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OVERVIEW OF RISK AND 
PROTECTIVE FACTORS
LGBTQ+ YOUTH, MENTAL HEALTH, AND SOCIAL MEDIA 

USE & EXPERIENCES

OVERVIEW

Social media’s influence on 
adolescents’ mental health has 
raised attention from families to 
national leaders in health and 
education, particularly among youth 
who are most vulnerable.
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MENTAL HEALTH SYMPTOMS & SUICIDE RISK AMONG 
LGBTQ+ YOUTH

Attempted 
Suicide

Seriously 
Considered 
Suicide

Symptoms of 
Depression

Symptoms of 
Anxiety

10% in past22% in past17% in past 221% in past 2All youth
yearyearweeksweeks2022 Teen National

Health Survey & Youth
Risk Behavior Survey
2011

14% in past 
year

41% in past 
year

54% in past 
year

67% in past 
year

LGBTQ+ youth
Trevor Project Survey 
2023

LGBTQ+ youth experience higher rates of mental health concerns and suicidal 
thoughts and behaviors, as well as violence, discrimination, and adversity –
experiences that occur both in-person and online.

LGBTQ+ YOUTH & SOCIAL MEDIA
• LGBTQ+ youth are frequent consumers of social media

• 5 hours per day online on average (45 min than non-LGBTQ+ youth).

• While this use might increase exposure to negative experiences, it also offers 

an affirming space for LGBTQ+ youth.
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CONSIDERING SOCIAL MEDIA WITH BALANCE

Despite the widespread 
attention to negative 
consequences of social 
media, research suggests 
we consider this topic with 
balance, equally 
recognizing risk and 
protective factors.

Hamilton et al, 2023

RISK FACTORS FOR LGBTQ+ YOUTH

Social media can extend minority stress experiences into online lives.

• Distal minority stress processes: exposure to discriminatory or prejudicial events

• Proximal minority stress processes: rejection, concealment, internalized stigma

• Hurtful comments, images, behaviors inflicted 
through online spaces (Tynes et al, 2010)

• Higher rates of social media use are thought to 
contribute to added exposure to rejection, 
bullying, harassment, & discrimination (Fisher et al, 
2024)

• LGBTQ+ youth experience 3x the rates of online 
victimization compared to non-LGBTQ+ youth

Online 
victimization:
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BIERNESSER ET AL, UNDER REVIEW

Direct verbal harassment 
[He] called me the F slur a 

million times. Indirect verbal harassment
[They were] kind of vague posting, so like when I came out as non-
binary, there was only one person who really came up to me and 
was talking to me about stuff in a hateful way.

Physical threats
There have been threats to my dad’s temple

and to my school that are related to the
comment like, ‘You’re not a true Jewish space 
if you allow queer people.’ And I think that 

one’s really difficult for me.

Sexual harassment
There's a whole channel in the server for kind

of sharing the DMs that we get… There's a 
lot in there and it's sad. Then sometimes 

some of the dudes will message us, message 
me, and they'll be like 19. Even after that, I 
say I'm 16, they will still continue to ask for

inappropriate sexual favors.

HOW AND WHY THIS MATTERS

• Experiences of minority stress are chronic & unique in their contribution to mental

health & have been directly linked with suicidal behavior among LGBTQ+ youth

(Kelleher, 2009).

• Online victimization stands out, even among other social media-related risk factors, in 

contributing to a range of outcomes related to self-injurious thoughts and behaviors: 

non-suicidal self-injury, suicidal thoughts, suicidal plans, and suicide attempts (Nesi et 

al, 2021).
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PROTECTIVE FACTORS FOR LGBTQ+ YOUTH

• An avenue to anonymously connect with peers and reduce 
feelings of isolation, particularly when there are few 
offline opportunities for connection

• Considered a safe environment to foster identity 
development, reducing fear and stigma in identity 
expression with options to manage disclosures

• A way to extend support offered in-person through giving
and receiving information & discussing experiences among
like-minded peers

Social connection:

Identity 
development:

Social support:

