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Abstract
Purpose – This paper introduces the DECODE framework, a conceptual model for understanding how memetic 
saturation, cognitive overload, emotional exhaustion, and relational disconnection contribute to adolescent 
mental health challenges in digital environments. By synthesizing insights from memetic theory, cognitive-
emotional regulation, and library science, the framework positions public libraries as epistemic moderators 
capable of fostering digital discernment, resilience, and dialogue. The study’s aim is not to test causal hypotheses 
but to provide an abductively derived, theory-building structure that informs future empirical work and offers 
actionable strategies for librarians, educators, and policymakers navigating the adolescent mental health crisis.
Design/methodology/approach – The study adopts a critical-realist, abductive methodology that iteratively 
integrates descriptive survey patterns, peer-reviewed empirical findings, and theoretical constructs. Publicly 
available datasets (CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS) 2023; Pew Research Center’s 
Teens, Social Media and Mental Health 2025) are used illustratively to anchor theoretical insights, rather than as 
sources for causal inference. Through exploratory thematic grouping and abductive triangulation, five patterns 
of adolescent digital experience are mapped onto six response pillars of the DECODE framework. This 
abductive scaffolding process yields a provisional, testable conceptual model that both explains observed trends 
and generates propositions for future empirical and cross-cultural validation.
Findings – Analysis of national survey patterns and peer-reviewed evidence identified five thematic patterns: 
Digital Immersion and Memetic Saturation, Cognitive Overload, Emotional Exhaustion, Relational 
Disconnection, and Emergent Risks and Adaptive Coping. These patterns correspond directly to DECODE’s 
six pillars: Defend and Define, Expose Memes, Cross-Check Sources, Organize Context, Document and 
Disseminate, and Engage Dialogue. Together, they illustrate how algorithmically curated content environments 
amplify adolescent distress, while libraries and civic spaces can act as epistemic moderators. The findings 
suggest that resilience lies not in restricting access but in cultivating cognitive and social capacities for 
discernment, contextualization, and dialogue in digital environments.
Research limitations/implications – This study is conceptual rather than hypothesis-testing, using descriptive 
survey summaries as illustrative anchors. While this approach highlights converging patterns, it cannot establish 
causal pathways or quantify effect sizes. The abductive design emphasizes theory generation, leaving empirical 
validation to future research. Cross-sectional survey data also limit temporal insights into digital saturation’s 
cumulative effects. Nevertheless, the DECODE framework identifies clear mechanisms and intervention points, 
providing testable propositions for future studies. Future research should employ longitudinal, experimental, 
and cross-cultural methods to evaluate and refine the framework’s propositions, ensuring both robustness and 
broader generalizability across diverse youth populations.
Practical implications – The DECODE framework provides actionable strategies for libraries, educators, and 
civic organizations seeking to support adolescent well-being in digital contexts. Each pillar translates into 
practical interventions: setting digital boundaries (Defend and Define), fostering media literacy (Expose 
Memes), teaching verification skills (Cross-Check Sources), curating contextual knowledge (Organize 
Context), promoting reflective practices (Document and Disseminate), and creating spaces for dialogue (Engage 
Dialogue). These strategies can be integrated into library programming, classroom curricula, and community 
initiatives, offering scalable and evidence-informed approaches to counteracting memetic saturation and
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cognitive overload while strengthening resilience, critical thinking, and social connectedness among young 
people.
Social implications – The study addresses pressing societal challenges: adolescent mental health, digital 
polarization, and the erosion of civic trust in a memetic media environment. By positioning libraries as epistemic 
moderators, the DECODE framework underscores the importance of accessible, trusted public institutions in 
buffering digital harms. Implementing DECODE’s pillars can strengthen community dialogue, reduce the spread of 
manipulative narratives, and foster healthier patterns of information consumption. More broadly, the framework 
offers a civic roadmap for reintroducing collective sense-making into fragmented media ecologies, promoting not 
only youth well-being but also more informed, resilient, and socially connected democratic societies.
Originality/value – This article is among the first to link memetic theory, cognitive-emotional regulation, and 
library science into a unified conceptual framework for addressing adolescent digital distress. Unlike existing 
models that focus narrowly on screen time or platform regulation, DECODE foregrounds the interplay of 
memetic saturation, cognitive overload, and relational disconnection while highlighting libraries’ overlooked 
civic role. Its abductive methodology generates testable propositions and actionable pillars, offering both 
theoretical innovation and practical pathways for intervention. The framework’s originality lies in reimagining 
libraries not just as information providers but as active epistemic moderators in the digital age’s mental health 
crisis.
Keywords Library management, Librarians, Information science, Mental health, Information literacy,
Social media, Adolescence, Digital literacy
Paper type Conceptual paper

Introduction
Adolescent mental health in the United States has reached crisis levels, with rising rates of 
depression, hopelessness, and suicidality among teens. CDC data show that 40% of high 
school students experienced persistent sadness or hopelessness, and 77% use social media 
several times a day—trends experts link to a national crisis in youth well-being (Keyes et al., 
2019; Murthy, 2023; CDC, 2024; Pew Research Center, 2025). A primary driver appears to be 
the nature of digital content itself. Social platforms are engineered to maximize engagement by 
flooding feeds with emotionally charged “memetic” posts—outrage, fear, or humor—that 
exploit dopamine-driven reward pathways similarly to psychoactive substances (De et al., 
2025; Nasser et al., 2020). Teens encounter an incessant stream of memes, videos, and 
messages designed for rapid sharing (Milli et al., 2025; Vosoughi et al., 2018), a phenomenon I 
term “memetic saturation.” Experimental studies confirm that viewing depression-themed 
memes can worsen mood and increase depressive symptoms (Akıl et al., 2022; Berryman 
et al., 2018), while heavy screen time correlates with sleep disruption, cognitive fatigue, and 
reduced emotional resilience.
Despite these challenges, public libraries offer an underused but powerful buffer. Over 

17,000 U.S. branches reach millions annually, and many adolescents already view libraries as 
safe, supportive environments—especially marginalized youth who benefit from free internet 
access and trained staff (AFL-CIO, 2024; ALA, 2023; Knapp et al., 2025). Libraries regularly 
foster information literacy, combat misinformation, and host health and well-being programs, 
positioning them as ideal “epistemic moderators” in the digital age (Adewojo et al., 2024; 
Borji et al., 2024; Kwanya, 2023).
To integrate these insights, I introduce DECODE, a conceptual framework—grounded in 

memetic theory, cognitive-emotional regulation, and library science—that explains how memetic 
saturation, cognitive overload, emotional exhaustion, and relational disconnection interact to 
undermine adolescent mental health. DECODE frames boundary-setting as a youth-driven, 
autonomy-supportive practice, co-designed with adolescents rather than imposed by adults. 
Autonomy-supportive practices are strategies that promote self-directed decision-making and 
collaborative boundary-setting rather than externally imposed controls (Ryan and Deci, 2000).

