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Exploring the impact of social media on adolescent and
young adult mental health



ABSTRACT

Social media platforms offer potential benefits for mental well-being by fostering social
connections, enabling self-expression, and democratizing access to mental health resources. Yet,
concerns have been raised regarding their association with mental health problems, particularly
among young people. This narrative review examines findings from longitudinal studies, cross-
sectional surveys, and qualitative research, with a focus on adolescents and young adults.
Evidence suggests that social media can enhance social support and community building,
particularly for individuals experiencing offline isolation. It also serves as a platform for sharing
personal experiences, helping to destigmatize mental illness and promote societal understanding.
Conversely, key themes related to problematic social media use identified in the literature
included a strong link to cyberbullying and symptoms of depression and anxiety. The pervasive
culture of social comparison and exposure to unrealistic portrayals of others' lives has been
identified as potential triggers for low self-esteem, particularly among adolescents and young
adults. Excessive social media use has been shown to be associated with risky behaviors, including
disrupted sleep and unhealthy alcohol consumption. However, the link between problematic
social media use and mental health problems may reflect reciprocal processes, such as time-
lagged or bidirectional effects. While existing research employs diverse methodological
approaches, there remains a critical need for longitudinal studies to assess the long-term effects
of social media use. Intervention-based studies examining strategies to promote healthier usage
patterns are also scarce. Future studies should aim to address these gaps to improve our
understanding and mitigate the impact of social media on adolescent and young people’s mental
health.

Keywords: Social media; Mental health; Anxiety; Depression; Cyberbullying; Self-esteem; Health
advocacy; Social comparison; Adolescents; Young Adults.



1. Introduction

In the era of digital interconnectedness, social media platforms have emerged as central to our
daily lives, shaping the way we communicate, consume information, and perceive the world
around us. The inception of platforms like SixDegrees in the late 1990s marked the dawn of what
we now recognize as social networking sites, setting the stage for the emergence of giants like
Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), and Instagram in the early 21 century (Sponder & Khan, 2017).
This evolution from simple message boards to complex networks capable of connecting billions
of users illustrates a significant transformation in how people communicate, share, and interact
across the globe, setting the groundwork for an in-depth exploration of social media's impact on
mental health (Gilmour et al., 2020). Mental health is described as the state of emotional,
psychological, behavioral and social wellbeing (Alhaj & McAllister-Williams, 2008; World Health
Organization, 2022). It influences every aspect of people’s lives, from decision-making and stress
management to interpersonal relationships and overall quality of life. This review conceptualizes
mental health as encompassing both the presence of positive states (e.g., well-being) and the
absence of negative conditions (e.g., depression), with well-being being a key component of
overall mental health.

Social media platforms, beyond their potential drawbacks, could play a crucial role in enhancing
various aspects of mental well-being through the fostering of social connections (Winstone et al.,
2021), empowerment via self-expression, and the democratization of access to mental health
resources (R. Zhang, 2017). They serve as pivotal venues for individuals to express their identities,
share personal experiences, and showcase creativity, contributing to an enhanced sense of self-
esteem, and personal validation (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2018). Social media has become a critical
conduit for mental health advocacy, raising awareness on issues that were once stigmatized and
promoting a culture of openness and support (Robinson et al., 2015). Through the lens of positive
psychology, studies have indicated that when used intentionally and mindfully, social media can
contribute to greater subjective well-being, fostering connections that are both meaningful and
supportive in nature. Acting as a platform to help overcome challenges through interactions with
groups and communities with similar issues, and facilitating online intervention programs
(Herrera-Peco et al., 2023). This dual role of social media, as both a platform for individual
expression and a community space for collective support, underscores its potential to positively
influence mental health outcomes.

While these platforms present positive impacts through enhanced social connections, avenues
for creative expression, and broadened access to information, concerns have been raised about
their association with a range of mental health concerns, including anxiety, depression, decreased
self-esteem, and poor sleep quality (Woods & Scott, 2016). These platforms can perpetuate
unrealistic standards of beauty and success, foster environments ripe for cyberbullying, and
encourage compulsive use patterns that disrupt sleep and real-world relationships.