It is sort of a little hub where you 
can go to get away from people 
who are intolerant. (Michael, 16-

years-old, trans man)

I come from a pretty conservative 
family, and I would not feel 

comfortable asking questions 
about certain things. (Tania, 17-

year-old female)

Connection with like-minded others

Safe space for information

Opportunity for identity exploration

Without social media, I probably would not be so open. 
Social media means that you’re open to a whole lot of 
conversations that you weren’t going to have face-to-

face. (Dakota, 16-year-old female)

BERGER MN ET AL (2021) 
HTTPS://DOI.ORG/10.1071/SH21110
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HOW AND WHY THIS MATTERS

Social support, connectedness, and positive identity formation are known to be protective to
adolescents’ mental health and suicide risk.

• Online social support attenuates the relationship between victimization and suicidal
ideation (Massing-Shaffer et al, 2020)

• Acceptance and support online is associated with reduced depression and loneliness 
among LGBTQ+ youth (Ceglarek & Ward and Pellicane, 2020)

• LGBTQ+ Affirming spaces that promote inclusivity and expression have been associated
with lower rates of suicidal ideation and behavior (Gorse, 2020)

INTERSECTING MARGINALIZED IDENTITIES
LGBTQ+ youth with multiple marginalized identities may experience both 

greater exposure to risks and opportunities for benefit from social media.
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RESEARCH UPDATE
SURVEY RESEARCH EXAMINING LGBTQ+ YOUTH’S SOCIAL

MEDIA USE AND EXPERIENCES

LGBTQ+ YOUTH AND WELLBEING SUPPORT VIA 
SOCIAL MEDIA

AppraisalInformationalEmotional

Feelings of validationLGBTQ issues, news,
representation

Sense of belonging to a
community

Affirming support of “likes” and
positive comments

Learning about LGBTQ and 
intersecting identities

Anonymity helps in sharing 
experiences

Compliments on appearance 
and ‘passing’ (gender diverse 
youth)

Learning about relationships, 
sex, sexual health, gender 
affirming care

Helpful with offline concerns and
it reduces feelings of isolation

Selkie et al, DOI: 10.1016/j.jadohealth.2019.08.011
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WHAT FEELS SUPPORTIVE FOR LGBTQ+ YOUTH ON 
SOCIAL MEDIA?

CONNECTING WITH LGBTQ GROUPS

• “There’s a lot of good support groups on 
[Reddit], specic to certain people. Many 
kids there. . . you can post, people will give 
you advice, or support. I go to a couple sub-
reddits that are for [bisexual] teens who are 
looking for support”

(Emily, 19, bisexual, cis female)

POSITIVE REPRESENTATION

• “LGBTQ accounts with funny content make 
me smile, lift me up and I know that there 
are people out there rooting for me who 
wouldn’t want me to give up”

(Adora, 17, lesbian, cis female)

Escobar-Viera et al, DOI: 10.3389/fdgth.2022.900695

WHAT FEELS SUPPORTIVE FOR LGBTQ+ YOUTH ON 
SOCIAL MEDIA?
CONTENT FROM PEOPLE WITH
SHARED EXPERIENCE

• “I relate more to suggestions from 
people that are in a rural community 
or have been in one. Whereas if 
they’re from a more accepting area, 
it’s harder to use their advice”

(Jackson, 19, bisexual, trans male)

• “Snapchat groups. Those people I 
know and I’m friends with. Even 
though we’re spread out, we’ll go to 
the group and we’ll message, ask 
how their day’s been.”

