encouraged further
participation.

5.2.4  Private Messaging: From Interactivity to Social Connection.
Studies have also examined adolescents’ use of social media pri-
vate messaging (19%, n = 23) where the most common functional
affordance was Interactivity, representing 90% (n = 17) of all pri-
vate messaging activities. The Interactivity affordance may have
governed the responsiveness and direct engagement between users
within the private messaging spaces and allowed for reciprocal
exchanges that made it easier for adolescents to offer and receive
advice, provide emotional reassurance, and maintain ongoing con-
versations that deepened social bonds [7, 10, 66]. These features
appeared to structure the private-messaging activity via the inter-
activity affordance, making exchanges feel synchronous, directed,
and trackable. For example, Yoo et al. [66] studied how teens used
Instagram Direct Messages to disclose personal struggles and seek
support from peers, finding that private messaging not only facili-
tated candid sharing but also created a sense of closeness through
timely and empathetic responses.

Private messaging activities mostly grew into social experiences
for adolescents, leveraging the Social affordance, which comprises
84% (n = 16) of all such activities. Teens used the one-to-few architec-
ture of private messaging to share sensitive stories, vent frustrations,
and exchange encouragement without the gaze of a public audience
[7, 31, 66]. In small group chats, the Social affordance consolidated
into micro-communities where peers swapped coping strategies,
coordinated goals, and reinforced a sense of belonging [10, 90, 93].
For instance, Lyu et al. studied Instagram-based cessation groups
and found that small, mentor-guided group DMs leveraged the
social affordance to sustain rapport, mutual encouragement, with
participants preferring intimate groups and empathetic outreach
[90].

5.2.5  Privacy Controls: From Visibility to Identity Management. Few
studies (7%, n = 9) have explored how adolescents use social media
privacy controls. The key functional affordance at play when youth
engage with privacy control activities was Visibility, representing
67% (n = 6). Through features like audience settings, location shar-
ing toggles, blocking tools, and similar controls, teens decide who
can see each post, story, or profile detail [56, 70, 122, 173]. These

Abdulmalik Alluhidan, et al.

features may structure the privacy-control activity via the Visi-
bility affordance by determining who could view, contact, or find
teens across spaces. When used well, these settings let adolescents
share personal updates with friends, keep adults at a distance, and
delete or hide posts that fail to attract positive feedback [68, 122].
Yet the presence of adults, parental oversharing, skepticism about
data collection practices, and gaps in digital literacy often under-
mined teens’ efforts to maintain meaningful control over their
visibility [9, 53, 61, 122]. For example, Pater et al. [122] studied
179 middle-school adolescents over four years and found that as
parents migrated onto Facebook, teens increasingly used audience
settings—and even maintained separate “family” and “friends” ac-
counts—to restrict who could view photos and updates, demonstrat-
ing how visibility controls were mobilized to manage audiences.
Table 2 shows that Identity affordance has dominated privacy-
control experiences (78%, n = 7), which can help adolescents shape
how they present themselves [122, 173], set boundaries [56, 70],
and decide which “version” of themselves each audience will see
[122, 173]. For example, Zhao et al. [173] examined how teens con-
figure Instagram’s audience controls (e.g., private accounts, close
friends, secondary accounts) and found that these tools let youth
share a more authentic self with trusted ties while maintaining a
polished persona for wider audiences. Building on this, Jia et al. [70]
characterized privacy management as iterative identity work: teens
learned from outcomes and refined who could view or respond,
restricting to chosen groups or archiving posts to keep past and
future content aligned with the image they intended to project.

5.2.6 Network Building: From Association to Social Connection.
Only a few studies (7%, n = 8) examined how adolescents built on-
line networks. The dominant functional affordance was Association,
the platform features that let teens follow, friend, and track follow-
ers counts, which accounted for 50% (n = 4). Through these features,
adolescents decide who enters or leaves their digital circles, shap-
ing both the people they can reach and the posts that appear in
their feeds [69, 160, 173]. When used thoughtfully, the association
affordance helped teens grow supportive peer groups [160, 173],
align their networks with personal interests [69, 173], and influence
algorithmic recommendations [160]. For example, Wang et al. [160]
interviewed teens about their experiences with TikTok videos and
found they steered recommendations by following or unfollowing
creators and by saving, rather than liking, clips to shape their fu-
ture feeds. Yet, following unknown accounts or pursuing follower
counts, with the help of bot accounts, sometimes brings unwanted
contact and privacy threats [173]. For instance, Landesman et al.
[81] studied teens’ moment-by-moment Instagram use and found
that when a mix of irrelevant or negative posts appeared, teens
managed their feeds by avoiding that content, limiting notifica-
tions, and using controls such as unfollow, hide, block, and report
to remove unwanted posts and accounts.

Network-building activities were primarily associated with the
Social affordance, which accounted for 63% (n = 5) of all network-
building activities. By choosing whom to follow or unfollow, teens
strengthen friendships and manage their social capital by curating
who they can draw on for information and opportunities, and to
align their networks with evolving interests and goals [69, 82, 114,
149]. Also, curating follow lists also nurtures a sense of belonging
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[82], filters information they find valuable [69], and keeps everyday
peer exchanges constructive [114].

