
0 

 

www.rajeevelt.com www.rajeevranjan.net   
 

 

“Gen Z Mind in a Digital Age” 
“Digital hygiene” protocol for Gen Z 

Rajeev Ranjan Book www.rajeevelt.com 

 

 

 

  

http://www.rajeevelt.com/


www.rajeevelt.com 
Teaching is an art. Rajeev Ranjan 

“Gen Z” 

 

1 

“Born Connected: Gen Z, Mental Health, and the Double-Edged Web — 

What We Know and How We Heal” 

Who is Gen Z? “Gen Z” typically refers to people born from 1997 onward—the first cohort to grow up 

with smartphones and social platforms woven into daily life. Pew Research Center draws 

the line at 1997 as the first Gen Z birth year (marking the end of Millennials in 1996), and 

its profiles often analyse Gen Z as the most racially/ethnically diverse and digitally native 

generation to date. Pew Research Center+1 

It means today’s Gen Z includes teens in secondary school, university students, and young adults entering the workforce. They’ve come of age through the Great Recession’s 
aftermath, the climate crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, and an always-on internet—events 

that shape both their strengths (adaptability, civic mindedness, fluency with information) 

and their stressors (economic uncertainty, information overload, algorithmic pressure). 

What does Gen Z’s mental health landscape look like? 

Global view 

Across many countries, the prevalence of mental health difficulties in adolescents 

and young adults is high. The World Health Organization notes that suicide ranks 

among the leading causes of death for ages 15–29 worldwide—a stark indicator of 

distress in late adolescence/early adulthood. World Health Organization 

In England—the most consistently measured setting in Europe—about 1 in 5 young 

people (8–25) had a probable mental disorder in 2023, with similar levels in 17–19 

and 20–25 age bands. After a sharp rise from 2017 to 2020, rates have remained elevated 

through 2023. NHS England Digital+1 

In the U.S., federal statistics likewise place suicide among the top causes of death for 

adolescents and young adults, underscoring the severity of risk in this age group. 

nimh.nih.govCDC 

What’s driving the pattern? 

Multiple forces intersect: 

• Post-pandemic effects: Meta-analyses show increases in depression and anxiety 

symptoms among children and adolescents during COVID-19 relative to pre-

pandemic baselines. JAMA Network 

• Academic and economic pressure: Highly competitive exam/work cultures plus 

cost-of-living shocks weigh heavily on older Gen Z. 

• Loneliness and belonging: Protective factors like school connectedness are 

strongly linked with better mental health (and reduced risk behaviors), while 
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disconnection tracks with worse outcomes (recent U.S. and U.K. surveillance 

repeatedly emphasize this). NHS England Digital 

• Digital environments: Technology can both buffer and exacerbate risk (details 

below). 

Key caution: “Gen Z mental health” is not monolithic. Subgroups—girls, LGBTQ+ youth, 

marginalized communities, those facing family conflict or poverty—often carry 

disproportionate risk, while others may be thriving. The averages hide heterogeneity. 

What role does technology play in Gen Z mental health? 

The evidence is nuanced: effects are real, but often small and highly individual 

Large-scale analyses consistently find small average associations between time on 

digital tech/social media and adolescent well-being. A landmark multi-dataset study using “specification-curve” analysis reported negative but very small associations, 

explaining at most ~0.4% of the variance in well-being—far less than fears suggest. That doesn’t mean “no harm ever”; it means population-level averages are tiny, while 

effects vary widely by person, platform, and use pattern. ZenodoUniversity of Oxford 