The role of content and context in social media use significantly influences its impact on mental
health. For instance, exposure to idealized images, lifestyles, and social figures can lead to
unhealthy social comparisons, while engagement with uplifting content may boost mood and self-
esteem (Hoffner & Bond, 2022). Similarly, the context of social media usage, such as passive
scrolling versus active engagement, plays a critical role (Thorisdottir et al., 2019). Thus,
understanding the types of content consumed and the way individuals engage with social media
is essential for comprehending its complex effects on mental health.

Studies have shown that social media platforms are not all the same; each has unique features
that shape how users interact and how these interactions affect mental health. For
instance, Instagram and Snapchat, which focus heavily on visual content, have been linked to
body image concerns and social comparison (Burnell et al., 2022; Fardouly et al., 2018). This is
largely due to the prevalence of highly curated and idealized images, which can make users feel
inadequate. TikTok, with its short-form videos and algorithm-driven content, tends to encourage
compulsive use and fragmented attention, especially among younger users (Qin et al.,
2022). Facebook, known for its emphasis on social networking and community building, has been
associated with both positive outcomes, such as increased social support, and negative
outcomes, including cyberbullying and depressive symptoms (Ademiluyi et al., 2022; Gilmour et
al., 2020). Twitter, later called X, with its real-time text-based interactions, can raise awareness of
mental health issues but also expose users to toxic discourse, potentially increasing anxiety and
stress. Finally, Snapchat’s temporary posts might reduce the pressure for perfectionism but could
also encourage risky behaviors, as users may feel their posts are less permanent. These
differences highlight the need to consider how each platform’s unique environment influences
mental health in distinct ways.

This narrative review examines the multifaceted relationship between social media use and
mental health outcomes, considering both its potential harms and benefits. The focus is on
adolescents and young adults, developmental periods marked by rapid biological maturation and
major social role transitions. Adolescence has been proposed to span approximately ages 10-24,
reflecting extended patterns of physical growth and psychosocial development (Sawyer et al.,
2018). This stage is strongly shaped by evolving social forces, marketing environments, and digital
media ecosystems. Heightened neuroplasticity, identity formation processes, and increased
sensitivity to peer evaluation during these years may amplify susceptibility to both protective and
adverse influences associated with social media engagement. From a legal perspective, most
countries recognize individuals aged 18 and above as adults. Importantly, patterns of social media
use vary substantially across the lifespan. Empirical evidence indicates meaningful differences
between young adulthood (18—40 years), middle adulthood (40-65 years), and older adulthood
(65+ years), underscoring the need to examine age-specific mechanisms and outcomes (Van den
Broeck et al., 2015). By centering on adolescents and young adults, this review targets



populations for whom social media exposure coincides with critical windows of psychological and
social development.

Specifically, we will explore a range of mental health conditions exacerbated by social media
usage, including anxiety, depression, feelings of loneliness, and the impact of unrealistic
expectations and social comparisons. Furthermore, we will examine the correlation between
social media engagement and risky behaviors, compulsive usage patterns, sleep disturbances,
and substance use. Our paper specifically focuses on popular social media platforms such as
Facebook, Instagram, and X (previously Twitter), evaluating their potential contributions to these
mental health challenges. While Facebook and X may be less used at the current time by
adolescents and young adults, much of the foundational research on social media and mental
health in adolescents and young adults was conducted when these platforms were dominant.
This exploration is crucial for developing evidence-based guidelines and interventions that can
harness the positive aspects of social media while mitigating its risks, ultimately guiding users
towards healthier digital habits in an increasingly online world.

To guide this paper, the following research questions and objectives are addressed:

1. How does social media facilitate social support, community building, and access to mental
health resources?

2. What is the association between social media use and adverse mental health conditions
(e.g., anxiety, depression) and risky behaviors?