5.2.7 Profile Management: From Visibility to Identity Expression.
Lastly, a few studies (7%, n = 8) have explored how adolescents
engage in profile management. The main functional affordance
observed in this domain was the Visibility affordance, which repre-
sents 75% (n = 6) of all profile management activities. The Visibility
affordance was operationalized through features such as bio de-
scriptions, secondary accounts, and profile customization, enabling
adolescents to regulate the extent to which their self-presentation
was publicly accessible or selectively shared [56, 122, 173]. For
example, Pater et al. [122] observed that as new audiences (e.g.,
parents) enter their networks, adolescents adjust profile content
and tone.

Within the profile management context, these experiences ap-
peared to afford an Identity related experience, which accounts for
75% (n = 6) , as they showed how adolescents use social media to
shape, express, and negotiate their self-presentation. Adolescents
curated bios, usernames, and profile aesthetics to advertise them-
selves, signal belonging, or foster popularity, while simultaneously
using alternative or “finsta” accounts as safer spaces for candid and
playful self-representation without fear of judgment [41, 68, 122].

5.3 Mapping Benefits and Risks to Teen Social
Media Activities and Affordances (RQ3)

In this section, we introduce in greater detail how each of the most
common social media activities and the dominant affordances iden-
tified in RQ2 are associated with certain benefits or risks, depending
on how teens engage with the activity and its key affordances. The
activity-based grouping serves as the structure for the following
sections. Table 3 presents the codebook for RQ3, describing the
main features of each activity, and provides illustrative examples
of the most prominent benefits and risks in light of the activities’
most common affordances.

5.3.1 Consuming Content: Teens Gained Knowledge but Faced Mis-
information. As discussed in the prior section, adolescents’ content-
consumption experiences were associated with the functional af-
fordance of Discoverability and the Cognitive human-centered af-
fordance. Together, these affordances shaped benefits and risks
experienced by teens, depending on context. On the positive side,
content consumption appear to provide adolescents with valuable
information, practical skills, and broader perspectives [4, 9, 16, 33,
42,100, 126, 159, 160]. For example, Alatorre et al. [4] found that
adolescents favored TikTok and Instagram for short videos from
peers and health professionals, which supported engagement with
health information through tips and interactive formats like Insta-
gram Live.

Content consumption also appeared to support social and emo-
tional well-being [63, 78, 138]. Kline et al. [78] found that for ado-
lescents experiencing suicidal thoughts, social media reduced iso-
lation and provided distraction from distress. Sanchez et al. [138]
reported similar effects for stress and boredom, while Hill et al. [63]
showed that social media provided relatable information to support
decision-making, particularly in sexual health.
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On the other hand, though the affordance of Discoverability, con-
tent consumption also appeared to pose risks, including fears of
misinformation shaping choices [4, 42, 159], concerns about the
negative effects of overexposure on well-being and teen behav-
ior [9, 33, 63, 78], and discomfort with overly personalized content
and privacy intrusions [61, 97]. These drawbacks stemmed from the
same discoverability—cognitive pathway: the engine that surfaced
useful tips could just as easily deliver misinformation or distressing
material. For instance, Dewan et al.[42] reported frequent encoun-
ters with health misinformation on TikTok and Instagram, raising
further concerns about credibility. As a result, many teens felt
the need to double-check information by consulting more trusted
sources such as Google to mitigate the risks of relying on unverified
advice [4, 42].

Excessive exposure also had the postnatal to carry emotional and
behavioral risks. Choi et al. [33] uncovered that repeated algorith-
mic surfacing of sociopolitical content left some teens emotionally
exhausted. Alluhidan et al. [9] reported that excessive time on so-
cial media disrupted time management, reducing sleep quality and
academic focus. Kline et al.[78] documented psychological effects,
including social comparison, feelings of inadequacy, loneliness, with
some participants describing suicidal ideation and failed attempts
to seek online support.

5.3.2  Content Sharing: Teens Expressed Themselves but Faced Scrutiny
and Harmful Exposure. Overall, content sharing appeared to be as-
sociated with the platforms’ Visibility affordance, who can see a
post, and the Identity affordance—how teens construct a sense of
self. These two affordances may contribute to both benefits and
risks depending on how adolescents use them and the context
in which they post. On the positive side, content sharing offered
spaces for self-expression [9, 16, 72, 78, 87, 88, 123, 171]. By lever-
aging visibility to reach chosen audiences, teens often used social
media as an active tool for shaping and experimenting with how
they wished to be seen. Yarosh et al.[171] showed that content cre-
ation on YouTube, where youth presented versions of themselves
to peers and broader audiences. Similarly, Jordan et al.[72] found
that platforms like Facebook served as perceived “safe spaces” for
navigating identity challenges and engaging in emotionally honest
self-disclosure, free from offline pressures.