(Grant, 16, gay, cis male)

JOINING GROUPS AND COMMUNITIES

Escobar-Viera et al, DOI: 10.3389/fdgth.2022.900695
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BLACK, HISPANIC, AND WHITE LGBTQ+ PEOPLE SEEK 
SUPPORT FROM SOCIAL MEDIA IN DIFFERENT WAYS

Strategies to restrict family 
presence on social media

Use of mutually anonymous 
support from strangers

Sources of support with similar 
identities

Avoiding conflict
(Black, Hispanic, and White)

Psychological safety
(Hispanic)

Safe environment
(Black and Hispanic)

Finding context-specific advice 
(Black, Hispanic, and White)

Passive support 
(Hispanic)

Tailored advice 
(Black and Hispanic)

Non-prioritization of shared
identities 
(White)

Gordon et al, DOI: 10.2196/51702

POSITIVE SOCIAL MEDIA INTERACTIONS MIGHT BE 
PROTECTIVE FOR MENTAL HEALTH IN LGBTQ+ YOUTH

• Online friends can be an important source of social support for LGBTQ+ youth (Ybarra et al,

2015)

• Increased social media use increased perceptions of social support among LGBTQ+ people 

(Gerke et al, 2020)

• Among early teens, LGBTQ youth were significantly more likely to join online support groups

to reduce feelings of isolation (Charmaraman et al, 2024)

• Social media experiences of acceptance predict lower depression symptoms over time 

among LGBTQ+ emerging and young adults, but NOT heterosexual peers (Pellicane et al, 

2021).

19

20



5/6/2024

11

PRIDE IM PROJECT: A LONGITUDINAL STUDY IN A 
NATIONAL SAMPLE OF LGBTQ+ EMERGING AND YOUNG 
ADULTS

• February to November 2022

• Social media recruitment, 18-30 years of age

• 4 web-based surveys, 1 every 2.5 months

• Social media experiences, interactions (e.g., support, connectedness)

• Depressive symptoms (PHQ-9)

• Well-known protective and risk factors (e.g., support, connectedness, ACE)

• Demographic characteristics

• Time spent on social media

QUESTION 1A AND 1B

• Are SM-based social connectedness, emotional, and informational support 

different from in-person social connectedness, emotional, and informational 

support ?

• If so, are SM-based and in-person social connectedness, emotional, and

informational support independently associated with depressive symptoms?
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EFFECT OF IN-PERSON AND SOCIAL MEDIA PROTECTIVE 
INTERACTIONS ON DEPRESSION SYMPTOMS 
CONTROLLING FOR COVARIATES (N = 585)

0.1

0

-0.1

-0.2

-0.3

-0.4

-0.5
ISS ESS SCS

β

In person Social media

Escobar-Viera et al, under review

QUESTION 2

• Are changes in SM-based social connectedness, emotional, and informational 

support over time associated with changes in depressive symptoms?
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EFFECT OF SOCIAL MEDIA PROTECTIVE INTERACTIONS ON 
DEPRESSION SYMPTOMS OVER TIME CONTROLLING FOR 
COVARIATES (N = 585)

0

-0.02

-0.04

-0.06

-0.08

-0.1

-0.12

-0.14

-0.16

-0.18

-0.2
ISS ESS SCS

β

Escobar-Viera et al, to be presented at 2024 National LGBT Health Conference

STRATEGIES & RESOURCES
FOR FOSTERING SAFE & HEALTHY ONLINE SPACES FOR 

LGBTQ+ YOUTH (PREVENTION AND TREATMENT)
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SOCIAL MEDIA LITERACY TO IMPROVE LGBTQ+
YOUTH’S MENTAL WELL-BEING

Social media self-efcacy refers to a person's perceived ability
to reach desired outcomes in their social media interactions (i.e.,
skills in curating a positive and supportive online environment).

• Focus on building strength and skills, not just on reduce deficits

Education to promote social media self-efcacy may improve
social media interactions and enhance youth mental well-being.

• Build with and for LGBTQ+ youth
• Think with an intersectionality framework (race, ethnicity, rurality

REJECTING NEGATIVITY ON SOCIAL MEDIA
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ENGAGING WITH BALANCE

CONNECTING WITH ACTUAL ALLIES
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LIMITING PLATFORMS

ASSESSING LGBTQ+ YOUTH’S ONLINE
EXPERIENCES

Recognize, with balance, both risks and benefits of social media for 
LGBTQ+ youth.

• Frame questions that inspire openness and recognize the teen as the expert in their own 
experience.

Ask directly about teen’s social media experiences including 
experiences of anti-LGBTQ+ bullying and discrimination and impacts 
on mental health & suicide risk.