3. Through what psychological mechanisms, such as social comparison and exposure to
unrealistic standards, does social media shape self-esteem and body image?

4. What are the patterns of compulsive social media use and how are they correlated with
sleep disturbances and substance use?

5. What gaps exist in the current literature and what are the key future research directions
necessary to understand the long-term psychological effects of social media?

By addressing these key questions, our review aims to provide a comprehensive perspective on
the dual role of social media in mental health, offering insights that can inform strategies for
promoting healthier digital engagement.

2. Data Collection and Search Strategy

Although this study was conducted as a narrative review, we aimed to capture the breadth of
relevant empirical literature to provide a comprehensive and accurate synthesis of the evidence.
Studies examining the relationship between social media use and mental health among
adolescents and young adults were identified through searches of PubMed, Scopus, and Google
Scholar. These databases were selected because they provide broad, interdisciplinary coverage of
biomedical, psychological, and social science research.



The search strategy combined the term “social media” with the names of major platforms (e.g.,
Instagram, Facebook) and mental health—related keywords, including “mental health”, “anxiety”,
and “depression”. Searches were conducted in titles, abstracts, and keywords. No publication
year restrictions were applied; the search covered the period from database inception through
January 2025.

Eligibility criteria were limited to peer-reviewed journal articles written in English and studies
involving participants under 40 years of age. Grey literature, including conference proceedings,
reports, dissertations, and other non-—peer-reviewed sources, was excluded to prioritize
methodological rigor and consistency in evidence quality. Following application of these criteria
and screening for relevance to the review objectives, 33 key studies were retained for narrative
synthesis. These studies were examined in detail to extract methodological characteristics,
population features, and reported mental health outcomes relevant to adolescents and young
adults (see supplementary table).

3. Positive Impacts of Social Media on Mental Health

3.1 Enhanced Social Support and Community Building

Several studies highlighted how social media platforms serve as pivotal spaces for self-expression,
empowerment, and community engagement. This facilitates a sense of belonging and identity
among users, contributing positively to their mental health. A 2017 study investigated the impact
of expressing personal thoughts on platforms such as Facebook on the well-being of young adults,
especially in challenging circumstances (R. Zhang, 2017). The study demonstrated that during
periods of stress, sharing on Facebook can mitigate the effects on mental health among college
students. Furthermore, sharing results in increased online support from friends, enhancing
feelings of connection, happiness, and alleviating sadness. These conclusions propose that social
media platforms like Facebook may serve as a valuable source of support during difficult times,
indicating a promising platform for enhancing online mental well-being. Although the study's
findings primarily highlight the significant role of social media in modern communication, they
also suggest the potential for these platforms to enhance social support by allowing individuals
to maintain and strengthen connections across geographical distances. This indicates a broader
capacity for social media to contribute to community building and support systems, especially for
those who might be isolated or seeking niche communities. Social media can further have a
generalized positive impact as demonstrated by a study of German students which demonstrated
a positive link between general Internet and social media use, particularly Facebook and
Instagram, and mental health indicators (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2018). Specifically, this study
linked social media use to positive indicators such as life satisfaction and self-esteem.

Although social media platforms support can be beneficial, it may not perfectly replace real-world
interactions. The lack of depth and the connection level of face-to-face interactions can be missed



on social media, even though it might provide immediate emotional support and a sense of
connection. Studies have shown that excessive reliance on online interactions can sometimes
lead to feelings of superficiality or even exacerbate loneliness if offline relationships are neglected
(Primack et al., 2017; Uhls et al., 2014). Furthermore, the quality of online support can vary
significantly, with some interactions being less meaningful or supportive than others. Therefore,
while social media can complement real-world support systems, it should not be viewed as a
complete substitute for in-person connections.