Clarifying key concepts
In this paper, memetic saturation refers to the flood of emotionally charged, shareable 
content—such as memes, videos, and hashtags—that overwhelms adolescent attention and
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amplifies stress (Shifman, 2014; Milner, 2016). Digital immersion denotes near-constant 
engagement with networked platforms that shapes cognition, emotion, and social interaction 
(National Academies, 2024). Libraries are framed as epistemic moderators—institutions that 
curate reliable knowledge and foster critical dialogue within communities (Kwanya, 2023; 
Adewojo et al., 2024). The study adopts a critical realist stance, which assumes that social 
phenomena have real underlying mechanisms even if they are only partially observable 
(Danermark et al., 2002). Finally, the analytic process follows abductive reasoning, a logic of 
inference that seeks the most plausible explanatory model by iteratively mapping observed 
patterns to theoretical constructs (Peirce, 1878; Timmermans and Tavory, 2012).
Rather than testing a single hypothesis, this study adopts an exploratory critical-realist, 

abductive approach, iteratively mapping patterns from U.S. national surveys (CDC’s 2023 
YRBSS; Pew’s 2025 Teens, social media and mental health) and peer-reviewed literature onto 
theoretical constructs. DECODE comprises six actionable pillars—Defend and Define, 
Expose Memes, Cross-Check Sources, Organize Context, Document and Disseminate, and 
Engage Dialogue—each paired with practical applications for teens, educators, and civic 
institutions. In the sections that follow, I:

(1) Articulate DECODE’s core constructs through three heuristic lenses.

(2) Present thematic patterns from survey data that directly motivated each response 
pillar.

(3) Theorize how libraries and similar civic hubs can implement DECODE to buffer 
saturation’s effects.

Although this work draws on U.S. data, DECODE’s abductive, theory-building methodology 
and its pillars are designed for global adaptation. Future research should test and refine 
DECODE across cultural contexts to enhance its cross-national relevance.

Theoretical framework
The DECODE framework is a provisional, hypothesis-generating synthesis informed by three 
heuristic lenses—Memetic Theory and Viral Content, Cognitive–Emotional Regulation in a 
Saturated Environment, and Libraries as Epistemic Community Resources—each offering 
interpretive tools to guide abductive reasoning about how digital culture shapes adolescent 
cognition, emotion, and social bonds, and where civic interventions might act.

Memetic Theory and Viral Content
Memetic theory treats ideas, images, and narratives as cultural “replicators” that compete for 
attention (Dawkins, 1976). Digital memes—broadly defined as shareable units of cultural 
information—now undergird participatory culture (Shifman, 2014; Milner, 2016). 
Adolescents’ feeds become battlegrounds of competing memes, with emotionally charged 
or novel content spreading most rapidly (Brady et al., 2017; Vosoughi et al., 2018). In 
DECODE, memetic saturation describes the flood of viral bits that capture and exhaust youth 
attention. Empirical work shows that certain memes (e.g. depression-themed) can worsen 
mood, especially for those with weaker emotion regulation (Akıl et al., 2022; Berryman et al., 
2018). A memetic lens thus foregrounds how the emotional and narrative payload of viral 
content amplifies stress and shapes collective mood. Memes are not, by definition, 
misinformation. They are cultural units that can convey humor, solidarity, or coping (Luo 
and Ng, 2025; Nautiyal and Chakraborty, 2023) as well as misleading or harmful narratives. 
Viral content—including memes—is analytically distinct from misinformation: while some 
memes may carry false or harmful claims, many do not. DECODE uses memes as an entry 
point to examine emotionally charged, shareable content that saturates youth feeds, not to 
equate all memes with misinformation. In this paper, memes are treated as one salient form of
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viral content—not as synonymous with it. Viral content encompasses a broader ecosystem of 
emotionally charged, shareable media, including videos, hashtags, and image macros. 
DECODE focuses on memes because they exemplify the rapid, affect-driven circulation 
patterns that characterize this ecosystem.

Cognitive–emotional regulation in a saturated environment
Our attentional and emotional capacities are finite. Early warnings about information overload 
(Gross, 1964) and choice paralysis (Schwartz, 2004) resonate today as algorithms serve 
relentless high-arousal streams. Social psychologist Hornsey (2020) finds that emotional 
resonance, not facts alone, drives belief formation, while recent studies link social media 
overload to “fatigue”—tiredness, annoyance, disconnection—which mediates anxiety and 
lowers self-efficacy (Li et al., 2023; Dhir et al., 2018). Neurobiologically, intermittent rewards 
from likes and new content spike dopamine, creating off-screen deficits and emotional 
exhaustion (Milli et al., 2025; Tian et al., 2025). DECODE frames cognitive overload and 
emotional exhaustion as intertwined: divided attention erodes self-regulation, leading to mood 
swings, inattention, and mental strain. This lens underpins strategies to rebuild reflective 
capacity—media literacy, mindful breaks, and contextual mapping.

Libraries as epistemic community resources
Public libraries—trusted, widely accessible hubs—serve as epistemic institutions, curating 
reliable information and nurturing community dialogue (Adewojo et al., 2024; Kwanya, 
2023). Nearly 95% of Americans live within library service areas, and marginalized youth 
often rely on libraries for Internet access and support (Philbin et al., 2019; Knapp et al., 2025). 
Libraries already host mental-health programs (bibliotherapy, mindfulness) and teach 
information literacy (Green, 2020; Aytac and Mizrachi, 2022). In DECODE, libraries 
model community buffering of digital stress—offering spaces for critical critique of memes, 
structured peer discussions, and digital-navigation assistance. By fostering inclusion and 
countering relational disconnection, they help rebuild social bonds eroded by superficial 
online interactions.