However, posting content may also pose risks by heightening
social scrutiny and conflicts [9, 27, 45, 54, 55, 68]. Because sharing
content publicly makes posts hard to control, teens worry about un-
wanted attention, negative judgments, and pressure to curate their
identities. For instance, Forte et al. [55] found that asking questions
publicly could expose teens to fears of being seen as incompetent,
while Forte et al. [54] showed that Facebook’s visible audiences
pressured teens to delete posts with low engagement. Burnette et
al. [27] reported that selfies often drew negative appearance-based
feedback, prompting anxiety and self-censorship, and Elsaesser et
al. [45] described how live streams sometimes escalated conflicts
into public spectacles.

5.3.3 Engagement and Feedback: Teens Found Connection but Faced
Pressure and Conflict. Adolescents’ engagement and feedback were
commonly associated with the Interactivity affordance (real-time
exchanges) and the Emotional affordance (how those exchanges
made them feel). These affordances might foster connection and
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Table 3:
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Summary of Social Media Activities, Features, Benefits, and Risks (RQ3)

Activity Features The Most Prominent Benefits The Most Prominent Risks
Consuming Content Exploring feeds (81%), hashtags | Allowing teens to access valuable Exposing teens to misinformation that
(25%, N = 31) (13%), favorites (6%) information, learn practical skills, and | could negatively affect

broaden perspectives [4, 9, 16, 33, 42, them [4, 42, 159].

100, 126, 159, 160].
Content Sharing Content posting (83%), live Providing teens with a space for Increasing social scrutiny and
(19%, N = 23) streaming (17%) self-expression interpersonal conflicts

[9, 16, 72, 78, 87, 88, 123, 171].

[9, 27, 45, 54, 55, 68].

Engagement and Feedback
(19%, N = 23)

Likes (57%), comments (26%),
tagging (17%)

Enabling teens to build social
connections and find support through
likes and comments

[31, 68, 78, 81, 160, 172].

Exposing teens to heightened
emotional vulnerability and negative
self-perception [9, 27, 68, 78].

Private Messaging
(16%, N = 19)

One-on-one chat (79%), group
conversation (21%)

Allowing teens to join small private
groups for community support
[18, 31, 75, 90, 93, 119, 141].

Facilitating unsafe contact
[6, 7, 10, 31].

Privacy Controls

Audience settings (56%),

Enabling teens to safeguard their

Creating challenges in maintaining

(7%, N =9) blocking (33%), location sharing | well-being and manage their online privacy boundaries [9, 53, 61, 122].
(11%) presence [56, 68, 70, 122, 173].

Network Building Following others (75%), follower | Helping teens maintain relationships Exposing teens to potential privacy

(7%, N = 8) count (25%) and reflect their personal identity threats and unwanted contact

[81, 82, 149].

[81, 173].

Profile Management
(7%, N = 8)

Secondary accounts (75%), bios
(25%)

Allowing teens to curate their public
presence and express themselves
authentically

Subjecting teens to public judgment
[56, 138].

[41, 68, 122, 126, 138, 173].

validation but also risk amplifying comparison, pressure, and con-
flict. On the positive side, studies showed that engagement and
feedback features provided several benefits, including building
social connections and finding support through likes and com-
ments [31, 68, 78, 81, 160, 172]. Jang et al. [68] demonstrated that
teens used social media as a “conversation space,” where likes,
tags, and comments sustained interactions and strengthened ties.
Wang et al. [160] showed that even small gestures like likes gave
adolescents recognition and social presence. This sense of acknowl-
edgment reduced isolation, as Kline et al. [78] reported, by affirming
that others shared similar struggles.

Nevertheless, engagement and feedback mechanisms also ap-
peared to expose adolescents to emotional risks [9, 27, 68, 78]. Be-
cause interactivity made approval metrics instantly observable, likes
became a potent source of self-validation, turning public counts
into measures of self-worth [68]. The visibility of these metrics
sometimes reinforced negative social comparison, and when posts
failed to attract engagement, teens often felt inadequate [9]. Bur-
nette et al. [27] documented the pressure to secure a certain number
of likes, equating digital responses with social approval. Beyond
self-esteem issues, “likes” carried subtler risks in advertising con-
texts. They distracted teens from the actual content. [160], increased
exposure to targeted ads and privacy threats [172], and normalized
unhealthy products such as junk food [89] and cannabis [154]. They
also boosted the credibility of persuasive ads, making them seem
peer-generated and harder for teens to identify as marketing [20].
Interactivity affordance further magnified negative emotional cues
in comment threads. Elsaesser et al.[45] found that threads often
sparked or escalated disputes, with tagging pulling additional users
into conflicts and complicating de-escalation.

5.3.4  Private Messaging: Teens Found Support but Faced Harass-
ment. Adolescents’ private-messaging practices were frequently
mapped the Interactivity affordance (rapid back-and-forth exchanges)
and the Social affordance (how those exchanges built or strained re-
lationships). These affordances seemed to deepen peer support but
also opened paths to harassment and exploitation. On the positive
side, private messaging created fast, responsive conversations that
nurtured belonging. Teens used small, private groups for commu-
nity support [18, 31, 75, 90, 93, 119, 141]. Charmaraman et al.[31]
found that selective sharing with trusted audiences allowed vulner-
able expression without fear of judgment. Group chats particularly
fostered encouragement and accountability, as peers motivated
each other, reinforced shared goals, and reduced isolation [119].
These environments increased motivation and relatability by let-
ting teens share challenges and successes [90, 93]. Teens also used
direct messages for sensitive disclosure, advice, and coping strate-
gies [7, 9, 10, 66]. Ali et al.[7] described teens sharing screenshots
of upsetting interactions to seek guidance, while Huh-Yoo et al.[66]
showed that Instagram DMs provided safe outlets for negative self-
disclosure. Alsoubai et al. [10] further noted that private messages
supported mental health disclosure and mutual care.