Scoping and systematic reviews since then echo a mixed picture: certain patterns (e.g., 

heavy, passive, nocturnal, or comparison-driven use) correlate with poorer sleep, 

mood, or body-image—especially for girls—while active, purpose-driven, 

connected use may support social ties and access to help. JAMA NetworkBioMed 

Central 

The U.S. Surgeon General’s 2023 Advisory: a balanced warning 

The U.S. Surgeon General synthesized the literature and flagged “urgent concerns” about 

social media and youth mental health, highlighting risks (exposure to harmful content, 

cyberbullying, body-image pressures, sleep disruption, data/privacy exploitation) 

while acknowledging potential benefits (community, identity exploration, support for 

marginalized youth, health information). The Advisory calls for systemic action—
platform design changes, research access, and youth protections—rather than placing the 

burden solely on families. HHS.gov 

Mechanisms: how tech can harm—or help 

1. Sleep and circadian timing 

Evening screen exposure can delay melatonin and shorten sleep, which in 

turn worsens mood, attention, and stress tolerance. Policy statements and 

reviews from paediatric and sleep bodies emphasize this link. That said, 

individual sensitivity differs: light characteristics, timing, and content matter. 

Pediatrics+1Taylor & Francis Online 

Newer syntheses note that blue light’s impact varies, but late-night, 

stimulating use remains a practical risk for many adolescents’ sleeps. PMC 
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2. Social comparison & body image 

Algorithmic emphasis on appearance-centric content can amplify unrealistic 

norms and internalized pressures, particularly for teen girls. (The Surgeon 

General Advisory details these pathways and research gaps.) HHS.gov 

3. Cyberbullying & harassment 

Online aggression—often persistent and public—correlates with 

depression, anxiety, and self-harm. Platform tools and school policies 

influence exposure and recourse. HHS.gov 

4. Attention fragmentation & stress Constant notifications, multitasking, and “infinite scrolls” can increase 
cognitive load and erode deep work—especially during homework hours. 

5. Benefits to harness 

Belonging for marginalized youth, peer support, skill-building, health 

information, and access to care (tele-mental-health, digital CBT) are real, 

evidence-backed upsides when technology is guided and purposeful. Digital 

CBT and telehealth show meaningful benefits in youths when programs are 

structured and clinically supported. JAMA Network 

Bottom line: The average correlation between “screen time” and well-being is small, 

but the stakes are high for specific individuals and contexts. Policy and practice should 

reduce predictable harms (sleep loss, toxic content, harassment, addictive design) and 

scale predictable benefits (connection, skill-building, access to care). 

How to overcome these challenges: a multi-layer solution set 

Think of solutions in four layers—self, family/peers, schools/colleges, and 

systems/platforms—because no single lever is enough. 

1) Individual skills (for teens and young adults) 

A. Sleep as a keystone habit 

• Lights-down rule: Aim for no stimulating screens ~60 minutes before 

bed; schedule blue-light reduction and night-shift modes if late use is 

unavoidable. (Even modest circadian protection can improve mood and 

focus.) Pediatrics 

• Morning light + movement: Get outdoor light soon after waking to anchor 

circadian rhythm; add a short walk—both predict better sleep and lower 

stress. PMC 

B. Intentional tech use 
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• Switch from time to task: Replace “I’ll scroll for 20 minutes” with “I’ll message three friends and log off.” 

• Mute mercilessly: Turn off non-essential notifications; batch check messages to 

reduce attention switching. 

• Feed the algorithm you want: Actively follow supportive, skill-building channels; “not interested” anything that spikes insecurity. 
C. Mental skills that work 

• CBT tactics (catching cognitive distortions; graded exposure for social anxiety). 

• Mindfulness/breath retraining (evidence supports reductions in stress/anxiety 

when practiced consistently). 

• Behavioural activation (micro-commitments to move, meet, or make something 

each day). 

• Help-seeking scripts: Practice language for reaching out to a friend, counsellor, 

or helpline early—before a crisis. 

D. Crisis skills 

• Know local emergency numbers, crisis text lines, and campus/community 

resources; store them in your phone.  

2) Families & peers 

A. Co-create a “Family Media Plan” 

• The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends family media plans that 

set expectations around bedrooms, mealtime, and bedtime screen rules, 

co-viewing, and conflict resolution. The plan is a living document—review as 

kids age. American Academy of Pediatrics 

B. Normalize conversations about feelings and feeds 

• Ask how platforms make a teen feel (energized, excluded, pressured) more 

than how long they use them. 

• Role-model bounded device use (adults’ behaviour sets the norm), no-

phone dinners, and charging outside bedrooms. 