• Only 38% of teens tell trusted adults in their life about these experiences, fewer yet
(18%) among LGBTQ+ youth

• Teens express they’re unlikely to bring mental health consequences of social media up 
unless they’re asked. “I wouldn’t just talk about it out of he blue.”
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TREATMENT CONSIDERATIONS

Work collaboratively with youth to:
• Understand how social media influences them, their mood, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts and 

behaviors
• Dial into relationships that help them in positively identity development and seek support and

connection
• Reduce access to people and online spaces where bullying and discrimination are likely to 

occur

Potential clinical strategies:
• Bolster motivation for help-seeking: address barriers & facilitate connections to others 

(ideally trusted adults) to talk about online experiences
• Distress tolerance & emotion regulation techniques: support coping with immediate impacts

of negative social media experiences
• Social problem-solving skills: aid youth in responding to social media experiences and 

making decisions to support a safe and happy social media environment

34
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RESOURCES FOR PROTECTING LGBTQ+ TEENS’
WELLBEING ON SOCIAL MEDIA

• Trevor Project’s Guide for Protecting Your Space and Wellbeing on Instagram

• GLAAD’s Social Media Safety Index: provides reviews of safety across the 

major social media safety platforms

• Consumer Report’s practical step-by-step guidance for filtering out hate

speech on social media

• Social Media Test Drive: simulated learning to promote digital literacy
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FINDING LGBTQ+ SAFE ONLINE SPACES

Trevor Project’s Trevor Space: affirming online community 
for LGBTQ+ youth ages 13-24

LGBT National Help Center Youth Chat Rooms: moderated 
chat rooms for youth <19

Q Chat: moderated online community chat space for 
LGBTQ+ teens to connect with like-minded peers

RESOURCES FOR LGBTQ+ MENTAL HEALTH & 
SUICIDE PREVENTION

• imi is a free, digital, evidence-based mental health tool for 

LGBTQ+ teens (coping skills, queer identity affirmation, mental 

health resources.

• CenterLink: network of LGBTQ centers that provide essential 

services promoting growth, wellness, and community connection

• Crisis Hotlines:

• Trevor Project: text START to 678-678 or call 1-866-488-7386

• Trans Lifeline: call 877-565-8860

• Call Blackline: call 1-800-604-5841
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RESPONDING TO ONLINE VICTIMIZATION

Right to Be’s guides:
• understanding online harassment
• responding to online harassment
• self-care following online harassment
• bystander guide

Reporting Online Victimization:
• Safe2Say (1-844-SAF2SAY)
• PA Bullying Prevention Consultation Line (1-877-716-0424)

RESOURCES FOR SUPPORTING POSITIVE IDENTITY 
DEVELOPMENT

Trevor Project’s Guides (trevorproject.org): The Coming Out
Handbook and Black and LGBTQ+ Approaching Intersectional 
Conversations

WeRNative (wernative.org): Has a free weekly caring messages
program for indigenous LGBTQ+ youth

Asian Pride Project (asianprideproject.org): Stories of LGBTQ+
youth triumphs and struggles from the lens of Asian and Pacific
Islander parents, elders, and family members
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LGBTQ+ LEGAL & ADVOCACY ORGANIZATIONS

School-based Programs: GLSEN and PFLAG

Advocacy Programs: OutProud, National Center for
Transgender Equality, and Pennsylvania Equality Project

Legal resources: Lambda Legal, National Center for
Lesbian Rights, Transgender Law Center

Right to Be’s guide: Know Your Rights

RESOURCES FOR PARENTS OF LGBTQ+ TEENS

• Trevor Project’s Guide to Being an Ally and Guide to LGBTQ+ Youth Suicide

Prevention

• Caregiver AFFIRM: evidence-based, group program for caregivers of 

LGBTQ+ youth, currently offered for free virtually to any caregiver through 

the Hugh Lane Wellness Center
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THANK YOU FOR LISTENING!
ESCOBARVIERACG@UPMC.EDU

LUBBERTCL@UPMC.EDU
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