On the other hand, the same affordances can introduce serious
risks. Because interactivity appeared to grant outsiders rapid, direct
access, the social affordance seemed to quickly shift from fostering
connection to enabling intrusion. Teens voiced fears of stranger
contact and stalking on Snapchat [31], while Ali et al.[6] detailed
bullying, blackmail, and emotional manipulation—sometimes in-
volving suicide threats—in private chats. Interactivity also acceler-
ates the spread of harmful norms, normalizing sexting, harassment,
and hate speech [10]. Finally, private channels have been used for
grooming and offline exploitation, as manipulative requests escalate
out of view [7].
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5.3.5 Privacy Controls: Teens Curated Visibility but Faced Adult
Overreach and Data Risks. Overall, teens’ use of privacy settings
was mostly related to the platforms’ Visibility affordance that re-
veals or hides content, and is motivated by the Identity affordance,
how adolescents curate who sees which version of themselves. This
pairing might have strengthened control over self-presentation
yet still left gaps that undermined that control. On the positive
side, several studies highlighted how adolescents actively used
social media privacy controls to harness visibility in identity man-
agement, safeguarding their well-being and shaping their online
personas [56, 68, 70, 122, 173]. Jang et al. [68] found that teens
were more likely than adults to delete posts that did not receive
enough likes, using content removal to protect the identity they
wished to project. Freed et al. [56] showed that blocking, muting,
and location-hiding features provided emotional relief, illustrating
how visibility controls directly support teens’ sense of safety and
authentic self-expression.

On the negative side, because Visibility settings are imperfect,
the Identity affordance can be compromised. Pater et al. [122] doc-
umented how the mere presence of adults on Facebook drove teens
to migrate to Kik or Snapchat, showing that platform-level visi-
bility gaps can push identity work elsewhere. Alluhidan et al. [9]
described “sharenting” violations that teens could not prevent, high-
lighting how others’ use of visibility overrides teens’ identity bound-
aries. Feng and Xie [53] showed that skill gaps, apathy, or privacy
fatigue kept teens from using the controls effectively. Thus, even
with robust visibility tools, teens’ ability to maintain a consistent,
self-defined identity online remains contested by adult overreach,
opaque data flows, and uneven digital literacy.

5.3.6  Network Building: Teens Built Connections but Faced Privacy
Threats. Teens’ network-building activities were mostly aligned
with the Association affordance, which in turn was mostly asso-
ciated with the Social human-centered affordance. These two af-
fordances might shape how connections provide belonging and
social capital, while also exposing teens to privacy risks and upset-
ting content. Studies have examined the strategies teens used to
build and manage their networks [69, 81, 82, 106, 114, 149, 160, 173].
Through association moves such as adding or dropping ties, teens
deliberately shaped networks to maintain relationships and express
identity [81, 82, 149]. Stockdale and Coyne [149] found that teens
often added others on social media to sustain friendships. Leary
et al.[82] showed that Snapchat “streaks,” where users exchanged
snaps on consecutive days, reinforced communication and peer
bonds. Landesman et al.[81] further noted that following and un-
following reflected social alignment and identity, as teens curated
digital spaces and shaped the content they encountered.

On the other hand, the same Association affordance may under-
mine the Social affordance when validation goals override safety.
Prior research [173] highlighted that some teens engaged in risky
behaviors by allowing bot accounts to follow them to inflate fol-
lower counts, exposing them to privacy threats and unwanted con-
tact. Landesman et al.[81] showed that curated networks could
still surface upsetting or harmful content. To manage these risks,
teens often used blocking, unfollowing, and reporting—association
“undo” actions that attempt to restore a healthy social environment.
These findings suggest that while teens are deliberate in shaping
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their networks, the pursuit of visibility and validation sometimes
conflicts with their efforts to maintain safe and supportive online
spaces.

5.3.7 Profile Management: Teens Crafted Personas but Amplified
Peer Conflict. Profile Management was mostly associated with the
Visibility affordance, which shapes what is shown to whom, which
seemed to work hand-in-hand with the Identity affordance, how
teens craft a sense of self. When used thoughtfully, these tools had
the potential to let adolescents signal popularity and experiment
with authentic selves, yet the same mechanics can broadcast harm-
ful cues or fuel peer conflict. On the positive side, past research
[41, 68, 122, 126, 138, 173] shows teens actively leveraging visibil-
ity controls to present, and sometimes partition, different versions
of their identity. Jang et al.[68] found that bios served as micro-
advertisements: teens highlighted hobbies or taglines to attract
followers and boost social standing.

