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MISSION STATEMENT
The Hamilton Project seeks to advance America’s promise of opportunity, prosperity, and growth.

We believe that today’s increasingly competitive global economy demands public policy ideas 
commensurate with the challenges of the 21st century. The Project’s economic strategy reflects a judgment 
that long-term prosperity is best achieved by fostering economic growth and broad participation in that 
growth, by enhancing individual economic security, and by embracing a role for effective government in 
making needed public investments.
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that framework, the Project puts forward innovative proposals from leading economic thinkers—based 
on credible evidence and experience, not ideology or doctrine—to introduce new and effective policy 
options into the national debate.

The Project is named after Alexander Hamilton, the nation’s first Treasury Secretary, who laid the foundation 
for the modern American economy. Hamilton stood for sound fiscal policy, believed that broad-based 
opportunity for advancement would drive American economic growth, and recognized that “prudent aids 
and encouragements on the part of government” are necessary to enhance and guide market forces. The 
guiding principles of the Project remain consistent with these views.
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Abstract

Many people report spending more time on social media than they would prefer, and social 
media and smartphone use rank among the top activities for which people perceive self-control 
problems. In this brief, we present evidence from a field experiment with two interventions that 
tested whether people are addicted to social media and, if so, how much of their use is driven 
by digital addiction. In one intervention, a financial incentive to reduce use led to persistent 
reductions in time spent on social media even after payments ended. In the second intervention, 
using an app to set screen time limits led to substantial reductions in use and revealed a 
willingness to pay for such a commitment device. We find that self-control problems, exacerbated 
by habit formation, account for about one-third of social media use on average, though the 
extent differs among different types of users. We also find that short-term reductions in social 
media use modestly improve outcomes on self-reported measures of addiction and well-being. 
Drawing on these findings, we discuss policy responses such as mandating that apps include 
built-in time-limiting features, design restrictions focused on potentially addictive features, and 
age-based limitations.
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Introduction
Over 5 billion people worldwide use social media, 
spending an average of more than two hours per day 
on these platforms, roughly equivalent to a full wak-
ing day each week (Kemp 2025). Anecdotally and in 
surveys, many people report spending more time on 
social media than they would prefer. Indeed, our own 
survey found that social media and smartphone use 
rank among the top activities in which people perceive 
self-control problems, alongside saving money, exer-
cising, and managing their diet (see figure 1).

Thousands of lawsuits have alleged that social 
media platforms were deliberately designed to be ad-
dictive. In March 2026, the landmark K.G.M. v. Meta et 
al. decision found that Meta and Google were liable 
for deliberately designing addictive social media plat-
forms. State and federal legislation has also targeted 
allegedly addictive design features (Duffy 2026). 

In this brief, we present evidence from a field ex-
periment (Allcott, Gentzkow, and Song 2022) that ad-
dresses two related questions: whether people are 
addicted to social media and, if so, the extent to which 
digital addiction affects their use. We find that many 
people exhibit meaningful self-control problems in 
their social media consumption, and habit forma-
tion compounds these problems over time. Together, 
self-control problems exacerbated by habit forma-
tion account for a substantial share, about a third, of 
observed social media use for the participants in our 
experiment. 

When a meaningful share of social media con-
sumption is beyond what people would choose for 
themselves in advance, there may be a case for policy 
intervention. Moreover, if individual overuse imposes 
costs on others—for example, by drawing peers into 
higher use—then individual self-control problems can 
have broader widely-felt consequences. Interventions 
should help users align their behavior with their own 
long-run preferences while preserving their agency 
and retaining flexibility as much as possible. To that 
end, we discuss a range of policy tools including com-
mitment devices, digital literacy initiatives, and regula-
tory approaches such as design restrictions and age-
based limitations. 

Defining digital addiction
The term “addiction” is used informally in everyday 
discourse, but its meaning is often imprecise. In eco-
nomics, addiction is understood through two key com-
ponents. The first is habit formation: Current use in-
creases future use, or conversely, reducing current use 
reduces future use. For example, consuming a drug like 
nicotine today increases an individual’s demand for it 
in the future. The second is self-control problems: Indi-
viduals intend to reduce their use in the future but find 

it difficult to follow through when the future arrives. 
For example, nicotine users often express a desire to 
quit in the future but find the temptation to continue 
using too strong to resist in the present. These two 
forces interact: Self-control problems increase current 
use, which in turn increases future use through habit 
formation.