C. Peer safeguarding 

• Teach upstander behaviors online: reporting abuse, supporting targets of 

bullying, and safely documenting patterns. 

3) Schools, colleges, and youth programs (actionable playbook) 

As you lead an institution, you can shift the average for thousands of students: 

A. Sleep & attention-friendly schedules 

http://www.rajeevelt.com/
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• Protect study blocks and device-free deep-work windows in the timetable. 

• Encourage light exposure in the first school hour (morning assemblies outdoors 

where feasible).  

B. Digital citizenship & mental-health literacy 

• Integrate curricula on algorithmic awareness, social comparison, media 

editing, and online kindness. 

• Run peer-led programs that train digital ambassadors to model prosocial norms 

and provide first-line support. 

C. Early identification & stepped care 

• Provide universal screenings (brief, validated tools) with opt-outs and clear 

follow-up pathways. 

• Offer stepped supports: skill workshops → group CBT/mindfulness → school 
counsellors → referral networks for higher-intensity care. 

• Partner with tele-mental-health providers to close access gaps (particularly in 

rural areas or for stigmatized groups). Evidence supports tele-delivery of many 

youth therapies when structured well.  

D. Connectedness as prevention 

• Build student–adult mentorship rituals (e.g., each staff member “adopts” 10–12 

students for check-ins). Connected schools are protective against a spectrum of 

risk behaviours and distress.  

E. Clear anti-harassment policies (online & offline) 

• Align disciplinary policies with restorative practices, ensure anonymous 

reporting, and create rapid response protocols with trained staff. 

F. Physical health scaffolds 

• Guarantee daily movement opportunities; anchor one screen-free wellbeing 

break per day (breathing drill, stretch, brief outdoor time). 

• Make healthy sleep and nutrition part of the visible school culture (campaigns, 

posters, assemblies, parent sessions). 

4) Platforms, policy, and public health 

A. Platform design & regulation 

• The Surgeon General urges platforms to reduce harmful content exposures, 

enforce age-appropriate design, enable data access for independent 

research, and minimize addictive features that subvert sleep and self-

regulation.  

http://www.rajeevelt.com/
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B. Government & health systems 

• Expand youth mental-health funding, ensure coverage for evidence-based 

therapies, and invest in school-linked services. 

• Standardize age-assurance and ad transparency to curb predatory content 

targeting minors. 

C. Research and transparency 

• Mandate researcher access to platform data to answer causal questions (who benefits, who is harmed, under what conditions), moving beyond crude “screen-time” metrics.  
 

A research-grounded “digital hygiene” protocol for Gen Z 

1. Protect sleep first 

o Set consistent bed/wake times; create a one-hour wind-down without 

stimulating screens; keep phones out of bed. Use Do Not Disturb and 

scheduled focus modes nightly.  

2. Make feeds intentional 

o Curate accounts that teach, connect, or inspire; unfollow anything that 

consistently triggers shame/comparison. 

o Replace passive scrolling with active micro-goals (message a friend, post 

your project, share notes). 

3. Batch notifications 

o Turn off non-essential alerts; check messages at set times (e.g., after 

class blocks). 

4. Move your body daily 

o Short walks and workouts buffer anxiety and improve sleep; schedule 

them like classes. 

5. Practice two 3-minute tools 

o Box breathing 4–4–4–4 (inhale/hold/exhale/hold) for a quick nervous-

system reset. 

o Thought label & reframe (name the distortion; generate a balanced 

alternative). 

6. Use tech to meet offline 

o Online should point to offline: study groups, service projects, clubs. 

7. Ask early, not late 

o Normalize asking for help at 2/10 distress, not 9/10; store crisis 

numbers and campus supports in your phone.  
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What good looks like (signals you’re on track) 

• Sleep: median student sleep ≥ 8 hours; fewer late submissions timestamped 
after midnight.  

• Belonging: rising scores on “I have an adult at school who knows me.”  
• Digital civility: fewer cyberbullying reports; faster resolution times; more peer-

led reports of supportive interventions. 

• Help-seeking: increased early counselling visits; fewer crisis-stage escalations. 