Yet profile management can invert those same affordances. Arseniev-
Koehler et al.[12] documented bios that publicly signalled disordered-
eating identities, normalising harmful behaviour and connecting
teens to risky subcultures. Sanchez and Jenkins [138] highlighted
gossip or “tea” pages that weaponised profile pages to broadcast ru-
mours, while Freed et al. [56] traced retaliatory “clap-back” accounts
that escalated conflicts and dragged in parents and schools. In each
case, the visibility affordance amplifies negative peer dynamics, and
the identity affordance—meant for self-presentation—becomes a
conduit for harm.

6 DISCUSSION

In this section, we discuss the implications of our findings and
identify potential gaps and opportunities that provide direction for
future research.

6.1 Towards Affordance-Based and
Youth-Centered Research Approaches for
Adolescent Social Media Use

Our results show that a feature is just a tool, but it is the affordance,
the way that the tool comes alive in context, that ultimately shapes
teens’ social media experiences. This interaction between youth, fea-
ture, and environment determines whether a teen feels supported
or exposed, helped or harmed, as the same feature can produce
radically different experiences depending on context. Therefore,
the context within which affordances are studied is critical for
youth-centered social media experiences. To move beyond these
limitations and develop a more contextually-aware understanding,
we argue that future work must systematically examine social me-
dia affordances within four important but underexplored contexts:
cross-platform, methodological, developmental, and social contexts.

o First, our review highlights a lack of cross-platform under-
standing of how affordances operate. Although social media
platforms share features, their affordances create distinct
experiences; a “like” on TikTok is not the same as a “like” on
Instagram [9]. We found that most prior studies focused on a
single platform (Section 5.1.1), even though teens actively mi-
grate across them for audience control (Section 5.2.5) [122].
This lack of comparative analysis makes it difficult to isolate



CHI *26, April 13-17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

which design elements contribute to benefits versus risks.
Future work should conduct direct cross-platform com-
parisons, using shared measures to analyze how the
same activity maps onto different experiences when
mediated by the distinct affordances of various social
media platforms.

o Another key limitation in the existing literature is the method-
ological overreliance on surveys (Section 5.1.2). While sur-
veys are valuable for capturing general attitudes, self-reported
behaviors, and broad usage trends, they fall short in captur-
ing the granular, moment-to-moment decisions youth make
as they navigate various features and functionalities [151].
Methodologically, a move toward multi-method approaches
is necessary to capture affordances in action. Combining the
ecological validity of digital trace data with the rich contex-
tual understanding from qualitative methods provides an
effective way forward [10]. Future work should prioritize
multi-method designs that integrate digital trace data
with qualitative methods, like participatory design and
in-situ observations, to achieve a holistic understand-
ing of teen-centered vocabulary and design for social
media use.

e From a developmental perspective, current research often
treats adolescents as a monolithic group, overlooking how
the perception of affordances changes with age. A 13-year-
old’s needs differ from a 17-year-old’s, meaning they likely
perceive and use affordances differently (Section 5.1.3). Fail-
ing to account for these developmental shifts limits our abil-
ity to design age-appropriate safety interventions. Future
research should adopt longitudinal designs and stratify
analyses by narrower age bands (e.g., 13-14 vs. 16-17) to
model how the enactment of social media affordances
evolves across adolescent development.
Last, affordances are socially constructed. An affordance
emerges from a three-way interaction between the user, the
technology, and the social environment. For example, as
shown in Section 5.1.3, teens often learned privacy tactics
and norms from peers rather than the platform itself [173].
Likewise, decisions about who to follow are often treated
as acts of social alignment that reflect group identity (Sec-
tion 5.3.6) [81]. This social dimension means that individual
perceptions of risk and benefit are shaped by the collective.
Future work thus should investigate how affordances
are co-constructed within peer groups, mapping how
norms about feature use spread through networks and
shape individual behavior. Overall, a context-aware ap-
proach is not just about guiding future work; it is about
fostering approaches that lead to teen-centered affordances
on social media that are safer by design, fostering positive
development rather than simply mitigating harm.

6.2 Affordance-Specific Implications for Teen
Experiences

6.2.1 Towards Understanding the Cognitive Costs of Discoverabil-
ity. Our review showed that content consumption was the most
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frequently studied activity, with discoverability and cognitive af-
fordances emerging as the most common functional and human-
centered affordances (Section 5.2.1). Discoverability can help sur-
face useful content in teens’ recommendation feeds, but it also
has been mapped to less desirable cognitive outcomes, such as
exposure to misinformation, poor-quality advice, or extremist mes-
sages [4, 42, 159]. Although teens often described themselves as
exercising control over their feeds through curation and deliber-
ate engagement [97, 159], they may not fully grasp how much
the system already knows about them or the extent of underlying
data collection [61]. When unexpected posts appeared, teens were
sometimes observed to ignore them rather than question why they
were recommended [97, 159]. Such responses can foster an overes-
timation of personal agency and an underestimation of algorithmic
influence, allowing risky content to persist without explicit aware-
ness [101]. This tendency is compounded by the fact that current
feed algorithms often miss nuance in individual preferences [52].
Even when personalization appears effective, algorithms can nar-
row exposure to diverse viewpoints and representations that teens
might not actively seek [97], with potential implications for both
how teens learn and how confidently they hold certain beliefs.