3.2 Information Access and Mental Health Advocacy

Robinson (2015) highlighted the importance of social media, particularly Facebook, as an effective
resource for suicide prevention (Robinson et al., 2015). The study demonstrated that these
platforms offer emotional support, a space for expressing feelings, connecting with individuals
facing similar challenges, and accessing help. It emphasized the broad recognition among various
stakeholders of the substantial benefits social networking sites offer for suicide prevention
initiatives. On the other hand, Rus (2018) also explored the advantages of Facebook, particularly
its ability to mitigate stress under acute social situations through psychosocial and physiological
benefits (Rus & Tiemensma, 2018). The study suggested that even passive engagement with the
platform could evoke a sense of social support, aiding stress reduction. It also noted that the
timing and context of using Facebook play crucial roles, with neutral interactions possibly offering
psychosocial advantages. The relevance of this study to mental health advocacy lies in its
demonstration of how platform features can be leveraged to provide low-threshold psychosocial
support.

An example of a practical use of social media to increase positive advocacy is the recent study
conducted in Korea which explored the psychological effects of consuming content on platforms
like Mukbang and Cookbang (Kwon & Kwon, 2024). While the study primarily focuses on the
impact of these broadcasts on adolescent health, it indirectly touches upon the broader
implications for information access. It suggests that the same platforms that host Mukbang and
Cookbang could be leveraged for mental health advocacy and the dissemination of healthier
lifestyle information, highlighting the dual nature of social media as both a source of
entertainment and a potential vehicle for positive health messaging. However, relying on a few
examples like this is anecdotal; more robust evidence is needed to fully support the role of social
media in information access and advocacy.

4. Negative Impacts of Social Media on Mental Health
4.1 Association of Social Media Use with Anxiety

A significant body of research from the included studies demonstrated correlations between
social media use and increased levels of anxiety, depression, and loneliness, pointing to the



mental health risks of problematic social media use. A study in a sample of adolescents showed
that frequent use of Instagram is linked to negative outcomes such as poor body image, anxiety,
and increased pressure to conform to unrealistic beauty standards among adolescents, both male
and female (Verrastro et al., 2020). This pressure often leads adolescents to edit their online
appearance in pursuit of popularity. Adolescents, already a vulnerable period, are particularly
susceptible to developing eating disorders, anxiety, and body dysmorphia, with social media
exacerbating these risks, especially for young girls. An Iranian study revealed that individuals not
using social networking platforms experienced lower anxiety and depression levels than those
engaged with various social networking apps (Khodarahimi & Fathi, 2017). The study also
highlighted variations in anxiety levels associated with different apps and found that girls reported
higher anxiety levels than males. Moreover, a notable difference in anxiety was observed
between age groups, with young adults showing higher levels of anxiety compared to
adolescents. A study by Turel (2018) concluded that taking a brief break from using social
networking sites leads to a decrease in perceived stress levels, particularly among individuals who
excessively use these platforms (Turel et al., 2018). Temporarily refraining from engaging with
social networking sites has been shown to have a beneficial effect on perceived stress levels,
particularly for those who spend a significant amount of time on these platforms. This suggests
that taking a short break from social media can be beneficial for managing stress, especially for
individuals who heavily rely on these platforms. A study on Icelandic adolescents shows how
passive social media use increases, while active use decreases, anxiety and depression symptoms
in adolescents (Thorisdottir et al., 2019).

4.2 Association with Depression and Loneliness

A nationally representative study from the United States reported that the use of multiple social
media platforms is independently associated with symptoms of depression among young adults
(Shensa et al., 2017). This is in keeping with a study of Facebook users, which demonstrated that
Facebook use predicts negative shifts in subjective well-being in young adults, highlighting the
potential emotional costs associated with frequent social media use (Kross et al., 2013). Similarly,
Rosenthal 2016 underscored that negative Facebook experiences, especially bullying, were
strongly associated with depression among users, pointing to the emotional risks inherent in
social media interactions (Rosenthal et al., 2016). Further exploring the nuances of social media's
impact, both Shensa (2017) and Marino (2018) closely examined recognized maladaptive use
patterns: problematic social media use (PSMU) and problematic internet and Facebook use (PIU,
PFU), respectively (Marino et al., 2018; Shensa et al., 2017). Shensa (2017) identified a strong
independent association between PSMU and depressive symptoms in young adults, suggesting
that the nature of social media use is a more significant risk factor than the frequency of use [15].
Conversely, Marino (2018) identified positive mental health (PMH) as a protective factor against
PIU and PFU, as well as their negative impact on young adults (Marino et al., 2018). Furthermore,
Jeri-Yabar (2019) explored social media dependency, finding a significant association with
depressive symptoms among sampled university students (Jeri-Yabar et al., 2019).