In clinical psychology and psychiatry, the Diagnos-
tic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) 
serves as the primary diagnostic reference for men-
tal disorders. Its “Substance-Related and Addictive 
Disorders” chapter recognizes gambling disorder as a 
behavioral addiction, characterized by persistent en-
gagement in a behavior despite harmful consequenc-
es and difficulty exercising control (American Psycho-
logical Association 2013, 2022). These features closely 
map onto the economic concepts of habit formation 
and self-control problems.

Social media addiction is not a formally recog-
nized disorder in the DSM-5, and its definition remains 
contested across disciplines (Brand et al. 2024). Nev-
ertheless, the economic definition of addiction and its 
components are well-defined, quantifiable, and ap-
plicable to different types of behavior. The objective 
of our experiment is to directly measure the extent to 
which self-control problems and habit formation drive 
digital media use, using standard approaches that 
social scientists have applied to addictive behaviors 
such as smoking, alcohol use, and exercise (see for ex-
ample Chaloupka, Levy, and White 2019; Charness and 
Gneezy 2009; Schilbach 2019).

Experimental evidence 
on digital addiction
To quantify digital addiction, we conducted a large 
online field experiment in 2020. We recruited around 
2,000 American adults ages 18-64 through Facebook 
advertisements and asked them to install Phone Dash-
board, a custom Android application that objectively 
measures smartphone screen time. The study focused 
on six apps—Facebook, Instagram, Twitter/X, Snapchat, 
browsers, and YouTube—that we refer to as “FITSBY”. 

In a baseline survey of the participants in our ex-
periment, we gathered evidence on potential mark-
ers of digital addiction. Nearly a quarter of respon-
dents expressed interest in setting time limits on their 
smartphone apps, and more than half felt they used 
their smartphone too much. While about 42 percent of 
respondents did not express a desire to change how 
much time they spend on their phone, about 40 per-
cent expressed a desire to reduce their use by more 
than 20 percent (see figure 2). 

Over 70 percent of participants reported often or 
always checking their phone immediately upon wak-
ing, more than a third reported using it longer than 

https://wearesocial.com/us/blog/2025/02/digital-2025/
https://www.cnn.com/2026/03/25/tech/social-media-addiction-trial-jury-decision
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5256747
https://www.nber.org/papers/w26522
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20170458
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.3982/ECTA7416
https://www.nber.org/papers/w26522
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.3982/ECTA7416
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.3982/ECTA7416
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20170458
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intended, and nearly as many reported telling them-
selves “just a few more minutes” before setting it 
down (figure 3). Such behaviors map onto the six core 
components of addiction identified in the literature: 
salience, tolerance, mood modification, relapse, with-
drawal, and conflict (Griffiths 2005). Eighty-four per-
cent of participants often or always experienced at 
least one component of moderate addiction, while 41 
percent experienced at least one component of more 
severe addiction (see figure 3). While most partici-
pants felt their smartphone use made their life better, 
19 percent felt it made their life worse. Taken together, 
these results suggest substantial heterogeneity: Many 
people report experiences consistent with addiction, 
while others do not.

The experiment
To study digital addiction, we ran an experiment with 
two interventions. Participants were randomly as-
signed to treatment and control conditions and com-
pleted regular surveys over a three-month period. 

Intervention 1: Pay people to reduce their social 
media use (Bonus treatment)
To measure habit formation, we introduced a social 
media reduction bonus (the Bonus treatment). Those 
assigned to the treatment group were paid to reduce 
their social media use: For three weeks, participants 
were paid $2.50 for each hour they reduced their 
social media use relative to the baseline period. We 
found that paying people to reduce their social me-
dia usage was effective: During the incentive period, 
treated participants reduced their social media use by 
39 percent on average, or approximately 56 minutes 
per day. For assessing habit formation, the question 
is whether these effects persisted beyond the three 
weeks where participants were paid. We found that 
they did: Six weeks after the incentive period conclud-
ed, participants who had previously been paid to re-
duce their social media still used social media 12 min-
utes per day, or about 8 percent, less than those in the 
control group. Put simply, reducing use today makes 
it easier to use less tomorrow, a key signature of habit 
formation. 

Figure 1

Share of people who say they’re doing too much or too little of each activity
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Source: Adapted from Allcott, Gentzkow, and Song 2022. 