To address these concerns, future research should examine rec-
ommendation feeds as sequences rather than single posts, tracking
what appears across sessions or weeks: topic breadth, repetition,
drift, and their effects on what teens learn, unlearn, and how con-
fident they feel. Harmful experiences usually emerge through re-
peated patterns, not single exposures, which is why some argue for
systems that optimize collective well-being across sequences [112].
It also matters that users notice subtle signals and want more say
in how feeds evolve, suggesting that the key issue is not only what
appears but how algorithms adapt [52]. For teens, the challenge is
shaped by how they move through sessions, with reflection at the
start and end of use showing that confidence and self-regulation
hinge on session rhythms rather than individual posts [40]. In
addition, an important next step is to study how system settings
affect the interpretation of recommendations. Shifts in diversity
or in “why am I seeing this?” explanations may change both con-
tent and how teens make sense of it. Direct control over diversity
could shape whether they notice patterns [170] or recognize echo
chambers [161]. Surprising items may determine whether feeds
feel repetitive or stimulating [128], and the refresh rate may shape
impressions of fairness and responsiveness [161]. Overall, these
factors highlight how design choices influence how teens perceive
and respond to recommendation cues.

6.2.2  Toward Understanding How Visibility Shapes Adolescent Iden-
tity . Our review revealed that visibility and identity were the
dominant functional and human-centered affordances when youth
shared content (Section 5.2.2). Visibility features like public posting
and live streaming enabled identity expression and experimentation,
especially in formats that felt low in risk (e.g., ephemeral sharing),
yet also exposed teens to social scrutiny, reputational risks, and
post-disclosure regret when audiences widened or metrics under-
performed. Identity experiences thus may depend on who can see,
how long content persists, and how imagined and actual audiences
align. This suggests that identity expression on social media is not
simply about what teens choose to share, but about how affordances
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structure the boundaries of that expression. When visibility and
persistence increase, authenticity is perceived as stronger, but the
costs of exposure intensify, pointing to a tension between commit-
ment and vulnerability [22]. When boundaries over “who can see”
are difficult to control, teens engage in strategic platform sorting
and secondary accounts to preserve spaces for candid expression,
underscoring the need for design that enables fine-grained bound-
ary management [118]. Additionally, when imagined and actual
audiences collapse into one another, identity performances become
fraught, producing self-doubt and reputational risk that complicate
self-presentation across contexts [64].

Collectively, these patterns point to a broader design gap: cur-
rent affordance configurations do not adequately support youth in
negotiating these tensions. While platforms offer binary options
such as “post vs. story” or public vs. private accounts, these blunt
tools fail to capture the nuanced ways teens want to regulate vis-
ibility, persistence, and audience scope [77]. What is missing are
more flexible and anticipatory mechanisms that help youth align
imagined with actual audiences, or that allow for gradual shifts in
persistence and visibility as comfort with disclosure changes [76].
Without such affordance-level sensitivity, teens remain caught be-
tween authenticity and vulnerability, improvising with secondary
accounts and deletion strategies rather than being supported by
design.

6.2.3 Toward Understanding the Emotional Implications of Interac-
tivity. Our review showed that, in engagement and feedback con-
texts, interactivity and emotional affordances were most frequently
examined (Section 5.2.3). The interactivity affordance created fast,
quantifiable feedback loops that helped teens feel seen and con-
nected (e.g., recognition via likes, encouragement in comments), but
the obvious approval signals also intensified comparison, pressure,
conflict, and even jealousy within romantic contexts when seem-
ingly small gestures were publicly legible. These patterns might po-
sition emotional experiences as contingent on how quickly, publicly,
and persistently feedback circulates—and on who is pulled into the
exchange. When visible engagement arrives faster or in larger num-
bers than expected, teens tend to feel excited and post again sooner;
when it falls short, they feel worse and wait longer [150]. For exam-
ple, receiving many likes over a period of a week is associated with
more enjoyment, belonging, and situational self-esteem, whereas
receiving few likes is associated with more stress, sadness, anxiety,
and feelings of rejection [158]. These shifts are consistent with fast,
countable feedback loops and prominently displayed metrics that
make recognition salient and invite comparison across peers. Teens’
diaries echo this pattern: they feel uplifted by positive comments
and like counts, yet also report jealousy and self-consciousness
when viewing others and while waiting for reactions or clearing
notifications [39]. To address these concerns, future research should
isolate design effects with causal probes that test interactivity set-
tings, including public versus private like counts and temporal
frictions such as reply to enforced delays, then estimate separate
contributions to relief, validation, comparison, conflict, mindful-
ness, and rapport [96]. Finally, it should replicate across platforms
by contrasting comment architectures, moderation tools, and built-
in slow modes to identify configurations that reduce pressure and
conflict while preserving connection.
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6.3 Negotiating the Double-Edged Nature of
Social Media Affordances

Our results show that affordances operate as double-edged design
features, as they enable and constrain action and therefore possess
the potential for both positive and negative experiences, regardless
of the platforms’ original design intent [136]. We observed how the
same affordances of visibility, interactivity, and discoverability can
empower resilience while also amplifying vulnerability. Below, we
synthesize three key tensions across these affordance domains.

