
New study says most teens choose to
take a break from social media

A girl looks at Facebook on her computer in Palo Alto, California, June 4, 2012. Most teenagers have taken a break from

social media, according a new poll from The Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research. AP Photo/Paul

Sakuma 
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NEW YORK, New York — A common image of teens has them constantly glued to their

phones. But nearly 60 percent of teens in the U.S. have actually taken a break from social

media. In fact, many of them did so voluntarily.

A poll from The Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research spoke to teens

ages 13 to 17. The poll found that most teens enjoy the connection with friends and family that

social media provides. A much smaller number of teens find it brings negative feelings. Social

media can make them feel overwhelmed or like they always need to show their best selves.

The survey found that teens' social media breaks typically last a week or longer.
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A Surprising Choice

Teens in the survey were allowed to give several reasons for their social media breaks. Nearly

two-thirds of teens who took a break said it was for a voluntary reason. Amanda Lenhart, the

lead researcher and an expert on young people and technology use, said she was surprised

by this. It goes against the more popular idea that teens are "handcuffed" to their social media

profiles.

Today's teenagers might not remember a time before social media. MySpace was founded in

2003. Had it survived, it would be 14 years old today. Facebook started in 2004, and

Instagram launched in 2010. Adults who did not grow up with social media sometimes have a

hard time understanding how hard it can be for teens to disconnect. 

There were several reasons why some teens chose to take a break. This included 38 percent

of teens who took a break because social media was getting in the way of school or a job.

Nearly a quarter said they were tired of "the conflict and drama." Another 20 percent said they

were tired of having to keep up with what's going on.

Some Worry About Missing Out

About half of teens who took a break did so not because they wanted to. This included 38

percent who said it was because their parents took away their phone or computer. It also

included 17 percent who said their phone was lost, broken or stolen.
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The involuntary break "is sort of its own challenge," Lenhart said. "They feel that they are

missing out, detached from important social relationships (as well as) news and information."

About 35 percent of teens surveyed said they have not taken a break. They cited such worries

as missing out and being disconnected from friends. Some said they need social media for

school or extracurricular activities.

"I like to see what my friends and family are up to," said Lukas Goodwin, 14, who uses

Instagram and Snapchat every day. He said he took a break from Instagram "a few years ago"

but not recently. Now, he says, "I wouldn't want to take a break from them."

"Not Every Teen Is Online All The Time"

The survey had a number of other interesting findings. 

For instance, it found that lower income teens were more likely to take social media breaks

than wealthier teens. Their breaks also tended to last longer. The study points out that

teachers who use social media in the classroom need to understand that not every teen is

online all the time.

The survey also found that boys were more likely to feel overloaded with information on social

media. Girls were more likely to feel they always have to show the best version of themselves.

The teens who took breaks usually did so across all social media sites. They checked out of

Facebook, Snapchat and all other services all at once. The teens were no more or less likely

to take breaks from social media based on the type of services they use.

Finally, most teens said they resumed using social media after their break the same amount

they did before. Still, they were happy to be away from it for a while. 
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The AP-NORC poll was conducted online and by phone from December 7 to 31. A sample of

parents with teenage children was drawn from a probability-based panel by NORC, which is

based at the University of Chicago. Parents then gave permission for their children to be

interviewed. The panel was designed to be representative of the U.S. population.
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