Note: Results are from a survey of 1,933 participants in a field experiment on social media use.
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Intervention 2: Self-selected app-based time 
limits (Limit treatment)
To measure self-control problems, we introduced a 
tool that participants could use to set their own lim-
its on social media use by setting app-specific daily 
screen time limits enforced by Phone Dashboard (the 
Limit treatment). All participants installed the app, but 
the limit feature was made available only to the treat-
ment group. The limit feature allowed participants to 
set personalized daily time limits for each app that 
became effective the following day; once a limit was 
reached, the app would be blocked. These screen time 
limits combat self-control problems by allowing peo-
ple to follow through on their plans to spend less time 
on particular apps. Participants were not required or 
even incentivized to use the feature, but 89 percent of 
those in the treatment group did so, and average so-
cial media use fell by 22 minutes per day, or about 16 
percent, over 12 weeks for the treatment group com-
pared to the control group. Further, participants were 
willing to pay an average of $4.20 for continued ac-
cess to the tool for three weeks, revealing a demand 
for such a commitment device: People value external 
constraints precisely because they anticipate their 

own future difficulty in following through. All of these 
are hallmarks of self-control problems.

Figure 4 illustrates the outcomes of the two in-
terventions. Panel A presents the effect of the Bonus 
treatment, showing that its effects decay gradually 
after the incentive period ends rather than reverting 
immediately to baseline, evidence of habit formation. 
Panel B shows the Limit effect, which remains stable 
across periods, persisting six weeks after the final sur-
vey—suggesting that adoption of limits reflects genu-
ine demand for commitment rather than temporary 
novelty or confusion.

Impact of addiction on use
To quantify the overall contribution of digital addiction 
to social media use, we combine the experimental es-
timates with an economic model. The model captures 
how individuals make choices about social media 
use. We use our experimental results to estimate the 
model’s key parameters and then assess how much 
of our participants’ social media use is attributable 
to self-control problems and habit formation. Habit 
formation alone does not necessarily make people 
worse off—it could reflect learning or investment that 

Figure 2
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Source: Adapted from Allcott, Gentzkow, and Song 2022. 

Note: Results are from a survey of 1,933 participants in a field experiment on social media use. Participants 
were first asked whether they felt their overall smartphone use over the past three weeks was too much, too 
little, or about the right amount. Those who did not report the right amount were then asked by what percent-
age they would have ideally reduced (if too much) or increased (if too little) their use relative to their actual 
use over the past three weeks. Participants who reported the right amount were coded as zero.
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benefits users. However, when combined with self-
control problems, excess use compounds over time, 
and habit formation amplifies the harms. As shown in 
figure 5, our model estimates indicate that self-control 
problems, exacerbated by habit formation, account 
for 31 percent (48 minutes per day) of social media 
use. That is, people in our sample would use 31 percent 
less social media if they had no self-control problems. 

There is substantial heterogeneity across peo-
ple. While most people in our experiment use at least 
somewhat more social media than they would without 
self-control problems, for 22 percent of participants, 
self-control problems contribute to less than 10 min-
utes per day of use, while for 13 percent they contrib-
ute more than 100 minutes per day (see figure 6).

Digital addiction and well-being
A major reason for concern about many addictive be-
haviors, such as drinking, smoking, and gambling, is 
that they reduce well-being. We assess whether this is 
true for addiction to social media. 

Both of our experimental interventions, paying 
people to spend less time and giving people a tool to 
set time limits, substantially reduced social media use. 

The Bonus group reduced social media use by 56 min-
utes per day (39 percent relative to the control group) 
during the incentive period, while access to the Limit 
functionality reduced use by an average of 22 min-
utes per day (16 percent relative to the control group). 
Thus, we can use our experiment to measure the ef-
fects of short-term reductions in social media use on 
survey reports of compulsive behavior and subjective 
well-being.

Reducing social media use significantly improved 
self-reported measures of addiction, with modest 
positive effects on well-being. We find that both in-
terventions reduced the extent to which participants 
reported behaviors associated with addiction, includ-
ing using smartphones to fall asleep, losing sleep from 
use, using longer than intended, using to distract from 
anxiety, having difficulty putting down their phone, and 
using mindlessly. Both the Bonus and Limit interven-
tions increased self-reported overall subjective well-
being, by 0.09 standard deviations and 0.04 standard 
deviations respectively, with the latter estimate being 
statistically insignificant. A 0.09 standard deviation 
improvement in subjective well-being is roughly 25 to 
40 percent of the effect of psychological interventions 
such as self-help therapy, group training, and individu-
al therapy (Bolier et al. 2013).  

Figure 3

Share of people reporting various phone use behaviors
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Source: Adapted from Allcott, Gentzkow, and Song 2022. 

Note: Results are from a survey of 1,933 participants in a field experiment on social media use. Shares are the 
share of participants who responded “often” or “always” to survey questions about the frequency of each 
behavior. Behaviors are categorized as moderate or severe addiction based a survey questions modified from 
the Mobile Phone Problem Use Scale (Bianchi and Phillips 2005) and the Bergen Facebook Addiction Scale 
(Andreassen et al. 2012).