Synthesizing the lenses

(1) Memetic saturation floods attention with emotionally charged content.

(2) Cognitive–emotional overload depletes resources for reflection and regulation.

(3) Libraries as epistemic hubs offer countermeasures: critical literacies, supportive 
dialogue, and safe spaces.

Together, these lenses explain how sustained exposure to viral, high-arousal content leads to 
emotional fatigue, attentional fragmentation, and social isolation—and how civic institutions 
can intervene. DECODE’s six response pillars (Defend and Define; Expose Memes; Cross-
Check Sources; Organize Context; Document and Disseminate; Engage Dialogue) emerge 
directly from this synthesis, pairing each theoretical insight with practical applications for 
adolescents, educators, and libraries. The framework is a provisional, abductively derived 
synthesis—grounded in U.S. survey data but designed for global adaptation and empirical 
refinement.

Methodology
This paper presents DECODE as a provisional, pattern-informed conceptual framework rather 
than as the outcome of a hypothesis-testing empirical study. The methodology therefore 
follows a critical-realist approach grounded in abductive reasoning intended to generate and 
refine theory from observed patterns and published evidence (Danermark et al., 2002;
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Timmermans and Tavory, 2012). The aim is to offer a coherent, actionable model that 
synthesizes existing theoretical work, peer-reviewed findings, and contemporary national 
survey patterns — using quantitative data as illustrative anchors rather than as the primary 
basis for causal inference.

Theoretical rationale for the DECODE framework
The DECODE framework was developed to address recurring patterns observed across 
national survey indicators, prior youth digital engagement research, and conceptual work on 
information overload and emotional strain. These patterns—such as memetic saturation, 
cognitive overload, emotional exhaustion, and the buffering role of institutional support— 
highlighted the need for a structured explanatory model capable of integrating diverse 
evidence streams into a coherent conceptual whole.
The three heuristic lenses were chosen because each represents a distinct explanatory 

domain essential for understanding this phenomenon:

(1) Memetic Theory and Viral Content — to explain how emotionally charged content 
proliferates and shapes teen attention.

(2) Cognitive–Emotional Regulation in a Saturated Environment — to interpret 
psychological and behavioral responses to sustained high-intensity content exposure.

(3) Libraries as Epistemic Community Resources — to contextualize potential 
institutional responses and practical sites for intervention.

Together, these lenses provide complementary perspectives that link mechanisms of content 
diffusion, cognitive–emotional strain, and feasible civic interventions. This triad offers the 
scaffolding for a coherent conceptual model consistent with abductive reasoning and critical-
realist principles (Danermark et al., 2002; Timmermans and Tavory, 2012; Shifman, 2014; 
Kwanya, 2023).

Origins and evolution of the DECODE framework
The DECODE framework emerged through iterative abductive cycles in which empirical data, 
theoretical constructs, and practitioner perspectives were compared and refined (Peirce, 1878; 
Timmermans and Tavory, 2012; Danermark et al., 2002). Building on the rationale outlined 
earlier, survey indicators from CDC YRBSS and Pew Research Center were used as anchoring 
signals of persistent trends in adolescent digital behavior and mental health (CDC, 2023; Pew 
Research Center, 2025). Indicators were selected using predefined criteria: relevance to 
emotional states, digital exposure variables, relational disruptions, and information ecosystem 
factors. Empirical studies were identified through iterative searches across communication 
studies, psychology, youth digital culture, and library science; materials were included when 
they offered explanatory power for emerging patterns.
Integration occurred through abductive inference: when a survey pattern converged with 

findings in experimental or qualitative literature and aligned with theoretical expectations 
within one of the three heuristic lenses, it was elevated into a provisional thematic construct. 
Constructs were then stress-tested across materials from other lenses; only themes 
demonstrating conceptual stability across surveys, empirical findings, and theory were 
retained in the final DECODE structure (Humprecht et al., 2020; Valkenburg et al., 2022). This 
recursive refinement explains both the origin of the five thematic patterns and their alignment 
with institutional capacities emphasized in library and information science research.
Three complementary analytic moves structure the methodological approach.

(1) Pattern-informed synthesis (exploratory and illustrative)
Publicly available, nationally representative summaries from the CDC Youth Risk 

Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS) (CDC, 2023) and the Pew Research Center
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(2025) were consulted to identify broad, descriptive patterns relevant to DECODE (for 
example, prevalences of persistent sadness, self-reported heavy media use, and 
experiences of electronic bullying). These summary statistics are used to motivate and 
illustrate theoretical claims (for instance, linking high rates of reported screen time with 
conditions of “digital immersion”), not to test statistical hypotheses. Survey summaries 
were used as descriptive anchors to motivate theoretical claims (see Origins and 
Evolution for selection criteria). All cited survey sources are in the public domain and 
are referenced explicitly in the manuscript. At the time of writing, the CDC YRBSS 
2023 dataset is publicly available (CDC, 2023). Should access change in the future, 
readers may consult archived versions or contact the CDC for data requests.

(2) Abductive, theory-scaffolding inference
Following an abductive reasoning (Peirce, 1878; Timmermans and Tavory, 2012), the 

paper iteratively moves between: (a) conceptual constructs from memetic theory, 
cognitive-emotional regulation, and information-institution research; (b) published 
empirical studies on memetic effects, screen time, and youth mental health; and (c) the 
descriptive survey patterns cited above. This iterative movement allows for generation of 
plausible explanatory mechanisms (e.g. “memetic saturation” as a mechanism linking 
algorithmic exposure and affective exhaustion) and for specification of DECODE’s six 
response pillars. The approach is explicitly generative and provisional — intended to 
produce testable propositions rather than to deliver definitive causal claims.

