
 
 

 

UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
NORTHERN DISTRICT OF ILLINOIS 

EASTERN DIVISION             
 

VIRGINIA ROTH, individually and as next 
friend to minor J.R.,   

 
                                        Plaintiff, 

v. 

META PLATFORMS, INC.,  
FACEBOOK HOLDINGS, LLC,  
FACEBOOK OPERATIONS, LLC, 
FACEBOOK PAYMENTS, INC., 
FACEBOOK TECHNOLOGIES, LLC, 
INSTAGRAM, LLC, AND  
SICULUS, INC., 

 
                                             Defendants.      

 

 

COMPLAINT   
 
JURY TRIAL DEMANDED       
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I. INTRODUCTION          

1. Over the last two decades, more and more of our lives have moved onto social 

media platforms and other digital public spaces. In this vast, still largely unregulated universe of 

digital public spaces, which are privately owned and primarily run for profit, there exists tension 

between what is best for technology companies’ profit margins and what is best for the individual 

user (especially the predictable adolescent user) and for society. Business models are often built 

around maximizing user engagement, not to ensure that users engage with the platform and one 

another in safe and healthy ways. Technology companies focus on maximizing time spent, not 

time well spent. In recent years, there has been growing concern about the impact of digital 

technologies, particularly social media, on the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents. Many 

researchers argue that social media facilitates cyberbullying, contributes to obesity and eating 

disorders, instigates sleep deprivation to achieve around-the-clock platform engagement, 

encourages children to negatively compare themselves to others and develop a broad 

discontentment for life, and has been connected to depression, anxiety, self-harm, and ultimately 

suicide ideation, suicide attempts, and completed suicide.              

2. This matter arises from an egregious breach of the public trust by Defendant Meta 

Platforms, Inc. (“Meta”). Meta was originally incorporated in Delaware on July 29, 2004, as 

“TheFacebook, Inc.” On September 20, 2005, the company changed its name to “Facebook, Inc.” 

On October 28, 2021, the company assumed its current designation. While Plaintiff has attempted 

to identify the specific Meta subsidiary(s) that committed each of the acts alleged in this 

Complaint, Plaintiff was not always able to do so, in large part due to ambiguities in Meta’s and 

its subsidiaries’ own documents, public representations, and lack of public information. However, 

upon information and belief, Meta oversees the operations of its various platforms and 

subsidiaries, some of which have been identified and are listed below. For this reason, unless 

otherwise specified, the shorthand “Meta” contemplates the apparent control that Defendant Meta 

Platforms, Inc. wields over the subject social networks’ overall operations and, therefore, further 

refers to its various subsidiaries and predecessors. To the extent this assumption is incorrect, the 

knowledge of which Meta subsidiary, current or former, is responsible for specific conduct is 
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knowledge solely within Defendants’ possession, the details of which Plaintiff should be 

permitted to elucidate during the discovery phase.                 

3. Meta knowingly exploited its most vulnerable users—children throughout the 

world—to drive corporate profit. Meta operates the world’s largest family of social networks, 

enabling billions of users worldwide to connect, view, and share content through mobile devices, 

personal computers, and virtual reality headsets. A user does not have to pay to create an account. 

Instead of charging account holders to access the platform, Meta became one of the world’s most 

valuable companies from the sale of advertisement placements to marketers across its various 

platforms and applications. For example, upon information and belief, Meta generated $69.7 

billion from advertising in 2019, more than 98% of its total revenue for the year. Meta can 

generate such revenues by marketing its user base to advertisers. Meta collects and analyzes data 

to assemble virtual dossiers on its users, covering hundreds if not thousands of user-specific data 

segments. This data collection and analysis allows advertisers to micro-target advertising and 

advertising dollars to very specific categories of users, who can be segregated into pools or lists 

using Meta’s data segments. Only a fraction of these data segments come from content that is 

explicitly designated by users for publication or explicitly provided by users in their account 

profiles. Many of these data segments are collected by Meta through surveillance of each user’s 

activity on the platform and off the platform, including behavioral surveillance that users are not 

even aware of, like navigation paths, watch time, and hover time. At bottom, the larger Meta’s 

user database grows, the more time the users spend on the database, and the more detailed 

information that Meta can extract from its users, the more money Meta makes.       

4. Defendants have intentionally designed their products to maximize users’ screen 

time, using complex algorithms designed to exploit human psychology and driven by advanced 

computer algorithms and artificial intelligence available to two of the largest technology 

companies in the world. Defendants have progressively modified their products to promote 

problematic and excessive use that they know threatens the actuation of addictive and self-

destructive behavioral patterns.   
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5. Two Meta products, the www.Facebook.com (“Facebook”) and 

www.Instagram.com (“Instagram”) websites and respective interrelated apps (collectively “Meta 

2”), rank among the most popular social networking products, with more than two billion 

combined users worldwide. It is estimated that nine out of ten teens use social media platforms, 

with the average teen using the platforms roughly three hours per day. Given the delicate, 

developing nature of the teenage brain and Meta’s creation of social media platforms designed to 

be addictive, it comes as no surprise that we are now grappling with the ramifications of Meta’s 

growth-at-any-cost approach, to wit, a generation of children physiologically entrapped by 

products the effects of which collectively result in long-lasting adverse impact on their rapidly 

evolving and notoriously precarious mental health. 

6. As of October 2021, Facebook had roughly 2.91 billion monthly active users, thus 

reaching 59% of the world’s social networking population, the only social media platform to reach 

over half of all social media users. Instagram has become the most popular photo sharing social 

media platform amongst teenagers and young adults in the United States, with over 57 million 

users below the age of eighteen, meaning that 72 percent of America’s youth use Instagram.            

7. A user’s “feed” on both Facebook and Instagram is comprised of an endless series 

of photos, videos, text captions, and comments posted by accounts that the user follows, along 

with advertising and content specifically selected and promoted by Instagram and Facebook. 

8. Instagram also features a “discover” page where a user is shown an endless feed of 

content that is selected by an algorithm designed by Instagram based upon the users’ data profile: 

demographics, prior activity in the platform, and other data points. Meta has added similar features 

to Facebook on the apps “menu” and “watch” sections. 

9. Over the past decade or so, Meta has added features and promoted the use of auto-

playing short videos and temporary posts on Facebook and Instagram, with the former being 

referred to as “Reels” while the latter is referred to as Instagram “Stories.”  

10. Facebook and Instagram notify users through text and email of activity that might 

be of interest, which is designed to and does prompt users to open Facebook and Instagram and be 
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