Khoury (2019) studied a sample of young adults and discovered that those with both smartphone
addiction (SA) and Facebook addiction (FA), assessed via the Mini-International Neuropsychiatric
Interview (MINI), showed a higher incidence of substance abuse, depression, and anxiety
disorders compared to individuals with only SA (Khoury et al., 2019). This emphasizes the adverse
effects and social support dissatisfaction stemming from these addictions. Similarly, lovu (2020)
and Frison (2017) established a connection between social media engagement, specifically on
Facebook and Instagram—and increased depressive symptoms, further evidencing the complex
relationship between social media usage and mental health (Frison & Eggermont, 2017; IOVU et
al., 2020). Negriff (2019) demonstrated that depressive symptoms in mid-adolescence predict
higher social media use in late adolescence, suggesting a bidirectional relationship where
depression can lead to increased social media use, which in turn, may exacerbate depressive
symptoms (Negriff, 2019).

An ecological study from Norway examined a large sample of adolescent students between 1996
and 2021 (Lien et al., 2023). The survey gathered data on self-reported depressive symptoms and
the use of antidepressants and hypnotics. The results demonstrated a significant increase in signs
of depression and the use of antidepressants, hypnotics, and sedatives among this group, with
the sharpest rise occurring between 2006 and 2012. This trend varied over time, notably spiking
after the introduction of social media platforms in Norway. Girls consistently reported higher
levels of depression symptoms compared to boys, highlighting the importance of educating
adolescents about the potential negative effects of excessive social media use on mental well-
being (Lien et al., 2023).

4.3 Unrealistic Standards and Social Comparison

Studies such as those by Shensa (2017) (Shensa et al., 2017) and Marengo (2018) (Marengo et al.,
2018) explored how social media may perpetuate unrealistic standards of beauty and success,
leading to unhealthy social comparisons and decreased self-esteem. Marengo (2018) delves into
the dynamics of social media interaction among adolescents, with a specific focus on Instagram.
This research highlights the pressures young users face to conform to idealized lifestyles and
appearances, contributing to unrealistic standards that can negatively impact self-esteem and
body image. This is further illuminated by Papageorgiou (2022) that examined the influence of
social media on adolescent girls' body image where participants expressed significant concern
about body image, noting that social media exposure led to negative comparisons and increased
appearance-related worries [26]. These comparisons exacerbated anxieties and influenced efforts
to alter appearance and seek validation online.

A study from the US was conducted to explore the complex relationship between Instagram use,
social comparison, number of strangers followed, and depressive symptoms (Lup et al., 2015).
The results demonstrated a small but significant association with increased depressive symptoms