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23390882/
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It’s worth emphasizing that our interventions were 
brief: Our survey measured the effects of at most six 
weeks of reduced use (less for some participants). 
The well-being changes were driven particularly by 
improved concentration and reduced distraction; ef-
fects on happiness, life satisfaction, depression, and 
anxiety were insignificant for both interventions. As a 
comparison, a four-week deactivation of Facebook in 
Allcott et al. (2020) improved an overall index of sub-
jective well-being by 0.09 standard deviations, and a 
five-week additional deactivation of Facebook or Ins-
tagram in Allcott et al. (2025) improved a related index 
by about 0.05 standard deviations. Figure 7 presents 
the treatment effects on survey outcomes. 

In addition to survey outcomes, our design allows 
us to quantify the effects of addiction on consumer 
welfare measured in dollars, or what economists call 
consumer surplus. Under simplifying assumptions, we 
estimate that self-control problems generate a welfare 
loss of roughly $4.62 per person over three weeks, or 
approximately $20.3 billion per year when aggregated 

across the Kemp (2026) estimate of 254 million Ameri-
can social media users in 2025. However, this overuse 
from self-control problems does not imply that social 
media use harms consumers overall. People can use a 
product more than they would like and still derive sub-
stantial value from it. Estimates from our own work as 
well as others imply that individual social media plat-
forms generate from $50 billion to over $300 billion in 
consumer surplus per year in the United States (All-
cott et al. 2020; Aral et al. 2025).

As with any study, these findings come with im-
portant limitations. First, the experiment took place in 
2020 at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, a pe-
riod when overall screen time increased. However, 
survey evidence on participants’ feelings toward their 
phone use in 2019 and 2020 does not suggest that the 
pandemic materially affected the magnitude of self-
control problems, and treatment effects remained 
relatively stable as the pandemic evolved over the 
three-month study period. 

Figure 4

Effect of treatments on social media use
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Source: Adapted from Allcott, Gentzkow, and Song 2022. 

Note: Results are from a field experiment on social media use with 1,933 participants. Each period is three 
weeks. The Bonus treatment was a temporary subsidy of $2.50 per hour for reducing social media use in 
period 3. Participants were informed whether or not they were assigned to the bonus treatment at the begin-
ning of period 2. The Limit treatment made a screen time limit function available on participants’ phones. The 
function allowed participants to set personalized daily time limits for each app on their phone that could not 
usually be immediately overridden.

https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2026-united-states-of-america
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20190658
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20190658
https://arxiv.org/abs/2507.04545
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Second, social media platforms have also evolved 
considerably since then, with new features potentially 
altering both the nature and magnitude of addictive 
use. Short-form video, for example, has grown dra-
matically in popularity since the study was conducted. 
With the adoption of this feature across platforms, cu-
rated short-form video feeds may be among the most 
engaging design elements in social media (European 
Commission 2026).

Third, our estimates apply to those who chose to 
participate in our experiment, and these participants 
are not representative of U.S. adults. When estimates 
are reweighted to match national demographic char-
acteristics, the modeled effect of self-control prob-
lems increases, suggesting our baseline estimates may 
be conservative. 

Fourth, our surveys walked participants through a 
guided process of setting screen time limits to align 
with their self-reported ideal use; simply offering limit 
functionality without this process would likely have 
produced smaller effects.

Finally, it is worth noting that our study focuses on 
adults (with an average age of 34), while much of the 
policy debate around digital addiction has centered 
on children and adolescents.  Our main treatment ef-
fects are similar when we limit the sample to partic-
ipants under 30 (with an average age of 24), but our 
data cannot speak directly to those under 18. Young 

people may be more susceptible to habit formation 
and less aware of their own self-control problems, and 
in a critical period of cognitive and emotional develop-
ment (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
2023). Our findings may thus be conservative: If self-
control problems are substantial among adults, the 
problems may be even larger among youth, though the 
benefits of social media use may also be greater for 
younger users who rely on these platforms for enter-
tainment and social connection. 

Considerations for regulating social 
media use
A key takeaway from our findings is that many peo-
ple use more social media than they would like. This 
places digital media alongside other addictive goods—
cigarettes, alcohol, consumer credit, and sugary bev-
erages—where self-control problems have motivated 
policy intervention.