• Academic focus: improved on-task behaviour during device-light blocks. 

The narrative we should teach Gen Z (and ourselves) 

The story is not “phones broke a generation.” The strongest evidence says average 

effects of mere screen time are small—but design patterns, timing, content, context, 

and individual vulnerability create pockets of substantial risk. The antidote isn’t simple abstinence; it’s skillful use paired with structural protections: healthier school 

rhythms, humane platform design, accessible care, and adults who model boundaries. Gen Z’s strengths—a drive for authenticity, community, and impact—are exactly what 

can bend the curve. With sleep-smart habits, intentional feeds, peer care, and 

institutional scaffolds, “born connected” can mean better connected—to others, to 

purpose, and to self. 
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“Gen Z and the Mind: How to Heal Mental Health in a Digital Age” 

Every generation has its defining experiences. The Silent Generation grew up in the 

aftermath of world wars. Baby Boomers were shaped by post-war prosperity and social revolutions. Millennials came of age alongside the internet’s first wave. But Generation Z — often defined as those born from 1997 onwards — is unique in human history: they 

have never known a world without high-speed internet, smartphones, and social media. They are “digital natives” in the truest sense, living in a world where online and offline 
experiences are deeply intertwined. This constant connectivity has provided them with 

unprecedented access to knowledge, communities, and opportunities — but it has also 

exposed them to unique stressors, new forms of comparison, and a pace of life that can 

be mentally exhausting. 

Who is Gen Z? 

Generation Z, according to the Pew Research Center, includes people born from 1997 

onwards (some researchers extend it to around 2012, after which Generation Alpha 

begins). They are currently in their teens, twenties, and early thirties, encompassing both 

students and young professionals. 

Key characteristics: 

• Digital Natives: Grew up with smartphones, social media, and instant access to 

information. 

• Diverse & Inclusive: The most racially and ethnically diverse generation in many 

countries. 

• Socially Aware: High awareness of global issues like climate change, inequality, 

and mental health. 

• Entrepreneurial & Adaptive: More open to freelancing, side hustles, and 

unconventional career paths. 

• Economically Pressured: Entering adulthood during times of economic 

uncertainty and rising living costs. 

These traits mean Gen Z approaches life differently — but they also mean they face 

distinct mental health challenges. 

Gen Z and Mental Health: The Landscape 

Global Trends 

The World Health Organization (WHO) reports that suicide is among the leading 

causes of death in people aged 15–29 globally. Mental health disorders such as anxiety 

and depression are on the rise among adolescents and young adults. 

In England, data from NHS Digital shows that 1 in 5 young people aged 8–25 had a 

probable mental disorder in 2023 — up significantly from previous decades. Similarly, 

http://www.rajeevelt.com/
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U.S. surveys reveal that rates of persistent sadness, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts are 

higher among Gen Z than any previous generation in modern records. 

Common Mental Health Issues in Gen Z 

1. Anxiety Disorders 

a. Academic pressure, financial uncertainty, climate fears, and online 

comparison contribute to chronic worry. 

2. Depression 

a. Loneliness, disrupted sleep, and social isolation (even in a hyper-

connected world) are factors. 

3. Burnout & Stress 

a. Not limited to working adults — student burnout is increasingly 

documented. 

4. Sleep Disorders 

a. Blue light exposure, late-night scrolling, and irregular schedules disrupt 

rest. 

5. Self-Esteem & Body Image Issues 

a. Driven partly by social media’s curated perfection. 
6. Loneliness & Disconnection 

a. Despite being “always online,” many Gen Z members report lacking 
meaningful in-person connections. 

The Role of Technology in Gen Z Mental Health 

Technology is both a lifeline and a landmine for Gen Z’s mental health. Its influence is nuanced, not simply “good” or “bad.” 

Positive Impacts 

1. Access to Information: Educational resources, mental health awareness 

campaigns, and self-help tools are widely available online. 

2. Community Building: Marginalized youth often find safe spaces and peer support 

online. 

3. Mental Health Tools: Apps for meditation, therapy, and cognitive behavioural 

exercises. 

