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Introduction 

Jessica Morgan watched with growing alarm as her 11-year-old daughter Zoe filmed herself 

attempting to swallow a tablespoon of ground cinnamon without water—gagging, 

coughing, and gasping for breath while trying to complete what thousands of other 

children had posted online. This wasn't the creative, connected digital world Jessica had 

envisioned when she'd allowed Zoe to create her first social media account. It was her 

 

 



 
 

introduction to the unpredictable world of viral challenges that sweep through children's 

social networks with startling speed and sometimes devastating consequences. 

"But everyone's doing it, Mom," Zoe protested when Jessica intervened. "It's just for fun." 

Those words—"everyone's doing it"—capture the extraordinary power social media trends 

hold over young minds still developing the capacity for risk assessment and resistant to 

parental concerns that seem out of touch with their digital reality. 

For today's parents, dangerous social media trends represent a uniquely modern parenting 

challenge: how do we protect children in spaces we may not fully understand, from risks 

that didn't exist in our own childhoods, without severing the important social connections 

these platforms provide? 

Understanding the Phenomenon: Why Social Media 

Trends Captivate Children 

To effectively address the problem, we must first understand the powerful psychological 

and developmental factors that make children particularly susceptible to problematic 

trends. 

The Perfect Storm: Developmental Vulnerability Meets Algorithmic 

Amplification 

Children between ages 8-17 are navigating critical developmental stages that make them 

especially vulnerable to trend participation: 

Identity Formation Through Social Acceptance 

During these formative years, children are actively constructing their identities largely 

through peer relationships and social feedback. The developmental psychologist Erik 

Erikson identified this as a critical period when children work to establish where they fit 

within their social world. Participation in trends offers a clear path to demonstrating 

belonging and gaining validation from peers. 
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Dr. Megan Moreno, professor of pediatrics at the University of Wisconsin, explains: "When 

children participate in viral challenges, they're not just doing something risky—they're 

engaging in a fundamental developmental process of signaling group membership and 

seeking the dopamine reward of peer recognition." 

Underdeveloped Risk Assessment 

The prefrontal cortex—responsible for impulse control, planning, and risk 

assessment—continues developing into the mid-20s. This biological reality means children 

literally process risk differently than adults do. They're more likely to: 

● Focus on potential social rewards rather than physical risks 

● Discount long-term consequences in favor of immediate benefits 

● Assume bad outcomes "won't happen to them" 

● Be influenced by peers' apparent successful completion of risky behaviors 

Digital Amplification Systems 

These developmental vulnerabilities intersect with sophisticated technological systems 

designed to maximize engagement: 

● Algorithmic Promotion: Social media algorithms detect and amplify trending 

content, creating the impression that "everyone" is participating 

● Social Proof Mechanics: View counts, likes, and comments provide quantifiable 

evidence of trend popularity 

● Selective Visibility: Platforms rarely show negative outcomes, creating a skewed 

perception of safety 

● Reward Structures: The potential for views, followers, and status creates powerful 

incentives 

Types of Problematic Trends 

Harmful social media trends typically fall into several categories, each with distinct risks: 
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Physical Challenge Trends 

These involve potentially dangerous physical acts, such as: 

● Consumption challenges (eating tide pods, excessive spicy foods, nutmeg) 

● Breath-holding or choking challenges 

● Physical stunts (jumping from heights, climbing infrastructure) 

● Self-harm disguised as challenges 

Body Modification/Beauty Trends 

These encourage potentially harmful changes to appearance: 

● Extreme dieting methods 

● DIY cosmetic procedures 

● Dangerous fitness regimens 

● Self-administered body modifications 

Psychological/Social Manipulation Trends 

These involve emotional manipulation or deception: 

● Bullying or humiliation disguised as pranks 

● Engineered social conflicts for views 

● Self-diagnosis of mental health conditions 

● "Trauma dumping" or oversharing personal struggles 

Illegal Activity Trends 

These glorify or normalize criminal behavior: 

● Theft challenges (such as previous retail theft trends) 

● Vandalism activities 

● Privacy violations 

● Digital harassment campaigns 
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The Ripple Effects: Beyond Immediate Danger 

While acute physical harm understandably draws the most urgent concern, problematic 

trends create broader impacts on children's development: 

Normalization of Risk-Taking 

Repeated exposure to peers engaging in dangerous behaviors can shift children's 

perception of what constitutes normal risk, potentially establishing patterns that extend 

beyond social media. 