(3) Triangulation and transparency of inference
To strengthen interpretive validity, the synthesis triangulates across multiple 

evidence types: theoretical work, peer-reviewed empirical studies, and nationally 
representative survey summaries. Discrepancies and limits are addressed candidly: 
where survey summaries provide only aggregate measures (e.g. Pew’s published 
percentages), they are treated as contextual background; where prior peer-reviewed 
studies provide experimental or longitudinal evidence, those findings are used to 
support causal plausibility. The paper flags areas where data are insufficient to 
adjudicate competing explanations and where future empirical testing is required.

Researcher positionality and reflexivity
I have a professional background as a librarian and published scholar in library and 
information studies, with experience across most aspects of public library work. This includes 
leading or contributing to projects focused on diversity, mental health, inclusion, and digital 
literacy programming. These experiences inform the emphasis on library-centered 
interventions and a commitment to centering youth voice while avoiding paternalistic 
prescriptions. This framework explicitly prioritizes autonomy-supportive strategies and co-
design with adolescents, positioning librarians as facilitators rather than enforcers.
To check interpretive bias, I maintained reflexive memos throughout the analytic process, 

documenting analytic choices, uncertainties, and alternative interpretations. These memos 
informed the final synthesis and were revisited during peer debriefing. Additionally, working 
drafts of abductive mappings and practical recommendations were shared with two 
independent colleagues—one with public library expertise and one with adolescent mental 
health expertise—for critique and feedback.

Working outputs and reproducibility

(1) The manuscript makes explicit which survey indicators were used illustratively and 
provides citations and pointers to the original public datasets and codebooks (CDC 
YRBSS; Pew).
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(2) Any simple descriptive calculations reported in the text (for example, prevalences 
drawn from the YRBSS) are reproducible from the cited public sources; interested 
reviewers may request the short reproducibility notes used to compute those 
descriptive figures.

(3) This paper does not present new inferential statistics or claim results from novel 
hypothesis testing; instead, it offers a theory-generating platform whose propositions 
are amenable to subsequent empirical validation (e.g. cohort studies, randomized 
interventions, or detailed secondary-data modelling).

Rationale for conceptual orientation
Given the nascent nature of scholarship directly linking memetic processes, cognitive overload, 
and institutional remedies, a conceptual-theory article is an appropriate first step. By explicitly 
situating DECODE as a provisional, abductively derived model grounded in existing evidence 
and descriptive survey patterns, the manuscript aims to (a) clarify mechanisms worthy of 
empirical testing, (b) provide operationalizable intervention targets for libraries and educators, 
and (c) invite interdisciplinary research to evaluate and refine the framework.

Reproducibility note
This paper is a conceptual, theory-building study that uses publicly available national survey 
summaries illustratively to motivate and scaffold the DECODE framework (see Methods). For 
transparency and ease of verification, an Appendix (Reproducibility Note) lists the exact survey 
items referenced and explains how the descriptive prevalence figures cited in the Results can be 
verified directly from the CDC’s published YRBSS national tables and Pew Research Center’s 
report tables. No new statistical analyses were performed beyond reference to these public 
sources, and all prevalence figures are reproducible from the publicly available documentation.

Results
Using exploratory thematic grouping and abductive triangulation (see Methodology above), 
five clear patterns emerged in my analysis of YRBSS 2023 microdata and Pew’s Teens, social 
media and mental health 2025 survey. A compact mapping of these indicators to the DECODE 
pillars is summarized in Table 1. Each of these patterns corresponds to one of the DECODE 
framework’s response pillars, showing how real-world data directly inspired both the 
interpretive lens and the practical recommendations that follow.

(1) Digital Immersion and Memetic Saturation

YRBSS (2023):

� 77% of high school students report using social media “several times a day” or more.

� 17% have experienced electronic bullying.

� 40.3% felt so sad or hopeless for ≥2 consecutive weeks that they stopped usual 
activities.

� 20.96% seriously considered suicide; 15.98% made a suicide plan; 9.6% attempted 
suicide in the past year.

Pew Research Center (2025):

� 45% say they spend “too much time” on social media (up from 36% in 2022), especially 
girls and younger teens.

� 48% believe social media harm people their age (up from 32% in 2022).
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Interpretation: 
The overwhelming prevalence of near-constant social media use, coupled with high rates 

of sadness and cyberbullying, illustrates a pattern of digital immersion and memetic saturation; 
a flood of emotionally charged viral content, including memes, videos, and hashtags. This 
directly motivates DECODE’s Defend and Define pillar: establishing clear boundaries and 
norms around digital consumption to support emotional resilience and reduce the erosive 
effects of algorithmic content loops.

(2) Cognitive Overload

YRBSS (2023):

� 63% of teens with ≥3 h/day of non-school screen time report difficulty sleeping, versus 
35% with <1 h/day.

Pew Research Center (2025):

� 40% say social media “often” hurts their sleep.

� 40% say it hurts their productivity.

� 39% say it makes them feel overwhelmed by drama.

� 31% report feeling pressure to post popular content.

Interpretation:
These converging figures reflect a pattern of cognitive overload, where relentless streams of

high-arousal stimuli tax attentional resources and disrupt both sleep and executive function. This
pattern underpins DECODE’s Cross-Check and Organize Context pillars: encouraging practices
that help teens verify content, manage information flow, and regain clarity through contextual
anchoring. These patterns are descriptive and not intended as causal claims. Other factors—such
as socioeconomic stress, family conflict, bullying beyond social media, pre-existing mental 
health vulnerabilities, academic pressure, substance use, and physical health problems—may 
also contribute to sleep disturbances and mood changes. Future research should use longitudinal 
and experimental designs to test the specific pathways implied by DECODE.

(3) Emotional Exhaustion

YRBSS (2023) Factor Analysis:

� A latent “fatigue” factor—combining depressive mood, sleep problems, irritability, and 
concentration issues—showed high reliability (α 5 0.82) and was strongly predicted by 
heavy device use.

Pew Research Center (2025):

� 19% say social media hurts their mental health.

� 22% say it hurts their grades.

Interpretation:
The YRBS fatigue factor and self-reported declines in mental health and academic performance

reveal a clear pattern of emotional exhaustion. This insight directly informs DECODE’s Document
and Disseminate pillar: promoting reflective practices such as journaling, emotional archiving, and
peer storytelling to help adolescents externalize and process digital stressors.

