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Over half of Americans get their news 

from social media and six out of ten of 

those individuals question its accuracy 

(Shearer & Mitchell, 2021). During the 

COVID-19 pandemic, sheltering in place 

contributed to a rise in social media usage, 

with various components of the pandemic 

and public health safety often the focus of 

fake news coverage (Kalsnes, 2018; 

Radwan & Radwan, 2020; Saud, Mashud, 

& Ida, 2020). This increase, coupled with 

the proliferation of fake news shared via 

social media is especially concerning for 

adolescents, given that youth are among 

the largest consumers of social media 

(Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Boushey & 

Park, 2020). We seek to explore whether 

an aspect of adolescent social media 

literacy (students were surveyed about 

being able to distinguish “fake” news 

from reputable news sources) associates 

with COVID-19 related stress (self-

reported by adolescents). We 

hypothesized that adolescents with higher 

social media literacy would report lower 

stress related to COVID-19 given that 

they may be inoculated against false 

media narratives. In a sample of 200 

adolescents (ages 12-15 years, 53% 

female; predominantly White from a rural 

region of the Midwest), we found that 

higher social media literacy was 

associated with lower amounts of stress in 

the home (r = -.15, p < .05) and lower 

amounts of stress related to the mental 

health impact of the pandemic (r = -.17, p 

< .05). Future research should examine 

how social media literacy can be 

leveraged to reduce stress of viewing the 

current, and post-pandemic, news 

coverage.  
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