overall, yet a decrease in the depressive symptoms through positive social comparison (Lup et al.,
2015). The impact varies significantly depending on the user's social circle on the platform, those
following fewer strangers experienced positive effects, while those following more strangers
demonstrated increased depressive symptoms. The study highlights that the number of strangers
followed moderates how Instagram use affects depressive symptoms directly and indirectly
through social comparison, with more positive outcomes at lower levels of stranger interaction.
Verrastro (2020) explored the phenomenon of "selfie" culture and its implications for self-esteem
and social comparison among teenagers (Verrastro et al., 2020). The study suggested that the act
of taking and sharing selfies can be linked to an increased propensity for comparing oneself
unfavorably to others. This is particularly relevant in the context of social media, where the
curated presentation of self and life achievements sets a high bar for personal success and beauty,
often leading to feelings of inadequacy among peers. Similarly, Fardouly (2020) demonstrated
that users of YouTube, Instagram, and Snapchat expressed higher concerns about body image and
eating disorders compared to non-users. Interestingly, there were no significant differences in
depressive symptoms or social anxiety between the two groups (Fardouly et al., 2020). The
research emphasized that valuing appearance highly correlated with depressive symptoms, and
comparing appearances was linked to various aspects of mental well-being, with these
associations being more pronounced among girls. This indicates potential gender-specific
differences in appearance-related behaviors and mental health outcomes, further complicating
the impact of social media on young individuals' self-perception.

A study examined the social media's impact on young individuals, with a particular emphasis on
how these platforms facilitate social comparison that can lead to issues like body dissatisfaction
and eating disorders (Vannucci & McCauley Ohannessian, 2019). The study underscored the role
of visual platforms, like Instagram and Snapchat, in perpetuating idealized standards of beauty
and lifestyle, which can exacerbate body image concerns and unhealthy comparisons among
susceptible individuals. Hanna (2017) provided an analysis of social media use and its correlation
with self-esteem and body image issues (Hanna et al., 2017). This research extended the
discussion by pointing out how social media not only serves as a platform for unrealistic
comparisons but also can contribute to a distorted perception of body image norms, encouraging
unhealthy behaviors and attitudes toward body size and shape.

4.4 Risky Behaviors and Compulsive Use

Problematic social media use, characterized by symptoms such as loss of control, tolerance, and
withdrawal, is distinct from frequent but regulated use. Research studies such as Wartberg
(2020) highlighted the potential for problematic social media use, linking it to risky alcohol
consumption, and negatively affected real-world relationships (Wartberg et al., 2020). Azhari
(2022) demonstrated that adolescents with social media disorder have reported fewer sleeping
hours and higher levels of loneliness (Azhari et al., 2022). This study associated the high frequency



of Facebook posting with poorer sleeping outcomes. Oliva (2018) further emphasized the
influence of social media on alcohol consumption, revealing that 6.4% of youths noted Facebook's
role, particularly through alcohol ads (Oliva et al., 2018). Facebook usage correlated with
perceived stress levels, and significant relationships were observed between Facebook usage
patterns, perceived stress, age, gender, and harmful alcohol consumption among university
students, underlining the importance of considering social media in designing mental health
interventions.

The association between suicide and social media was examined by Brailovskaia (2020)
(Brailovskaia et al., 2020). The results identified addictive Facebook to play an important role in
increasing the risk of suicide-related outcomes. Furthermore, the study showed that a positive
mental health state can buffer this increased risk. Social media bullying as WhatsApp on
Facebook was also found to significantly increase the risk of committing a suicidal attempt, as
Khuzwayo (2018) suggested (Khuzwayo et al., 2018). Witnessing self-harm on social media itself
was linked to thoughts of suicide, self-injury, and feeling emotionally distressed in Arendt 2019
(Arendt et al., 2019). Risky alcohol consumption in Tarrifio-Concejero (2022) was studied among
adolescents, investigating its correlation with Instagram use (Tarrifio-Concejero et al., 2023).
Participants reported increased risky drinking due to multiple reasons including alcohol
promotions on the platform and the impact of alcohol-related content shared by other users.

4.5 Cultural Influences on Social Media Use and Mental Health

A key cultural factor influencing social media’s impact on mental health is individualism versus
collectivism (Choi & Kim, 2019; Cui et al., 2022). Research by Gordesli et al. (2024) highlights how
individualistic values shape adolescents’ experiences with social media (Gordesli et al., 2024).
Their study demonstrated that adolescents with higher vertical individualism, emphasizing
personal achievement and competition, were more prone to depression, possibly due to the
pressure to curate a flawless online identity. In contrast, those with horizontal individualism,
which prioritizes autonomy and self-expression, also showed some susceptibility to depression
but to a lesser degree. Interestingly, the study’s findings in Turkey indicate that adolescents who
used social media less and had lower horizontal individualism reported lower levels of depression.
This suggests that a more communal culture, with less emphasis on self-promotion and
comparison, may offer some protective factors against the negative effects of social media.