As a form of behavioral addiction, digital con-
sumption does not involve digesting chemicals in the 
way that alcohol and cigarettes do. But social media 
shares important features with other behavioral ad-
dictions such as gambling. Like gambling apps, social 
media is available at all times and is continuously re-
fined through A/B testing. Features such as infinite 

Figure 5

Effects of self-control problems on social media use
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Source: Adapted from Allcott, Gentzkow, and Song 2022. 

Note: Estimates are from a model of social media use, calibrated based on a field experiment. Green bars dis-
play 95 percent confidence intervals, i.e., the extent to which estimates could vary due to sampling variation.

https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/news/commission-preliminarily-finds-tiktoks-addictive-design-breach-digital-services-act
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/news/commission-preliminarily-finds-tiktoks-addictive-design-breach-digital-services-act
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf
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scroll, autoplay, and short-form video are introduced 
over time, and are often engineered to maximize en-
gagement—which can increase consumer surplus, 
but may also amplify self-control problems (New York 
State Assembly 2025).

Our findings reveal substantial differences in the 
degree to which digital addiction affects individuals—a 
pattern that has important implications for policy de-
sign. While self-control problems contribute an aver-
age of 48 minutes per day to social media use across 
our full sample, they contribute less than 10 minutes of 
excess use per day for 22 percent of participants and 
more than 60 minutes for another 32 percent. There 
is also variation across platforms: In our study, Face-
book was the app for which the desired reduction in 
use was largest, though this was less true for younger 
users in our study and likely differs today. This distri-
bution suggests that broad, uniform interventions may 
be less well-suited to digital addiction than targeted 
tools that allow people to self-select into the level of 
support they need.

A growing body of evidence suggests the pos-
sibility of mental health and behavioral impacts of 
social media use, including among young people. 
Causal evidence on Facebook and Instagram use 
among college students and adults suggests modest 
negative impacts on happiness and increases in anxi-
ety and depression (Allcott et al. 2020; Allcott et al. 

2025; Braghieri, Levy, and Makarin 2022). Our experi-
ment found that a reduction in social media use over 
just three weeks led to self-reported improvements 
in concentration and reduced distraction. Taken to-
gether, these potential impacts may warrant policy 
attention even for users who do not themselves re-
port self-control problems, especially among younger 
populations. Children and adolescents are in a critical 
period of cognitive, social, emotional, and behavioral 
development (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services 2023), and are potentially more susceptible 
to habit formation and less able to accurately per-
ceive their own self-control problems (O’Donoghue 
and Rabin 2001). This suggests a case for tools and in-
terventions that help young people and their parents 
make more informed decisions about use and em-
power them to act in accordance with their own long-
run interests.

Beyond digital addiction, several additional con-
siderations are relevant to how policymakers might 
think about regulating social media use. First, social 
media platforms exhibit strong network externali-
ties: The value of a platform to any individual user de-
pends on how many others use it. These externalities 
contribute to an equilibrium where a small number of 
social media platforms capture the vast majority of 
user attention. The nature of these network effects 
has evolved over time: Early social media platforms 

Figure 6

Amount of social media use due to self-control problems
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Source: Adapted from Allcott, Gentzkow, and Song 2022. 

Note: Estimates are for 1,933 participants in a field experiment, based on a model of social media use calibrat-
ed using the field experiment results.

https://legiscan.com/NY/text/A05346/2025
https://legiscan.com/NY/text/A05346/2025
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20190658
https://www.nber.org/papers/w33697
https://www.nber.org/papers/w33697
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20211218
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/sg-youth-mental-health-social-media-advisory.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/chapters/c10686/c10686.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/chapters/c10686/c10686.pdf
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derived their value primarily from connections be-
tween users who knew each other in person, making 
network externalities particularly strong. More recent 
platforms rely increasingly on algorithmically curat-
ed content from creators, which still implies that the 
value of the platform depends on the number of con-
tent creators—though the growing role of AI-generated 
content introduces new uncertainties and may weak-
en these network effects. Having few social networks 
could also reduce the incentive to compete on dimen-
sions that benefit users.

A further implication of network effects is that us-
ers may find themselves consuming more social me-
dia than they would collectively prefer. Bursztyn et al. 
(2025) show that while users report positive welfare 
from social media when evaluated in isolation, wel-
fare turns negative once externalities to non-users 
are taken into account. This creates a collective action 
problem: Users who would prefer the platform not to 
exist, or who would prefer to use it less, find it indi-
vidually rational to remain active because opting out 
risks social exclusion or “missing out”. This implies that 
users may consume more than is optimal not only be-
cause of digital addiction, but also because of social 

externalities (this is also true of goods like cigarettes 
and alcohol to some degree).