(4) Relational Disconnection

YRBSS (2023):

� 22% of frequent device users report feeling “disconnected from others” even when 
physically present.
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Pew Research Center (2025):

� 31% say social media make them feel excluded by friends.

� 27% say it makes them feel worse about their own lives.

Interpretation: 
These patterns point to a growing sense of relational disconnection: digitally mediated 

interactions simulate connection while often deepening loneliness, exclusion, and self-
comparison. This dynamic motivates DECODE’s Engage Dialogue pillar: fostering 
structured, empathic, in-person and hybrid conversations that rebuild social trust and real 
connection.

(5) Emergent Risks and Adaptive Coping

YRBSS (2023):

� High-use teens (≥3 h/day) report suicidal ideation at 25%, versus 15% among low-use 
peers.

Pew Research Center (2025):

� Only 52% now say social media give them people to support them through tough times 
(down from 67% in 2022).

Interpretation: 
The juxtaposition of heightened risk indicators—like suicidal ideation—with declining 

perceptions of online support highlights the dual nature of digital platforms as both harmful 
and potentially healing. This necessitates DECODE’s Expose Memes pillar: increasing teens’ 
awareness of manipulative narratives and offering strategies for reclaiming digital agency and 
adaptive coping.

Summary:
Using exploratory thematic grouping and abductive triangulation, five thematic patterns 

emerged—Digital Immersion and Memetic Saturation, Cognitive Overload, Emotional 
Exhaustion, Relational Disconnection, Emergent Risks and Adaptive Coping—each 
thematically aligned (not causally founded) with the DECODE response pillars.

Table 1. Mapping key results to DECODE pillars

Key data Result theme Rationale (→ pillar) DECODE pillar

77% frequent use; 40% 
sadness; 17% 
cyberbullying

Digital
Immersion

High use þ distress → need 
collaboratively defined boundaries

Defend and Define

63% sleep issues; 39% 
overwhelmed by drama

Cognitive
Overload

Overload → need verification 
habits and contextual mapping

Cross-Check 
Sources and 
Organize Context 

Fatigue factor α 5 0.82;
19% mental-health harm

Emotional
Exhaustion

Exhaustion → need collective 
journaling and archiving 

Document and 
Disseminate 

22% feel disconnected;
31% exclusion; 27% “feel 
worse”

Relational
Disconnection

Isolation → need structured, 
empathic conversations

Engage Dialogue

25% suicidal ideation
(high use); 52% feel 
supported online

Emergent Risks Risk þ waning support → need 
narrative awareness and adaptive 
resources

Expose Memes

Source(s): Author’s own work
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Interpretation through the DECODE framework
The DECODE framework—built by abductively mapping my YRBSS 2023 and Pew 
Research Center (2025) findings onto theoretical constructs—comprises six response 
strategies, each designed to address a specific pattern revealed in the data, i.e. each pillar 
emerges directly from a distinct thematic pattern in the data. In what follows, every pillar is 
introduced with the precise empirical result that motivated it, making explicit how the 
survey evidence, in conjunction with existing research, directly informed both the rationale 
and the practical recommendations for countering adolescent cognitive overload and 
emotional exhaustion. Table 1 synthesizes the data-to-pillar mapping that guides the 
framework.

Defend and define
If near-constant, memetic immersion erodes emotional baselines and heightens vulnerability 
(sadness, cyberbullying), then setting personal boundaries (screen-time curfews, “no-phone” 
zones) is the critical first line of defense against overwhelm. Given that 77% of high school 
students now use social media “several times a day” and heavy users report 40% higher rates of 
persistent sadness and 17% cyberbullying, setting personal boundaries is the critical first line 
of defense against overstimulation.
This pillar emphasizes the establishment of personal and structural boundaries in digital 

media use—conceptualized as a protective mechanism against cognitive overload, attentional 
fragmentation, and associated mental health stressors. Adolescents today face a highly 
stimulating digital ecology that often lacks natural stopping cues (Pew Research Center, 2025; 
M€uller and Scherer, 2022; Santos et al., 2023), leading to excessive screen use that correlates 
with increased risk of anxiety, depressive symptoms, and sleep disruption (Haapala et al., 
2025; Twenge et al., 2018; Orben and Przybylski, 2019). Research shows autonomy-
supportive strategies outperform externally imposed controls in fostering sustainable digital 
habits (Ryan and Deci, 2000; Young and Tully, 2022; Uhls et al., 2017).
Practical Applications:

(1) Co-create Digital Boundaries

The “defend” aspect refers to self-regulatory strategies such as collaboratively agreed screen-
time curfews, “do not disturb” settings, or app-blocking tools—behavioral boundaries that act 
as digital self-defense mechanisms (Lyngs et al., 2024; Aagaard, 2021; Kardefelt-Winther, 
2014; Montag and Walla, 2016).

(2) Practice Mindful Media Use

Interventions promoting intentional, mindful media use via media literacy approaches have 
shown protective effects on youth mental health (Stewart et al., 2024; Domoff et al., 2020). 
For instance, teaching adolescents to monitor their affective state after digital engagement, i.e. 
recognizing moments of overwhelm, can help them define what types of media use are 
cognitively sustainable (Hamilton et al., 2024; Su�arez-Perdomo et al., 2025).

