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Washington, BC 20515 '

February 22, 2023

Dr. Lawrence A. Tabak, D.D.S., Ph.D.
Acting Director

National Institutes of Health

9000 Rockville Pike

Bethesda, Maryland 20892

Dear Dr. Tabak,

We write to you regarding the unprecedented mental health challenges facing our nation’s
children, who are growing up in an increasingly digital world. As President Biden highlighted in
his recent State of the Union address, social media and new technologies are affecting our
children in ways we don’t yet fully understand, and we must do more to protect them from online
harms.! The National Institutes of Health (NIH), our nation’s top medical research agency, can
now play a key role in addressing this pressing problem by helping us better understand how and
why these harms occur. We respectfully urge the NIH to swiftly implement the bipartisan
Children and Media Research Advancement (CAMRA) Act provision enacted in the
Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2023 and significantly increase research into the effects of
technology use and media consumption on teens, children, and infants.?

Young people increasingly live their lives online. During the COVID-19 pandemic, average
daily screen time among kids ages 10 to 14 surged from 3.8 hours to an extraordinary 7.7 hours.®
Social interactions have also moved online, as the number of messages children send and receive
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online increased 144 percent.* Approximately one-third of parents report that their child began
using a smartphone before the age of 5,° and over half of children have their own smartphone by
age 11.% Children are also early adopters of emerging consumer electronics. In fact, 17 percent of
children ages 8 to 18 already reportedly use a virtual reality headset.” This dramatic growth in
minors’ technology use amounts to nothing short of a sea-change in the way young people grow
up in the United States.

Unfortunately, initial scholarship on this topic includes troubling findings regarding this trend’s
effects on kids’ wellbeing. Relevant research, for example, points to connections between
children’s increased media consumption and poorer sleep patterns,® a relationship between
depression and social networking in adolescents,® and links between internet use among young
people and issues with emotion regulation.’® In an increasingly digital world, experts agree that
additional nuanced, research-driven approaches are necessary.!!

Here is the good news: Congress recently empowered NIH to delve deeply into these issues with
a robust research agenda. On December 29, 2022, President Biden signed into law the
Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2023, which included the bipartisan Children and Media
Research Advancement (CAMRA) Act.'? This critical legislation directs NIH to launch a
research program on technology and media’s effects on infants, children, and adolescents in core
areas of cognitive, physical, and mental development.’® Critically, Congress appropriated $15
million for the first year of this initiative.'*

With this mandate from Congress, NIH should act with all deliberateness and haste to utilize its
new resources and launch necessary research into the effects of technology on children. We
commend NIH for the work it has previously done in this area and look forward to your
redoubled efforts.
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Sincerely,

Edward J. Mar%y d Jamie Raskin

United States Senator Member of Congress