4. Creativity & Opportunity: Platforms for showcasing talents and building careers. 

Negative Impacts 

1. Sleep Disruption 

a. Evening screen use delays melatonin release, reducing sleep quality. 

2. Social Comparison 

a. Constant exposure to idealized images can harm self-esteem. 

3. Cyberbullying 

a. Harassment online can be relentless, with real-world emotional impact. 

4. Information Overload 

http://www.rajeevelt.com/
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a. Constant news updates, notifications, and digital multitasking raise stress 

levels. 

5. Addictive Design 

a. Algorithms encourage endless scrolling and engagement. 

Research Context: 

A 2019 large-scale study by Orben & Przybylski found the average statistical link between “screen time” and well-being to be very small, explaining less than 0.4% of the variance 

in mental health outcomes. This means technology alone is not the root cause of poor 

mental health — but how, when, and why it’s used matters greatly. 

Challenges Faced by Gen Z 

1. Academic & Career Pressure 

• Competitive exams, student debt, and an uncertain job market create chronic 

stress. 

2. Economic Instability 

• Many face precarious employment and rising living costs. 

3. Climate Anxiety 

• Real concerns about environmental collapse weigh heavily on young minds. 

4. Social Media Pressures 

• Maintaining an “online image” adds to stress. 
5. Loneliness 

• Pandemic lockdowns amplified isolation; recovery is ongoing. 

6. Stigma in Seeking Help 

• Though mental health awareness is growing, stigma remains in some 

communities. 

Strategies & Tips to Overcome These Challenges Overcoming Gen Z’s mental health challenges requires a multi-layer approach — 

involving individuals, families, schools, workplaces, and policy changes. 

A. For Individuals 

1. Digital Boundaries 

a. Set tech-free times, especially before bed. 

http://www.rajeevelt.com/
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b. Use focus modes and disable non-essential notifications. 

2. Sleep Hygiene 

a. Maintain consistent sleep/wake times. 

b. Keep devices out of the bedroom at night. 

3. Mindfulness & Self-Reflection 

a. Daily meditation or breathing exercises. 

b. Journaling to process thoughts. 

4. Balanced Social Media Use 

a. Follow accounts that inspire, not ones that trigger comparison. 

b. Schedule intentional usage instead of mindless scrolling. 

5. Physical Activity 

a. Exercise boosts mood and reduces anxiety. 

B. For Families 

1. Open Communication 

a. Talk regularly about emotional well-being without judgment. 

2. Family Media Plans 

a. Co-create rules about device use at home. 

3. Role Modelling 

a. Adults should demonstrate balanced tech habits. 

 

C. For Schools & Colleges 

1. Digital Literacy Education 

a. Teach students to critically evaluate online content. 

2. On-Campus Counseling 

a. Accessible, stigma-free mental health support. 

3. Sleep & Well-being Campaigns 

a. Promote healthy rest and self-care habits. 

D. For Workplaces 

1. Flexible Schedules 

a. Allow time for rest and recovery. 

2. Mental Health Days 

a. Normalize taking time off for emotional well-being. 

E.  Policy Level 

1. Regulation of Harmful Content 

a. Protect minors from exploitative algorithms. 

2. Public Health Campaigns 

a. Promote mental health awareness across communities. 

3. Access to Affordable Therapy 

a. Expand insurance coverage and subsidies. 

http://www.rajeevelt.com/
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Practical Tips in One Glance 

Area Practical Step 

Sleep No screens 1 hour before bed 

Social media Curate positive, educational feeds 

Stress Daily 10-min mindfulness practice 

Physical Health At least 30 mins of activity daily 

Relationships One meaningful conversation per day 

Help-Seeking Save helpline numbers in your phone 

 Generation Z is not “broken” — they are navigating a world undergoing unprecedented technological, economic, and social change. The mental health challenges they face are real, but they are not insurmountable. With intentional technology use, supportive 
relationships, and systemic reforms, Gen Z can harness their strengths — creativity, adaptability, and social consciousness — to build fulfilling lives. This is not just about protecting Gen Z from harm; it is about equipping them to thrive in 
a connected world. 
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