Emotional and Social Consequences 

Children who participate in harmful trends may experience: 

● Shame or regret when videos persist online 

● Bullying if their attempts go wrong 

● Damaged relationships with parents who discover participation 

● Anxiety about keeping up with ever-changing trend requirements 

Distorted Reality Perception 

The carefully edited nature of trend videos creates a distorted view of reality where: 

● Negative consequences are invisible 

● Everyone seems to be participating successfully 

● Adults' concerns appear overblown compared to visible evidence 

Evan's Story: When Following Trends Leads to Hidden 

Harm 

Fourteen-year-old Evan had always been cautious by nature. His parents never worried he 

might participate in obviously dangerous challenges. What they didn't realize was that not 

all harmful trends come with clear warning labels. 
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When "productivity hacking" content began trending among teens, Evan was drawn to 

videos promoting extreme academic efficiency. The trend glorified minimal sleep, caffeine 

maximization, and studying techniques that promised extraordinary results. For Evan, 

struggling with exam pressure, these videos offered what seemed like science-backed 

solutions. 

Within weeks, Evan was sleeping just 4-5 hours nightly, consuming energy drinks 

throughout the day, and following rigid study schedules promoted by teenage "productivity 

experts" with millions of followers. The physical toll became evident only when he collapsed 

during soccer practice, his body exhausted from weeks of following what had seemed like 

positive self-improvement content. 

Evan's story illustrates how even trends that appear beneficial can cause significant harm 

when they: 

● Push beyond developmental appropriateness 

● Lack scientific validity 

● Are presented without context or qualification 

● Ignore individual differences and needs 

Building Protective Factors: A Comprehensive 

Approach 

Addressing this complex challenge requires strategies that recognize both the legitimate 

appeal of social connection and the very real risks certain trends pose. Rather than relying 

solely on restriction, effective approaches combine education, communication, and 

thoughtful boundaries. 

1. Developing Digital Literacy: Teaching Critical Consumption 

The most sustainable protection comes from helping children develop internal filters to 

evaluate trends they encounter: 
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Trend Evaluation Framework 

Teach children to ask these questions when encountering new trends: 

● What specific actions does this trend involve? 

● What could go wrong physically, emotionally, or socially? 

● Who benefits from my participation? (Often: content creators, platforms) 

● Would I do this if no one was watching/if I couldn't post it? 

● Would this seem like a good idea without seeing others do it first? 

Critical Viewing Skills 

Help children recognize manipulation tactics in trend videos: 

● Edited outcomes that hide negative consequences 

● Staged "spontaneous" reactions 

● Misleading before/after representations 

● Artificial urgency ("Everyone's doing this right now!") 

Information Verification 

Teach age-appropriate research skills to verify trend safety: 

● Checking multiple sources beyond the platform where the trend originated 

● Looking for medical or expert opinions 

● Reading comments for reports of negative outcomes 

● Understanding who profits from trend participation 

2. Open Communication: Building Trust Bridges 

Creating channels for honest discussion forms the foundation of effective protection: 

Curiosity-Based Conversations 

Instead of immediately condemning trends, express genuine interest: 

● "I've been seeing videos about [trend]. What do you think about it?" 
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● "Have any of your friends tried this? What happened?" 

● "What do you think makes this so popular right now?" 

This approach yields more honest information than judgmental questioning. 

Trend Education Partnership 

Position yourself as a collaborative explorer rather than an authority: 

● Watch trend videos together with an analytical lens 

● Research origins and outcomes as a team 

● Discuss the business models behind trend promotion 

Early Warning Systems 

Create mechanisms for children to raise concerns about trends: 

● Family tech check-ins where new online phenomena are discussed 

● A judgment-free zone for asking about questionable content 

● Appreciation for children who bring concerning trends to attention 

Response Planning 

Develop scripts and strategies for responding to peer pressure: 

● Practice refusal language that preserves social standing 

● Create signal systems for when children need "rescue" from pressure situations 

● Establish safe exit strategies for uncomfortable situations 

3. Technological Management: Creating Safer Digital Environments 

Strategic use of technological tools can provide important safeguards: 

Platform Selection and Settings 

Not all platforms have equal risk profiles: 