6.3.1 Learning vs. Misinformation. Adolescents are increasingly
turning to social media to learn about the world around them, and
social media serves as an informal learning space where adolescents
exchange knowledge and develop digital skills through peer inter-
action [30]. Such communities of practice provide opportunities for
self-directed learning and identity exploration beyond formal edu-
cation [5]. Meanwhile, the adolescents’ developmental stage makes
them especially vulnerable to misinformation. Cognitive immatu-
rity combined with emotional responses and peer influence can
hinder critical evaluation of information [67, 84]. Discoverability af-
fordances such as algorithmic feeds on profit-driven platforms can
exacerbate these vulnerabilities by pushing emotionally arousing or
confirmatory content that fuels echo chambers [118]. Research sug-
gests that strategies that leverage adolescents’ sense of agency and
social responsibility (i.e., teaching them how to help others detect
misinformation) can improve critical information evaluation [115].
As such, supporting digital resilience, rather than restricting ex-
posure, can help teens critically engage with social media content
while benefiting from informal learning. The tension between learn-
ing and misinformation highlights the need for design that embeds
credibility scaffolds into everyday use, such as source transparency
and lateral reading prompts, or youth-led literacy initiatives. Future
research can examine how literacy interventions can be co-designed
with youth and integrated into everyday social media use, rather
than siloed as external education.

6.3.2 Identity Expression vs. Reputational Harm. A central tension
in adolescent social media use lies in the paradox of visibility af-
fordance: platforms afford opportunities for identity expression
while simultaneously exposing youth to reputational risks. Devel-
opmental theory has long emphasized identity exploration as a
core task of adolescence [46], and social media platforms, with their
identity and visibility affordances, provide unique contexts for ex-
perimenting with self-presentation, role-taking, and the negotiation
of multiple selves [38]. Research consistently shows that active par-
ticipation in online creation and sharing is associated with greater
identity exploration and authenticity, both of which contribute to
self-concept clarity [13]. At the same time, these opportunities come
with risks when context collapses [19], where diverse audiences
end up seeing the same post. More recent shows that challenge the
visibility of go beyond just flattened audiences: posts can persist
over time, change meaning in new contexts, and be interpreted in
ways teens never intended [140]. As a result, self-presentations that
feel safe in the moment can quickly turn into reputational threats.
The social and developmental context can make this even harder, as
long-term planning are still developing during adolescence, which
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makes teens more likely to share in ways that later feel risky or
regrettable [95].

To better support identity work, platforms should support lay-
ered visibility that allows adolescents to flexibly curate audiences
and repair reputational damage. Beyond static privacy settings,
platforms might normalize multi-profile use or ephemeral visibility
to accommodate shifting developmental needs. For research, this
tension calls for longitudinal studies that explore whether and how
identity expression on social media intersects with reputational
harm over time.

6.3.3 Connection vs. Intrusion. Social connections are central to
adolescent development [24], and interactivity affordances such as
likes, comments, and direct messages provide critical avenues for
affirmation and belonging [38]. For many teens, especially those
who feel isolated offline, social media platforms provide a vital
connection; yet, when online belonging is not matched by offline
support, it can lead to overuse and emotional distress [50]. The
same features that make the connection rewarding can also con-
tribute to intrusion and harm. Research on cyberbullying highlights
how anonymity and disinhibition can turn social media platforms
hostile, with victims experiencing heightened depression, anxiety,
and even suicidal ideation [79]. The 24/7 accessibility of social me-
dia creates continuous exposure to such social stressors [109]. As
such, connection is not inherently protective; the same affordances
that foster belonging can amplify intrusion. Therefore, rather than
restricting interaction, design should embed mechanisms that bal-
ance intimacy with protection. For example, customizable feedback
visibility, consent-based entry into private conversations, or “pause”
features could preserve connection while reducing intrusion. Re-
searchers should further investigate how adolescents establish their
own norms of interactivity and how platforms might scaffold these
micro-level governance practices.

Taken together, the three cross-affordance tensions demonstrate
that affordances can be best understood as features situated in con-
text, agency, and support systems. Context, such as peer influence
and culture, can shape visibility and interactivity, empowering or
intrusive. Teens’ agency to manage and curate network and privacy
settings can mediate how affordances are experienced. Support
systems, such as access to peers, caregivers, educators, and other
resources, can determine whether harms are escalated or mitigated.
Therefore, for researchers and designers, the goals should not be
turning affordances on or off; rather, to re-balance them in ways
that promote benefits while reducing vulnerabilities.

6.4 Implications for Design

Our review showed that teens’ social media experiences varied
across activities depending on platform affordances, highlighting
opportunities to create tools that could enhance adolescents’ experi-
ences. Building on these findings, we outline three design directions
that could strengthen adolescent well-being on social media.

