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Dear Chairperson Mathews and Honorable Members of the Committee:

Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today about Senate Bill 3933: “Prohibiting Certain Social
Media Algorithms that Target Children.”

My name is Josh Golin and | am Executive Director of Fairplay, the leading independent watchdog of the
children’s media and marketing industries. Through corporate campaigns and strategic regulatory filings,
Fairplay has changed the practices of some of the most popular social media platforms. Most notably,
our 2018 Federal Trade Commission complaint against Google for violating the Children’s Online Privacy
Protection Act (COPPA) led to the 2019 FTC settlement that required Google to pay a record fine and to
limit data collection and targeted advertising on child-directed content on YouTube.!

Our current campaigns include leading a large international coalition of parents, advocates, and child
development experts to stop Facebook from launching a kids’ version of Instagram.? And in November,
with other leading organizations, we launched Designed with Kids in Mind, a multi-faceted campaign to
demand regulations that would require operators to make the best interests of children a primary
consideration when designing apps, websites, and platforms likely to be accessed by young people.?

We need regulations that limit how social media platforms impact young people because the
unregulated business model for digital media is fundamentally at odds with children’s wellbeing. Digital
platforms are designed to maximize revenue and therefore prolong user engagement, because the
longer they can capture users’ attention, the more money the platforms make. As a result, children are
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subject to relentless pressure and manipulative design that pushes them to use and check platforms as
often as possible.

One of the most harmful design choices employed by social media platforms is the use of algorithms to
determine the content young people see. Algorithms use the vast amount of data social media platforms
collect about young people — including their likes, interests, web searches, location history, online
purchases, the videos they watch, and their friends’ online activity — to decide which content gets
recommended to them and shows up in their feeds. This harms children in three interrelated ways.

First, by constantly barraging young people with the content that is most likely to keep them on a
platform, targeting algorithms drive overuse of social media. Excessive use of digital media and social
media is linked to a number of risks for children and adolescents, including obesity,* lower
psychological well-being,” decreased happiness,® decreased quality of sleep,”? depression,’ and
increases in suicide-related outcomes such as suicidal ideation, plans, and attempts.™ Fifty-nine
percent of US teens have reported being bullied on social media,** an experience which has
been linked to increased risky behaviors such as smoking and increased risk of suicidal
ideation.®
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Second, targeting algorithms often expose children and teens to inappropriate, extremist, and harmful
content. As a former YouTube engineer observed: “recommendations are designed to optimize watch
time, there is no reason that it shows content that is actually good for kids. It might sometimes, but if it
does, it is coincidence.”*® In recent years, many parents have documented how YouTube recommends
knockoff versions of cartoons to young children which often contain violent, sexualized and disturbing
content.’ Algorithms drive 70% of viewing on YouTube.”

Algorithmic recommendations can be particularly dangerous when they target children and teens’
greatest vulnerabilities. A Wall Street Journal investigation documented how TikTok users were served
videos that encouraged eating disorders and discussed suicide.'® Frances Haugen described how
Instagram’s algorithm targets users with content based on their interests, even if their interests are
eating disorders or self harm: “They develop these feedback cycles where children are using Instagram
to self-soothe but then are exposed to more and more content that makes them hate themselves.”*” Her
observations were confirmed by an experiment conducted by Senator Blumenthal’s office, which created
an account for a fake 13 year-old girl that “liked” content about dieting. Within 24 hours, the account
was served pro-eating disorder and self-harm content. According to Facebook’s own internal research,
one in three adolescent girls says Instagram makes their eating disorders worse.*®

Finally, targeting algorithms affect young people’s decisions about what to post online. Children and
teens quickly learn that their content is more likely to be shown to other users if they post more
frequently and share angry, provocative or risqué posts, photos or videos. For instance, adolescent girls
report feeling pressure to post sexualized selfies as a means of generating attention.™

There is overwhelming support for new rules and standards for social media companies to better protect
young people online. Seventy-eight percent of likely voters — including 87% of Democrats and 73% of
Republicans — support new regulations. And this month, 69 leading advocacy organizations urged leaders
in the US Congress to pass legislation that would prevent online platforms from manipulating children
and teens into spending too much time online and exposing young people to harmful content.”
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Partisan divisions and Big Tech lobbying, however, make passage of new federal legislation far from
certain. That’s why it’s so critical that state governments take urgent action to protect young people from
online harms.

Passage of Senate Bill 3933 would be a huge step towards creating the online environment all children
and teens deserve. It would protect children and teens from an ecosystem that prioritizes quantity of
engagement over quality of experience. It will stop a major driver of the harmful content young people
are exposed to online. It would force social media platforms to respect young people’s developing
autonomy and let them choose the content they engage with free of undue influence. And, passing
Senate Bill 3933 would position Minnesota as a leader in addressing the teen mental health crisis being
exacerbated by social media.

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify and | am happy to answer any questions or provide
additional information.
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