● Research age-appropriate platforms with stronger moderation 
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● Enable safety features before giving children access 

● Regularly review privacy and content settings as platforms update 

Strategic Monitoring 

Balance protection with appropriate privacy: 

● For younger children: Direct supervision and co-viewing 

● For tweens: Regular check-ins and shared accounts 

● For teens: More privacy with occasional safety discussions 

Content Filter Configuration 

Leverage available filtering tools strategically: 

● Platform-specific safety settings that block known harmful hashtags 

● Family link applications that provide trend alerts to parents 

● Router-level filtering for household devices 

4. Community Engagement: Expanding the Protection Network 

Individual family efforts become more effective within supportive communities: 

Parent Information Networks 

Stay ahead of emerging trends through: 

● School-based parent communication channels 

● Online communities focused on digital parenting 

● Trusted sources that provide early warnings about concerning trends 

School Partnerships 

Engage educational institutions as allies: 

● Advocate for digital literacy in curriculum 

● Support school policies on trending challenges 

 
9 



 
 

● Participate in parent education opportunities 

Peer Support Development 

Help children build friend groups that reinforce positive values: 

● Support activities that connect children with similar values 

● Discuss how true friends don't pressure dangerous participation 

● Acknowledge the social courage required to resist popular trends 

The Morgan Family Approach: From Reaction to 

Prevention 

After the cinnamon challenge incident, Jessica Morgan realized her approach needed to 

evolve beyond simple restriction. Over the following months, her family developed a more 

sustainable strategy: 

1. Weekly Tech Talks: The family established casual Sunday discussions about what 

was trending online, creating space for Zoe to voluntarily bring up concerning 

content before participation. 

2. Critical Viewing Practice: They began watching popular videos together, with 

Jessica asking questions like "How do you think they edited this?" or "What don't 

they show you?" rather than simply criticizing content. 

3. Alternative Creation Opportunities: Recognizing Zoe's desire for creative 

expression and social validation, they explored safer content creation activities, 

helping her develop skills in stop-motion animation—a talent that eventually earned 

her recognition without physical risks. 

4. Trend Research Team: When new challenges emerged, Jessica positioned herself 

and Zoe as an "investigation team" researching origins, safety, and hidden 

motivations together—transforming potential conflict into collaborative critical 

thinking. 
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Most importantly, Jessica shifted from seeing herself as primarily a guardian against digital 

dangers to a guide helping her daughter develop her own safety filters. This approach not 

only reduced immediate risk but built skills Zoe would carry into her teen years. 

Moving Forward: Beyond Fear-Based Responses 

The goal in addressing dangerous social media trends isn't to disconnect children from 

digital culture, but to help them engage with it more safely and critically. Effective 

responses balance several key elements: 

Protection Without Isolation 

Children need safeguards that don't completely separate them from their social ecosystem. 

Approaches that acknowledge the legitimate social importance of digital connection while 

establishing reasonable boundaries prove most sustainable. 

Education for Autonomy 

As children mature, external controls become less effective than internal decision-making 

skills. Progressive education that builds critical thinking about digital content creates 

protection that travels with children across contexts. 

Relationship-Centered Strategies 

The strongest protective factor remains a trusting relationship where children feel 

comfortable discussing digital experiences without fear of overreaction or disconnection. 

This foundation makes all other strategies more effective. 

Adaptation Rather Than Elimination 

Rather than attempting to eliminate trend participation entirely, consider how to channel 

the developmental needs these trends address—creativity, social connection, identity 

formation—into safer expressions. 
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Conclusion: Preparation Over Panic 

Dangerous social media trends represent a genuine concern in today's digital landscape, 

but they don't require panic-based responses. By understanding the developmental factors 

that make children vulnerable, implementing multi-layered protection strategies, and 

maintaining open communication, parents can help children navigate this challenging 

aspect of digital culture. 

The ultimate goal extends beyond protecting children from today's viral challenges—it's 

about equipping them with the critical thinking skills, healthy skepticism, and confidence to 

evaluate future trends independently. These capacities serve not just as protection against 

harmful content, but as foundational skills for digital citizenship in an increasingly complex 

online world. 

By approaching this challenge with knowledge rather than fear, parents can transform 

concerning viral trends from potential dangers into opportunities for developing the digital 

literacy children will need throughout their lives. 
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