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Over the past six months, Levi Dra-
heim has found a passion for creating
cotton candy.

It isn’t just locals he shares his sugary
creations with: The 16-year-old Mel-
bourne resident posts about his candy
creativity on social media, sharing
video clips of his diff�erent fl�avor combi-
nations for his business, Flamingo Floss
Florida. He’s even made short tutorials
on how to fi�x parts of his cotton candy
machine.

Though he uses multiple social
media platforms, TikTok is by far his fa-
vorite, Levi said, as he appreciates the
short format of the videos and the di-
verse audience on the app.

“Being able to share what my busi-
ness is, (is) something that I really care
about, because that helps me to make
sales, it helps me to be able to connect
with new customers,” he said.

Whether they’re promoting a small
business, engaging in activism or just
looking to connect with others, Space
Coast residents of all ages have found a
space for community on TikTok. But
that platform may potentially go away
by early next year amid congressional
fears about the Chinese government’s
infl�uence over the Chinese-owned com-
pany. Last week, Congress approved
and President Joe Biden signed a mea-
sure that would ban TikTok from oper-
ating in the United States, or force the
app’s Chinese parent company, Byte-
Dance, to divest or sell the app. 

In Florida, teens are facing additional
barriers to social media under a new law
that bars anyone under the age of 14
from creating a social media account,
and requires that 14- and 15-year-olds
get parental consent before creating an
account. The law, signed in March, goes
into eff�ect in January.

While the TikTok ban comes amid
concerns that TikTok would have to
hand over U.S. users’ data to China if
asked, critics have raised concerns
about the potential ban and freedom of
speech.

“Free speech is not just people talk-
ing or writing, but it also involves the
technologies that are used to facilitate
communicating ideas,” said Aubrey
Jewett, a political science professor at
University of Central Florida. “A ban on
TikTok is basically a ban on a type of so-
cial media, one specifi�c type of social
media, and it likely would not stand.”

One view: TikTok ban would stifle
creativity, small businesses

Levi isn’t the only member of the Dra-
heim family using TikTok as a way to
promote a business.

Leigh-Ann Draheim, Levi’s mom,
uses the platform for her custom kids
clothing business, Sew Yeti. She makes
videos showing her whole process, from
her initial idea to how the custom cloth-
ing piece turns out, and even sometimes
creates sewing tutorials.

“Neither of us make money off� of
(TikTok),” she said. “But it’s defi�nitely a
useful tool to share things.”

Both mother and son use other forms
of social media, like Facebook and In-
stagram. But the range of demographics
they can reach on each platform varies,
and Levi prefers TikTok. If he lost ac-
cess to it, he thinks, he would be missing
out on a core audience group.

“It’s a lot of young people that are on
TikTok,” he said. “So I would be missing
out on that group of people —sharing
my content to that group.”

Draheim, who shares her son’s con-
tent on Facebook with other moms, ech-
oed that sentiment: “He goes, “Mom,
nobody my age uses Facebook, they’re
all on TikTok,’ ” she said.

While Draheim is comfortable on
multiple platforms, it’s TikTok’s in-app
editing software that makes it special,
she said, adding that she’s attempted to
use YouTube in the past and found it te-
dious.

“If I needed to delete a portion of the
video or add subtitles or whatever, I
found it super annoying to do so,” she
said. “Whereas TikTok, I could fi�gure
out almost immediately — it’s very easy
to use and intuitive.”

Not all in favor of the TikTok app

Not everyone views the popular app
so favorably.

Crystal Kazy, a Brevard County mom
of two teenage boys, said her sons were
both previous TikTok users. However,
she had both delete the app about a year
and a half ago after concerns were
raised about the Chinese Communist
Party potentially having the authority to
access user data.

“I disagree with a foreign government
collecting data on our minors, and the
fact that the United States has no con-
trol over a foreign entity later using that
data for whatever purpose they deem
necessary for their own uses,” Kazy
said.

Kazy, who was a fl�ight attendant for
18 years, said she trusts the government
has information that hasn’t been re-
vealed to the public about the potential
threats TikTok could pose to the coun-
try. Because of that, it’s enough for her
to not want her kids accessing the app,
and she worries about how current data
collection could impact kids who want
to work in high-security government
jobs in the future.

“All I need to hear is that it potentially
could be a national security threat,” she
said. “If our government has investigat-
ed that, they have information they’re
not going to disclose to you or me. So we
have to trust that, and if they’re sound-
ing the alarm, and it’s a bipartisan issue.
... I think the general consensus of the
United States public would assume that
there are good reasons for that.”

Risks of data collection aren’t the
only concerns raised about TikTok.
During Florida’s legislative session, the
impact of social media on teens was dis-
cussed before the passage of HB 3, with
Rep. Fiona McFarland saying the new
law would shield children from “digital
fentanyl” and social media addiction.

State Rep. Tyler Sirois, another co-
sponsor of Florida’s social media bill
and father of two, brought up concerns
about TikTok creating a national securi-
ty threat to the United States.

“This is a company that is being used
to monitor the American people,” he
said. U.S. Rep. Bill Posey, who voted in
favor of the TikTok ban, shared a similar
concern, though he clarifi�ed that the bill
doesn’t automatically ban the app, but
gives ByteDance the option to “break up
with the Chinese Communist Party.”

“It’s TikTok’s choice and Americans
should be concerned about the Chinese
Communist Party’s control and infl�u-
ence over the app, it’s data collection
and surveillance capability,” he said in a
statement to FLORIDA TODAY.

Social media’s impact 
on mental health

Sirois is also worried about TikTok’s
impact on mental health, telling FLORI-
DA TODAY that it had “addictive fea-
tures.”