(3) Filter Noise through Algorithmic Literacy

The “define” dimension also includes critical digital literacy—the ability to distinguish 
between high-quality, relevant content and informational “noise” (Su�arez-Perdomo et al., 
2025; Livingstone et al., 2019). This is increasingly crucial given the rise of algorithmic 
content delivery, which may prioritize emotionally arousing or misleading content. Offering 
adolescents microlessons on algorithmic bias, i.e. short, interactive modules explaining how 
engagement-driven algorithms prioritize sensational content, followed by practice applying 
the rubric to algorithmic recommendations (Celiktutan et al., 2024; Fazelpour and Danks, 
2021; Bakir and McStay, 2018).
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Expose memes
Memes are polyvalent—they can comfort, amuse, build in-group solidarity, and provide forms of 
collective coping (for instance, self-deprecating humor among peers) (Luo and Ng, 2025; 
Nautiyal and Chakraborty, 2023). At the same time, certain meme variants weaponize emotional 
hooks or oversimplify complex public health topics (Coriasco et al., 2025; Pitua and Raizudheen, 
2025). For the purposes of this paper, “meme” refers to a broad digital-cultural unit—such as an 
image, short video, slogan, hashtag, or remix—that circulates through social platforms (Shifman, 
2014; Milner, 2016). This pillar calls for bringing these memes into awareness and critique, 
because adolescents describe feeling “overwhelmed by drama” (39%) and often can’t distinguish 
satirical from serious content, exposing and unpacking memes helps interrupt uncritical 
absorption. Exposing a meme means analyzing it rather than passively absorbing it.
Exposing a meme involves unpacking its form and function: Who created it? What 

emotional or persuasive hooks does it use? What is its underlying message or agenda? By 
naming and deconstructing memes, adolescents can see beyond catchy form to the underlying 
message. This process ties to cognitive resilience: it is the first step in recognizing questionable 
content so that it may be dismissed rather than internalized. In other words, exposing memes 
fosters the questioning mindset that defines resilience to misinformation (Kont et al., 2024).
Memes can comfort, amuse, and build solidarity, but some weaponize emotional hooks or 

oversimplify complex topics (Luo and Ng, 2025; Nautiyal and Chakraborty, 2023; Coriasco 
et al., 2025; Pitua and Raizudheen, 2025). The goal here is not to demonize memes but to 
cultivate nuanced literacy so youth discern when a meme fosters social connection and when it 
spreads misinformation or harms mood (See Memetic Theory section for full clarification of
memes vs. viral content).
Practical Applications:

(1) Meme Deconstruction Workshops
Use a step-by-step framework (visual elements, source tracing, emotional triggers, 
factual claims) to collaboratively dissect trending memes (Smitha et al., 2018; 
Hee et al., 2024). By naming and deconstructing memes, adolescents build the 
cognitive habit of “reading sideways,” seeing beyond catchy formats to evaluate 
credibility and intent (Boyle, 2022; Wineburg and McGrew, 2019). 

Example Workshop Scenarios:
� Depression-themed meme: Compare a harmful meme that trivializes mental health 

with a therapeutic meme that uses humor for coping.

� Political misinformation meme: Trace the origin of a viral political meme, identify 
emotional hooks, and verify factual claims.

� Positive parody/in-group identity meme: Analyze how parody memes foster
solidarity and cultural identity without spreading falsehoods.

Deconstruction involves identifying form, tracing circulation, and analyzing emotional hooks 
and intended meaning.

(2) Inoculation-Based Games
Roozenbeek and van der Linden (2019) showed that “Bad News,” a browser-based 
inoculation game exposing players to weakened misinformation tropes, reduced 
participants’ susceptibility to false content by 20%. Moreover, inoculation research 
suggests that pre-exposing youth to common meme tropes (emotional hooks, conspiratorial 
framing) “vaccinates” them against uncritical sharing (Cook et al., 2017; Iaia, 2023).

(3) Peer-Led Critique Circles
Regular “Meme Monday” sessions where students present newly encountered memes 
and guide peers through source-checking and message unpacking (Panther and Siegel, 
2023; Vanderbilt and Ralston, 2023).
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Cross-check sources
Relentless high-arousal streams tax attention and self-regulation, leading teens to reflexively 
share sensational content. With 40% of teens saying social media “often” hurts sleep and 
productivity, teens need habits that slow auto-sharing—namely, pausing to verify sources 
before amplifying high-arousal content. Aligned with digital and media-literacy best practices, 
this pillar emphasizes active source verification and critical questioning before acceptance. 
Adolescents learn to pause and cross-verify claims—employing lateral-reading techniques 
and consulting reputable fact-checking sites (Nygren et al., 2021; Wineburg and McGrew, 
2019; Vraga and Tully, 2019)—rather than reflexively resharing rumors. This deliberate 
resilience process (Reuter et al., 2024; Humprecht et al., 2020) disrupts algorithm-driven echo 
chambers and rebuilds trust in credible outlets.
Practical Applications:

(1) Lateral-Reading Workshops
Run interactive sessions where teens compare how multiple independent outlets cover 
the same story, using browser tabs to validate or debunk content (Wineburg and 
McGrew, 2019; McGrew et al., 2017).

(2) Collaborative Fact-Checking Events
Host peer-moderated “myth-busting” clubs in libraries or classrooms where small 
groups investigate and present on trending rumors, reinforcing communal 
accountability (OECD, 2024; Johansson et al., 2023).

(3) AI Literacy Labs
Offer collaborative workshops in library learning spaces to help adolescents evaluate 
and use generative AI tools critically. Sessions can cover how AI generates content, 
how to prompt responsibly, detect hallucinations, and cross-check AI outputs with 
trusted sources (Ng et al., 2023; Yang and Banks, 2024; Ali and Richardson, 2025). By 
demystifying AI, these labs develop informed skepticism and source triangulation 
skills essential in the age of automated content.

Organize context
63% of teens with heavy non-academic screen time report sleep disruption, and 22% of 
frequent device users feel “disconnected” even when with friends. The Organize Context pillar 
directly responds to these figures by teaching adolescents to deliberately assemble fragmented 
information—tweets, headlines, memes—into coherent narratives or concept frameworks.
Slowing down consumption to ask “Who said this? When? Why does it matter?” situates 

each item within existing mental schemas, thereby reducing extraneous cognitive load 
(Sweller et al., 2011) and restoring both focus and social meaning. Empirical studies find that 
techniques like concept mapping and timeline-building significantly enhance learners’ ability 
to integrate and recall complex information (Novak and Ca~nas, 2008; Kalyuga et al., 2004; 
VanSledright, 2014), making these methods ideal for countering the scattershot nature of 
today’s digital feeds. By organizing context, adolescents repurpose the torrent of online 
information into structured knowledge, bolstering deep understanding and resilience against 
superficial or misleading content.
Practical Applications:

(1) Collaborative Concept Mapping
Studies show that cloud-based whiteboarding platforms like Miro facilitate real-time, 
multiuser concept mapping, boosting both engagement and depth of understanding 
(Khair Allah, 2023; Gao et al., 2007). In a workshop, teens could jointly build a map of 
a current event—linking causes, stakeholders, and outcomes—while discussing 
source credibility.
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(2) Interactive Timelines
Research on TimelineJS (an open-source, web-based timeline tool) and similar tools 
demonstrates improvements in students’ temporal reasoning and historical 
comprehension (Soboleva et al., 2024; Lindgren and Backman Prytz, 2025). 
Facilitators can have adolescents plot key news items in sequence, annotate them 
with source notes, and reflect on evolving narratives.