Our model does not account for the interaction 
between social externalities and addiction. If each 
person’s social media use increases others’ use—by 
making it more attractive to use social media and less 
attractive to remain off these platforms—then any one 
user’s excessive use due to addiction will lead other 
people to use social media more as well, in turn leading 
to even more use due to habit formation. In this con-
text, the costs individuals impose on their own future 
selves through self-control problems (“internalities”) 
and the harmful effects on other users (“externalities”) 
may be related and mutually reinforcing.

Policy tools
For individuals
Our evidence suggests that commitment devices—
tools that allow people to align their behavior with their 
long-run preferences—can be effective for individual 
adults. Screen time limits of the kind studied in our 
experiment, whether provided by platforms, operating 

Figure 7

Effects of Bonus and Limit treatments on subjective well-being measures

Treatment effect (standard deviations)

Was not easily distracted 

Could concentrate

Did not feel depressed

Did not feel anxious

Was satisfied with life

Was happy

Slept well

Subjective well-being

Limit Bonus
Addiction scale 

(higher is reduced addiction)

-0.10 -0.05 0.00 0.05 0.10 0.15 0.20 0.25

Source: Adapted from Allcott, Gentzkow, and Song 2022. 

Note: Results are from a survey of 1,933 participants in a field experiment on social media use. Results com-
pare treatment and control group responses. The Limit treatment group reduced social media use by an 
average of 24 minutes per day (17 percent) over weeks 4-9. The Bonus treatment group reduced social media 
use by an average of 56 minutes per day (39 percent) during weeks 7-9 when the incentives were in effect. 
The Bonus effect is measured on survey 4 (end of week 9), while the Limit effect is measured on both surveys 
3 and 4.  Black bars display 95 percent confidence intervals, i.e., the extent to which estimates could vary due 
to sampling variation.

https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20231468
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.20231468
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systems, or third-party apps, introduce friction that 
helps users follow through on their own stated goals. 
Since the time of our experiment, the market for digital 
self-control tools has grown considerably, with a wide 
range of apps and built-in platform features now avail-
able to users. However, not all commitment devices are 
equally effective, and their design matters for whether 
they actually help users achieve their long-run goals.

A key challenge in the design of commitment de-
vices is the commitment-flexibility tradeoff: A com-
mitment that cannot be relaxed may lock people into 
choices they later regret—potentially leading them 
to abandon the tool altogether—while one that is too 
easy to relax may provide little meaningful constraint. 
In ongoing work with Peter Maxted and Carl Meyer (All-
cott et al., forthcoming), we explore this tradeoff di-
rectly using data from our original experiment. In our 
experiment, participants in the Limit condition were 
randomly assigned to different versions of the app: 
All could impose daily limits on specific apps, but 
the versions varied in how those limits worked. When 
Phone Dashboard force-quit an app upon reaching a 
limit, some participants could immediately override 
and extend it, while others faced a delay of two, five, or 
20 minutes, and others faced limits that could not be 
extended at all. For example, a participant assigned to 
the two-minute delay who had set a 30-minute limit 
on Instagram would, upon reaching that limit, see a re-
minder asking whether they wanted to extend it—but 
would have to wait two minutes before they could re-
sume using the app.

The logic behind this design is similar to that of 
apps like One Sec, ScreenZen, and Unpluq, which in-
troduce a brief pause before opening an app. The key 
insight is that if temptation dissipates quickly, then 
even a short delay can be effective. When deciding 
whether to extend a limit for consumption minutes 
into the future, the user does not face the same level 
of temptation, and so their choice is likely to be closer 
to what they prefer. In this way, flexibility through de-
lay preserves the user’s ability to adapt and use the 
app when they genuinely need to, while reducing the 
likelihood that limits are overridden due to self-control 
problems. Most built-in tools such as Apple’s Screen 
Time and Google’s Digital Wellbeing currently allow 
limits to be immediately overridden; calibrating the 
right level of friction is an open question.

At the same time, commitment devices are most 
useful for people who are both aware of their self-
control problems and motivated to address them. In 
our experiment, many users report being satisfied with 
their current level of use, and while on average par-
ticipants show some awareness of their self-control 
problems, they also exhibit a degree of naïveté—they 
consistently underestimated their own future use. Dig-
ital literacy initiatives may help bridge this gap by rais-
ing awareness of how platform design features such as 

infinite scroll, autoplay, and algorithmic content cura-
tion are specifically engineered to maximize engage-
ment and capture attention. When users understand 
that their consumption patterns are shaped not only 
by their own preferences but also by deliberate design 
choices, they may be better positioned to reflect on 
whether their use aligns with their own long-run goals. 
Beyond awareness, digital literacy might also equip 
individuals with practical knowledge about the avail-
ability and effectiveness of commitment tools. For 
adults, who are more likely to be managing compet-
ing demands on their time and attention, such aware-
ness may be a first and necessary step toward making 
meaningful changes in their digital habits. 