¢ Implementing Evidence Cards and Session-Only Con-
trols for Safer Feeds: Our review shows that content con-
sumption is the most frequently studied activity, with dis-
coverability affordance sometimes leading to negative cog-
nitive experiences, including amplified misinformation and
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narrowed perspectives (Section 5.2.1). To address these chal-
lenges, platforms could introduce tools that raise awareness
inside recommendation feeds. For example, adding credibil-
ity metrics that use machine learning to check claims in real
time and surface evidence cards [17]. These could provide
summaries of peer-reviewed sources and guidelines with
a confidence rating (supported, mixed, unsupported), and
links to abstracts. When evidence is weak or missing, the
card should say so and offer evidence-based alternatives. This
helps youth judge the credibility of suggested content, espe-
cially health advice that can be risky if followed blindly [144].
To reduce echo chambers, platforms could provide simple
session-only controls such as a diversity slider to choose
a wider mix or more of the same content, a one-tap “reset
my feed” that returns recommendations to their usual state,
and an optional timed deep-dive mode that focuses on one
topic for a set period [52]. Because these settings expire at
the end of the session, teens can adjust exposure without
permanently changing the recommendation model, making
drift and repetition easier to correct while preserving the
learning benefits of algorithmic discovery.

Reducing Regret with Smarter Audience Tools: Our
review found that when youth shared content, visibility
and identity were the key affordances (Section 5.2.2). Fea-
tures like public posting and live-streaming enabled self-
expression and experimentation but also exposed teens to
scrutiny, reputational risks, and regret when audiences ex-
panded or feedback fell short. To address these concerns, and
building on our discussion in Section 6.2.2, social media plat-
forms could implement flexible, anticipatory mechanisms
such as a “start with close circle, expand later” option, where
a post is first shared with a small, trusted group that can
provide quick feedback (reactions or short notes) before the
author decides to go public [58]. Platforms could also add a
pre-post audience preview with alignment checks to show
exactly who will see the post, flag likely out-of-scope viewers
(e.g., friends of a tagged person or people reached through
resharing), and offer one-tap controls to shrink or expand
the audience or disable resharing [47]. Together, these steps
would help align imagined and actual audiences, allow teens
to shape identity expression within the right circles, and re-
duce risks of scrutiny, misinterpretation, and post-disclosure
regret.

Redesigning Feedback Loops to Balance Support and
Safety: Our review disclosed that interactivity and emo-
tional affordances shaped how adolescents experienced en-
gagement and feedback online (Section 5.2.3). Fast, countable
approval signals such as likes and public comments helped
teens feel recognized, but also amplified cycles of compari-
son, pressure, and conflict when feedback fell short or nega-
tive comments spread widely. To mitigate these risks while
preserving connection, platforms could redesign feedback
loops to emphasize supportive engagement rather than raw
counts. For instance, visible like tallies could be hidden by
default, while private acknowledgments—such as subtle re-
actions viewable only to the post’s author—might encourage
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validation without sparking peer comparison. Similarly, in-
troducing pacing mechanisms in comment threads, such as
temporary slow modes for replies, could prevent escalation
while giving teens more time to process interactions before
wider audiences are pulled in [96]. These adjustments shift fo-
cus from numerical approval toward meaningful exchanges,
allowing adolescents to engage socially while reducing the
emotional volatility tied to instant, public, and quantifiable
feedback. In doing so, designs would better balance affirma-
tion with safeguards against harmful emotional experiences.

6.5 Limitations and Future Research

There are several limitations that inform future research directions.
First, our scope centered on studies that examined U.S. adoles-
cents; this choice improved coherence but limited generalizability
to other contexts, especially given that social media experiences
vary across cultural, usage, and regulatory contexts [32, 74, 85]. We
therefore limit our review to the U.S. context, where individualistic,
autonomy-focused frameworks and an active regulatory landscape
(e.g., COPPA and ongoing KOSA debates) shape adolescents’ on-
line safety in ways that differ from other settings [113], where
safety practices are embedded in collectivist norms and youth-
focused policy is less prominent as we detailed in Section 2.1 . Fu-
ture work could therefore extend the pipeline to cross-national and
multilingual corpora, compare patterns across regulatory settings,
and examine how affordances operated on emerging platforms
and across broader age ranges. In addition, although our frame-
work links features to activities and affordances, it abstracts the
social context that shapes how functional affordances translate into
human-centered experiences. Because affordances are interpreted
through peer norms, culture, and developmental stage, future stud-
ies should model these factors as moderators along the pathway.
Finally, platform features and policies evolve rapidly; as affordance
configurations shift, some conclusions may become outdated. We
therefore recommend treating our affordance mapping as a living
framework and revisiting it periodically to reflect ongoing changes
in design and practice.

7 Conclusion

This review developed a layered affordance-based framework to
better understand adolescents’ experiences on social media. Draw-
ing on 66 empirical studies, we mapped specific platform features
(e.g., likes, direct messages) onto broader user activities enabled by
functional affordances such as Visibility and Discoverability. Build-
ing on these layers, we traced how these functions are associated
with human-centered affordances that shape adolescents’ identity,
emotional, cognitive, and social experiences. This structured ap-
proach moves beyond broad screen-time debates by clarifying how
platform design relates to teens’ experiences. By mapping tech-
nical features to adolescents’ lived experiences, the review offers
researchers, designers, and policymakers a practical lens to judge
when affordances create opportunities, when they introduce risks,
and how research and design might chart directions for safer social
media use for adolescents.
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