“That’s infi�nite scroll, autoplay, per-
sonal interactive metrics,” he said, add-
ing that girls are disproportionately im-
pacted. “When you see rates of hospital
admissions for self-harm, when you see
rates of depression or anorexia and oth-
er eating disorders, there really is a
compelling state interest for us to step
in and protect our kids.”

Social media’s impact on teens is a
mixed bag, according to Vida Tyc, chair
of Florida Tech’s clinical psychology
program and director of clinical train-
ing. “The original need that teens do this
for is social,” she said, adding that social
media can provide connection especial-
ly for those within marginalized groups.
“But then kids kind of wander into more
harmful content.”

Tyc, a licensed psychologist who
worked with kids at St. Jude Children’s
Research Hospital for 24 years before
becoming a professor at Florida Tech,
said some of the benefi�ts of social media
include opportunities for connection,

the ability to learn about current events
and a place for self-expression.

The downsides can include higher
rates of anxiety and depression, sleep
disruption, decreased physical activity
and more.

“Some kids are going to be more vul-
nerable than others because of their
strengths or their vulnerabilities, their
intellectual development, their ability to
comprehend risks and even the home
setting that they come from,” she said.
“All of these things come into play into
terms of how diff�erent kids respond to
that online experience.”

There are numerous ways kids and
their parents can work to stay safe on
social media, she said, from limiting
time on social media and avoiding nega-
tive content to opting not to use smart-
phones at all and making sure to com-
municate with one another about digital
literacy skills.

“It’s kind of teaching (kids) to be
aware of, ‘These are the warning signs,
these are the danger signs and these are
the things that you should not engage
in,’ ” Tyc said. “Parents can play a role in
that, schools can play a role in that,
communities can play a role in that.”

Censorship concerns 
over social media bans

Jewett believes a national ban on Tik-
Tok and Florida’s own social media re-
strictions won’t stand up in court, say-
ing they’re too broad and violate peo-
ple’s First Amendment rights.

“We have seen similar laws in other
states ... that were declared unconstitu-
tional, or at least have had injunctions
fi�led so they couldn’t go into eff�ect until
the trials were completed,” he said, re-
ferring to Montana’s attempt to ban Tik-
Tok in 2023 and Arkansas and Ohio’s at-
tempts to limit minors’ access to social
media.

“Minors are people too, and they have
free speech rights, and the government
is not allowed to take those away except
under the most limited circumstances
and for the most compelling reasons,”
Jewett said. “And even when they have a
compelling reason, they have to fi�nd ...
the least restrictive way of fulfi�lling that
reason.”

In Texas, a federal judge allowed a
ban on TikTok to go into eff�ect last year,
but its scope was much narrower, Jew-
ett said, as it only banned the app from
state-issued devices and state net-
works. “The case is a good recent exam-
ple of a free speech restriction of social
media that withstood court scrutiny be-
cause it was considered to be reason-
able and narrowly tailored to resolve a
particular problem,” he said, referring to
the concern that the Chinese govern-
ment could access secure information.

Seventeen-year-old Anjani Sharma,
a senior at West Shore Jr./Sr. High, is
the founder of Minds Without B0rders,
an international youth-led nonprofi�t
with a focus on destigmatizing mental
health. Last year, the group used TikTok
to recruit members to the organization
through “fun, relatable TikToks,” she
said. “We got a pretty good following, a
good base,” she said, adding that they
posted everything from information
about the group to tips on improving
your mental health. “A couple of our
leadership team (members), we found
off� of TikTok – that’s kind of how we
were able to actually grow.”

While Anjani uses Instagram for her
nonprofi�t more than TikTok, and she

won’t be impacted by Florida’s new so-
cial media restrictions, she’s concerned
about a rise in censorship within the
state and nationally.

“I watched a couple sessions of Con-
gress when they were talking about it; a
lot of it was, ‘Oh, TikTok is making stu-
dents (want) to be activists,’ ” she said.

“I think that one thing that the gov-
ernment is afraid of is that we are evolv-
ing as people, we are evolving as stu-
dents, and social media defi�nitely has a
lot to do with that.”

TikTok ban’s impact 
on activism, politics

Censorship is something that con-
cerns Amy Roub on a local level.

Roub, a Brevard County mom, began
using the app as she watched Moms for
Liberty members and other conserva-
tive parents attempting to get certain
books removed from school libraries.
It’s an action she disagrees with, believ-
ing that parents should be allowed to
make decisions for their own children
without impacting every child in a
school system.

“You can be nice and angry on there,
and people are with you,” she said. “This
is stuff� that we should be really angry
about ... and if you’re not mad, then you
don’t know enough.”

Her account, which largely started as
a way to share the public comments she
and other community members made at
school board meetings, has evolved to
include content relaying specifi�c infor-
mation about what’s happening in the
district and calls to action.

“People do show up to the (school
board) meetings because of my Tik-
Toks,” she said. “I have had results –
really cool people show up and speak
because they saw my video ... and I’m
not doing anything other than putting
the information out there.”

While Roub’s activism is focused on
the Space Coast, she’s concerned that
Democrats’ support of the TikTok ban
could have a big impact on November’s
election. “I think that it’s a really reck-
less choice for the Democrats to be vot-
ing for this, knowing that they’re al-
ready in trouble with young voters,” she
said.

“It’s like they want to lose.”
In the meantime, Levi’s still making

cotton candy.
“It helps me to make sales,” he said.
“It helps me to be able to connect

with new customers and also to be able
to share my videos and things I’m do-
ing.”

TikTok ban leaves questions for many
In Florida, young people
say it’s important
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Levi Draheim, 16, is a Melbourne, Fla.,
resident who promotes his cotton
candy company, Flamingo Floss
Florida, on TikTok. PROVIDED BY LEIGH-ANN

DRAHEIM


