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Legal pressure on social media companies is necessary to make them accountable for
harms done

TOI Editorials

The flurry of suits against Big Tech companies and legislative measures to curb social media platforms,
across the world, are unsurprising. For years, studies, researchers, and govts have raised concerns about
the addictive nature of social media. The high-profile Meta trial underway, brought by four US states
(California, Colorado, Kentucky and New Jersey), addresses whether the company deliberately designed
Instagram and Facebook to be addictive for children and teenagers, despite knowing that excessive use
could harm their well-being. If in one case, one court called Meta a “public nuisance”, in another, families
of four American teenagers who died by suicide sued Meta, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube over what they,
reportedly, described as “years of escalating harms” from using the platforms - that eventually resulted in
the teens’ deaths. Australia, Indonesia, Malaysia and Brazil have bans or restrictions for under-16s’ social
media use, while UK, France, Norway and Denmark are either targeting similar legislative measures or are
in the process of implementing the ban, age verification the key factor. At least 79 school systems
worldwide restrict smartphones in schools.

Yet, despite the cautions, data, penalties and bans, Big Tech carry on regardless; their executives have stuck
to dishing out platitudes, demonstrating a disregard for very real concerns that social media is addictive
and dangerous. The scale of exposure is unprecedented. Axis Intelligence’s 32-country meta-analysis (April
2026), using Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale, reported that globally 5.8bn people use social media.
About 24% of users globally meet criteria for “problematic social media use”. Among US teenagers, 46%
reported being online “almost constantly”. An earlier JAMA Network Open study reported that social media
use was associated with “greater depressive symptoms one year later”. A Pew research (2025) showed
48% of teens surveyed saying that social media has a mostly negative influence on people their age, up
from 32% in 2022. Meta’s current trial started after a whistleblower revealed Meta’s internal research in
2021. Features such as infinite scrolling and autoplay keep users hooked.

The question is of accountability - especially as Al and other powerful tech are developed, how much
responsibility should tech companies have for the effects their products create? The growing legal pressure
shows the debate has shifted from whether social media is harmful - there is little doubt about the fact -
to making tech companies legally accountable for designing products that keep users hooked, despite Big
Tech knowing the risks.
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