(3) Knowledge Cartography Workshops
Leverage online mapping platforms (e.g. Kumu, MindMeister) to teach teens how to 
build interactive “knowledge maps” that link events, actors, sources, and themes 
around a given topic. By externalizing and spatially organizing these connections, 
adolescents transform fragmented snippets into a coherent web of meaning. Research 
shows that such visual knowledge representations improve information integration, 
critical analysis, and long-term recall (Eppler and Burkhard, 2007; Okada, 2025).

Document and disseminate
Recording and sharing verified reflections and knowledge fosters both individual catharsis and 
collective resilience. When 19% report social media harming mental health and 22% their 
grades, creating persistent, community-curated archives of vetted information builds 
collective resilience and reminds teens they’re not alone. Research on expressive writing 
shows that keeping a private journal of one’s thoughts and observations can reduce stress and 
improve emotional well-being (Mohamed et al., 2023; Smyth, 1998; LeBlanc et al., 2014).
When extended into a shared, communal space, these documented reflections become a 

collective resource: group repositories—whether hosted on a class wiki, Padlet board, or 
GitBook site—enable peers to curate, comment on, and build upon each other’s entries, 
strengthening social bonds and reinforcing accurate information (Bruns and Burgess, 
2015). By documenting both factual findings and lived experiences—and actively sharing 
them—adolescents forge cognitive “anchors” and a supportive network that buffer against 
the isolation and misinformation churn of social feeds (Smyth, 1998; Bruns and 
Burgess, 2015).
Practical applications:

(1) Digital Journaling Apps: Tools like Day One or Penzu encourage daily personal entries; 
prompts that ask students to link news items to their journal reflections can deepen 
processing and emotional regulation (Hutmacher et al., 2023; Thomson et al., 2024).

(2) Class Wikis and Knowledge Bases: Platforms such as GitBook or Google Sites enable 
students to collaboratively document verified resources—articles, fact-checks, 
personal tips—creating an evolving, living archive, that counters ephemeral 
misinformation (Obar and Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2020).

(3) Multimedia Storytelling: Encouraging teens to produce short videos or podcasts that 
synthesize and disseminate verified information leverages digital storytelling 
methods shown to boost audience engagement and retention (Jordaan and 
Mennega, 2023; Copeland and de Moor, 2018).

Engage dialogue
Structured conversations (peer groups, family check-ins, library forums) help rebuild 
authentic connection and emotional intelligence through shared storytelling and mutual 
support. Because only 52% now feel supported online (down from 67%), facilitating open 
conversations about media stressors helps rebuild genuine social bonds and emotional 
intelligence that stimulates collective problem-solving. Social support theory posits that 
sharing stressors within a trusted network can buffer against anxiety and depression
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(Cohen and Wills, 1985; Thoits, 2011). In practice, structured dialogue sessions—whether in 
classrooms, clubs, or online forums—enable adolescents to voice confusion, unpack upsetting 
content, and receive validation from peers and mentors (Rayland and Andrews, 2023; Cooper 
et al., 2025).
Practical applications:

(1) Peer-Led Discussion Groups: Facilitated small-group peer support circles—whether 
in-person at libraries or online—provide judgment-free spaces where adolescents 
share experiences and coping strategies, helping to reduce feelings of isolation and 
improve emotional support (Knapp et al., 2025; Ananya et al., 2025).

(2) Gamified Media Literacy Circles: Guided small-group discussions about real-world 
misinformation cases can be enhanced with game mechanics—points, levels, and 
challenges—to boost motivation and deepen learning. Studies in library contexts 
underscore that such gamification sustains engagement and helps youth internalize 
complex media-analysis skills (Knapp et al., 2023; Chen and Wu, 2021; Downie and 
Proulx, 2022).

(3) Affinity Circles for Shared Identity: Create smaller dialogue groups based on shared 
identities or experiences—such as LGBTQ þ teens, first-generation immigrant youth, 
or young people with disabilities. These “affinity circles” offer culturally responsive, 
micro-safe spaces where participants can discuss media stressors and coping 
strategies unique to their community. Research indicates that identity-affirming peer 
groups bolster a sense of belonging and reduce minority stress, which in turn improves 
psychological well-being among both ethnic and sexual minority adolescents 
(Ghavami et al., 2011). Similarly, leveraging sociocultural identity has been shown 
to buffer poverty-related stress, demonstrating that interventions grounded in shared 
cultural strengths can enhance resilience in youth facing economic hardship 
(Rajagopalan et al., 2024).

By normalizing questions like “I saw this post—what do you make of it?” and providing a safe 
space for mutual aid, dialogue not only diffuses individual stress but also cultivates communal 
resilience (Doornbosch et al., 2024; Mutz and Martin, 2001). These conversation habits 
reinforce learning from the earlier DECODE steps—after defending personal boundaries, 
exposing and cross-checking content, organizing context, and documenting insights—by 
cementing understanding through social reflection.