For younger users, commitment devices may 
be less relevant. Adolescents may not yet have well-
formed long-run preferences about how much social 
media is good for them, and may therefore show little 
demand for such tools. Other interventions may work 
better. 

For parents, caregivers, and schools
Children and adolescents in the U.S. are adopting so-
cial media and smartphones at an early age, and of-
ten spend a large share of their free time outside of 
school on these platforms (U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services 2023). To help their children man-
age their use and develop healthier habits, parents can 
draw on several tools. Parental controls—features that 
allow parents to set limits on device use, restrict ac-
cess to certain apps, or monitor usage patterns—can 
serve as an external commitment device for children 
who are not yet equipped to regulate their own behav-
ior. Modeling healthy use is also important: Children’s 
digital habits are shaped in part by observing those of 
the adults around them. More broadly, caregivers can 
help children develop awareness of their own use pat-
terns and of the design features that make social media 
engaging, fostering the kind of digital literacy that will 
serve them as they grow into more independent users.

Initiatives like “Wait Until 8th,” a grassroots move-
ment founded in 2017 that has since attracted over 
145,000 families across the U.S., ask parents to col-
lectively pledge not to give their children smartphones 
until at least the end of eighth grade (Wait Until 8th, 
n.d.). The pledge only becomes active once at least 10 
families from the same grade and school sign on, di-
rectly addressing the collective action problem: Indi-
vidual parents may feel pressure to give their child a 
smartphone earlier than they would prefer, out of con-
cern that their child will be socially excluded if peers 
all have one. This delay could give children more time 
to develop the cognitive and emotional capacities 
needed to navigate social media more intentionally 
and reduce exposure during a window when they may 
be most susceptible to its adverse effects.
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Schools represent another important lever, and 
one that has gained significant policy momentum in 
recent years. As of May 2026, at least 37 states and 
Washington, D.C. have enacted laws or policies re-
stricting student smartphone use in K–12 schools, with 
31 of those laws passed in 2025 and 2026 alone (Pro-
thero, Langreo, and Klein 2026). Policies vary in scope: 
Some states such as Louisiana prohibit the possession 
of phones throughout the entire school day, while oth-
ers such as California and New York require districts 
to develop their own plans to limit use during school 
hours. School-based restrictions may reduce expo-
sure during a critical period of the day and may help 
establish norms around appropriate use. These re-
strictions are particularly relevant given the possibil-
ity that smartphone use could distract students from 
learning in class. A growing quasi-experimental litera-
ture provides evidence that school phone restrictions 
can improve student well-being and/or academic per-
formance (Abrahamsson 2026; Allcott et al. 2026; Fi-
glio and Özek 2025; Lichand et al. 2026). Importantly, 
school-based policies of this kind do not override stu-
dents’ agency outside of school, but rather change the 
environment during a school day—making them a less 
intrusive intervention than broader bans while still po-
tentially delivering benefits. 

School-based curricula on digital wellness repre-
sent another tool for helping young people develop the 
awareness and self-regulation skills needed to manage 
their digital habits. These programs could complement 
structural interventions such as phone restrictions, 
extending healthy habits beyond the school day when 
restrictions no longer apply.  Recent experimental evi-
dence from college students suggests such programs 
reduce reported behaviors associated with addiction 
(Joshi, Kaur, and Song, forthcoming). 

For policymakers
Beyond tools available to individuals, parents, and 
schools, policymakers have several options for ad-
dressing digital addiction at a broader scale. 

Directly related to our experiment, policymakers 
could require platforms and device manufacturers to 
not only offer better limit-setting tools as a built-in 
feature, but also regularly prompt users to consider 
setting limits, or even introduce default limits that us-
ers can adjust or turn off. The high takeup in our experi-
ment suggests that salience matters: When limits were 
made easily accessible and users were guided through 
setting them, 89 percent chose to set binding limits. 
This contrasts with current practice, where limit-set-
ting tools exist on most major platforms and devices 
but are rarely used, in part because they are buried in 
settings menus and not actively surfaced to users. 