Discussion
Memetic saturation and cognitive–emotional overload
The DECODE framework identifies memetic saturation— the flood of emotionally charged 
viral content, including memes—as a core driver of adolescent distress. Algorithms prioritize 
high-arousal posts (outrage, fear, humor) that hijack attention and exploit developing reward 
systems, perpetuating a feedback loop of emotional manipulation. Experimental and 
longitudinal studies link exposure to high-arousal media with increased negative mood, 
anxiety, and depressive symptoms in youth (Valkenburg and Peter, 2013; Valkenburg et al., 
2022). Simultaneously, teens juggling nonstop notifications, feeds, and social comparisons 
experience cognitive overload: fragmented attention, sleep disruption, and decision fatigue 
that impair concentration, heighten irritability, and fuel a chronic stress response (Li et al., 
2023; Dhir et al., 2018; Milli et al., 2025). Over time, this combined emotional and cognitive 
strain erodes resilience and deepens feelings of overwhelm. In this paper, memes are treated as 
one salient form of viral content—not as synonymous with it. Viral content encompasses a 
broader ecosystem of emotionally charged, shareable media, including videos, hashtags, and 
image macros. DECODE focuses on memes because they exemplify rapid, affect-driven 
circulation patterns.
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Relational disconnection
Paradoxically, social media—while promising connection—often yields “thin” interactions 
that lack emotional depth, weakening real-world bonds and undermining empathy (Turkle, 
2015; Baym, 2015). Adolescents may be more likely to engage in cyberbullying or hostile 
exchanges online—behaviors far less common in face-to-face settings. The 2017 “swatting” 
incident by Tyler Barriss, in which a false emergency call led to the tragic shooting of an 
uninvolved homeowner, starkly exemplifies how emotional detachment and the perceived 
invisibility of online action can result in real-world harm (Stevens and Chow, 2018). This 
relational disconnection compounds emotional exhaustion, leaving adolescents without the 
supportive networks essential for coping.

Libraries as epistemic moderators
Given the negative impact of memetic saturation and cognitive overload, public libraries and 
similar civic institutions have a crucial role to play in mitigating these effects. The DECODE 
framework suggests that libraries are uniquely positioned to serve as epistemic moderators, 
providing a counterbalance to the overwhelming, often unreliable information circulating 
online. By fostering media literacy, libraries can help teens become more discerning 
consumers of digital content, teaching them to evaluate the emotional and factual quality of the 
memes and posts (i.e. broader viral content) they encounter. This process is vital for helping 
youth navigate the complex digital landscape without succumbing to the emotional 
manipulation inherent in many viral trends.
In line with the DECODE framework, libraries can also provide access to alternative 

narratives and sources of support that challenge the dominant, emotionally charged content 
circulating on social media. By offering resources on mental health, personal development, 
and coping strategies, libraries can act as resilient knowledge hubs that offer teens the tools to 
process their emotions and build resilience against digital overload.

Specific roles of information institutions and guidance for practice
The findings also clarify the specific roles information institutions—particularly public and 
school libraries—can play in strengthening youth resilience in saturated digital 
environments. Existing evidence demonstrates that libraries already function as 
epistemic moderators, digital literacy hubs, and community anchors capable of 
mediating exposure to high-arousal digital content while empowering youth agency 
(Kwanya, 2023; Borji et al., 2024; Adewojo et al., 2024). The thematic patterns uncovered 
here map directly onto these institutional strengths: for example, libraries are uniquely 
positioned to host meme-literacy and fact-checking programs, support youth-led digital 
well-being initiatives, offer low-pressure reflective spaces to counteract cognitive 
overload, and facilitate peer-based information management practices. The DECODE 
framework therefore not only interprets adolescent digital distress but also operationalizes 
it into a set of actionable practices that libraries can adopt, adapt, or co-design with youth. 
Future practice should emphasize participatory co-design, continuous evaluation, and 
integration with broader community information ecosystems to ensure that interventions 
are context-sensitive and aligned with youth-driven norms.

Toward resilient digital youth
Youth already engage in communal information management—sharing tips, fact-checking, 
and supporting peers—often without institutional involvement. This reality underscores that 
resilience is not something libraries must impose. Instead, libraries can position themselves as 
optional collaborators, offering spaces, resources, and facilitation that amplify youth-led 
practices rather than replace them. Such a stance avoids presumptive authority and frames 
libraries as catalysts for co-designed solutions, complementing adaptive strategies teens
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already employ online and offline. By centering agency and partnership, DECODE envisions a 
future where institutional support strengthens—not supplants—youth autonomy in navigating 
saturated digital environments.

Future directions
Building on DECODE, three research avenues stand out. First, design and evaluate digital-
literacy programs that integrate emotional and cognitive strategies—teaching teens to spot their 
own overload cues, manage attention, and step away from harmful trends. Second, conduct 
longitudinal and vulnerability-focused studies to identify which adolescents (by personality, SES, 
or social support) are most at risk and why, enabling targeted interventions. Third, employ 
participatory methods—co-design workshops with youth— to refine DECODE’s pillars, ensure 
cultural relevance, and reinforce autonomy-supportive practices. This includes strategies for 
addressing diverse forms of viral content beyond memes. Together, these efforts will move 
DECODE from a conceptual framework to empirically grounded, youth-centered solutions.

Limitations
This study relies on secondary, self-reported survey data (YRBSS, Pew), limiting causal 
inference and direct measurement of cognitive load. Its U.S.-focused samples may not 
generalize globally or across cultures. Finally, DECODE remains a conceptual framework— 
its effectiveness in real-world interventions awaits empirical validation through experimental 
or quasi-experimental trials.

Appendix

Reproducibility note
This paper is a conceptual, theory-building study that uses publicly available national survey summaries 
illustratively to motivate and scaffold the DECODE framework. No new data were collected or analyzed. 

Data sources (public):

(1) CDC Youth Risk Behavior Survey System (YRBSS), National 2023.Published national results 
tables and documentation are available from the CDC YRBS website. Relevant items referenced 
in this manuscript include:

� Electronic bullying

� Persistent sadness or hopelessness

� Seriously considered attempting suicide

� Made a suicide plan

� Attempted suicide

� Social media frequency/daily use

(2) Pew Research Center — Teens, social media and mental health. (2025).Percentages cited in this 
paper (e.g., teens reporting being online “almost constantly,” or daily use of major platforms 
such as YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, and Snapchat) are taken directly from the published Pew 
report.

Verification:
All prevalence figures cited in the Results can be verified by consulting the CDC’s published 

YRBS national tables (via the YRBSS website or YRBSS Explorer) and the Pew Research Center’s report 
tables. No additional statistical analysis was performed beyond reference to these publicly available 
sources.
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