A different approach is to restrict access by 
younger users. Australia’s 2024 social media ban for 

children under 16 represents the most sweeping ex-
ample to date, prohibiting minors from using major 
platforms entirely (Parliament of Australia 2024). Mini-
mum age requirements of this kind are motivated by 
the developmental considerations outlined above—
younger users may be more susceptible to habit for-
mation and less able to perceive their own self-control 
problems—but they raise difficult questions about 
enforcement, platform verification of user age, and 
the potential for restrictions to push use toward less 
regulated spaces. Moreover, many young people may 
benefit from social media, either through its enter-
tainment value or through the ability to connect with 
others outside their local area who may have similar 
backgrounds and life experiences. Given the potential 
benefits and costs of social media, it is unclear wheth-
er zero use is better than unregulated use.

A narrower alternative would instead prohibit the 
design features that may amplify self-control prob-
lems, rather than access itself. Such approaches could 
be limited to children, or applied more broadly. New 
York State’s SAFE for Kids Act, for example, prohibits 
platforms from serving algorithmically curated feeds 
to users under 18 without parental consent, directly 
addressing features such as engagement-maximizing 
algorithmic feeds that could exacerbate self-control 
problems (New York State Senate 2024). These types 
of restrictions on potentially addictive design fea-
tures have the advantage of targeting the mechanism 
through which platforms may amplify self-control 
problems, rather than restricting access broadly.

A related approach would hold platforms liable if 
they deliberately introduce features designed to max-
imize engagement at the expense of user well-being. 
In March 2026, in the landmark case K.G.M. v. Meta et 
al., a Los Angeles jury found Meta and Google negligent 
in the design of their platforms, awarding $6 million in 
damages (Duffy 2026). This was the first social me-
dia addiction case to reach trial among thousands of 
pending suits. The legal landscape remains unsettled, 
but liability exposure of this kind could create stronger 
incentives for platforms to internalize the costs their 
design choices impose on users. 

A key challenge is distinguishing between design 
features that are addictive—in the sense that users 
would prefer not to have them if choosing in advance, 
even though they use them in the moment—and fea-
tures that are simply engaging. In other words, some 
features are entertaining in a way that would make 
people want to allow themselves more consumption in 
the future, while other features exacerbate self-control 
problems in a way that makes people want to restrict 
their future consumption. Both types of features could 
increase time spent on social media, but the former 
type improves user well-being, while the latter type 
harms long-run well-being. It would be useful to have 

https://www.edweek.org/technology/which-states-ban-or-restrict-cellphones-in-schools/2024/06
https://www.edweek.org/technology/which-states-ban-or-restrict-cellphones-in-schools/2024/06
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more research centered on this distinction to inform 
both policy and litigation.

Transparency and access to data
Given the importance of additional research, another 
important priority is transparency and access to plat-
form data. Platforms collect extensive data on user 
behavior, and broader access to these data—whether 
through voluntary research partnerships or transpar-
ency mandates requiring data sharing with indepen-
dent researchers under appropriate privacy protec-
tions—could enable studies at far greater scale and 
generalizability than is currently possible. Building this 
evidence base through public-interest experimenta-
tion and data sharing would help researchers evaluate 
the effects of design changes, measure the prevalence 
of self-control problems across populations, and as-
sess the impact of policy interventions over time.

Conclusion
Our experiment provides evidence that many people 
are addicted to social media. A temporary financial 
incentive to reduce use led to persistent reductions 
even after incentives ended—the signature of habit 
formation. Access to screen time limits led to sub-
stantial reductions in use and revealed a willingness 
to pay for commitment—the signature of self-control 
problems. Combining these experimental estimates 
with an economic model, we find that self-control 
problems, amplified by habit formation, account for 
about a third of total social media use—with substan-
tial heterogeneity across individuals. Policymakers 
could potentially improve user well-being by consid-
ering interventions that would help users act in accor-
dance with their own long-run preferences, providing 
commitment while preserving flexibility and building 
awareness.
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Many people report spending more time on social media than they would prefer, and social 
media and smartphone use rank among the top activities for which people perceive self-control 
problems. In this brief, we present evidence from a field experiment with two interventions that 
tested whether people are addicted to social media and, if so, how much of their use is driven 
by digital addiction. In one intervention, a financial incentive to reduce use led to persistent 
reductions in time spent on social media even after payments ended. In the second intervention, 
using an app to set screen time limits led to substantial reductions in use and revealed a 
willingness to pay for such a commitment device. We find that self-control problems, exacerbated 
by habit formation, account for about one-third of social media use on average, though the 
extent differs among different types of users. We also find that short-term reductions in social 
media use modestly improve outcomes on self-reported measures of addiction and well-being. 
Drawing on these findings, we discuss policy responses such as mandating that apps include 
built-in time-limiting features, design restrictions focused on potentially addictive features, and 
age-based limitations.