Cultural perspectives on body image also influence how social media affects mental health
(Merino et al., 2024). In Western societies, where beauty standards are often shaped by highly
edited and idealized imagery, social media platforms have been linked to increased body
dissatisfaction, eating disorders, and low self-esteem, especially among young women. In
contrast, some non-Western cultures place less emphasis on thinness or specific beauty ideals,
potentially reducing the impact of social comparison. However, globalization and social media
exposure have introduced Westernized beauty norms into many cultures, increasing body image



concerns even in traditionally collectivist societies. For example, in South Korea, the rise of K-
beauty culture has led to heightened beauty expectations, with social media reinforcing cosmetic
surgery trends and filtered online appearances (Suh, 2024). Conversely, in certain African
cultures, curvier body types are often more culturally accepted (Balogun-Mwangi et al., 2023),
which may offer some resilience against Western-driven beauty standards, although social media
is gradually altering these perceptions.

It is therefore crucial to consider cultural context, especially individualistic values, when creating
interventions to help with the mental health impacts of social media. Rather than focusing solely
on limiting screen time, interventions need to also understand how cultural beliefs influence how
adolescents interact with online platforms. By integrating cultural and socioeconomic
perspectives, mental health professionals and policymakers can create more effective, context-
specific interventions to mitigate social media’s negative effects while maximizing its potential for
positive social support.

5. Discussion

This narrative review synthesized evidence on how social media use relates to mental health and
wellbeing in adolescents and young adults. Rather than treating social media as uniformly
harmful or beneficial, the reviewed literature points to a pattern of conditional effects: outcomes
depend on developmental stage, individual vulnerabilities, forms of engagement, and social
context. The central contribution of this review is to organize a heterogeneous body of findings
into a set of interacting pathways that help explain why social media functions as a “double-
edged” environment for youth mental health.

5.1 Dual pathways: connection and risk

Across countries and cultural settings, social media platforms appear to serve as infrastructures
for social connection (R. Zhang, 2017). Many studies converge on the idea that online
communities can strengthen belongingness, peer support, and identity exploration, particularly
for young people who experience marginalization offline. For adolescents and young adults
navigating identity formation, access to niche communities and mental health discourse can
reduce stigma, normalize help-seeking, and provide informational and emotional resources.
These processes are consistent with uses-and-gratifications perspectives, in which social media
functions as a tool for affiliation, validation, and self-expression.

At the same time, intensive or dysregulated use is repeatedly associated with elevated symptoms
of anxiety, depression, loneliness, and body dissatisfaction (Ahmad & Murad, 2020; Azhari et al.,
2022). Further compounding these concerns, studies such as Marengo (2018) (Marengo et al.,
2018), within our review draw attention to the pervasive culture of social comparison and the
pursuit of unrealistic standards fueled by social media. Importantly, the evidence reviewed does



not support a simple unidirectional model. Instead, many findings are consistent with reciprocal
processes: young people with pre-existing distress may be drawn to heavier or more maladaptive
use, which can in turn reinforce negative affect through social comparison, rumination,
cybervictimization, or sleep disruption. This feedback-loop model helps reconcile inconsistent
effect sizes across studies and underscores that risk is concentrated in specific patterns of
engagement rather than in social media use per se.

Risk pathways extend beyond internalizing symptoms. Associations with disrupted sleep, alcohol
use, and other risk behaviors suggest that compulsive engagement can spill over into health-
related domains (Wartberg et al., 2020). From a clinical and public health perspective,
problematic social media use may function as a behavioral amplifier, intensifying existing
vulnerabilities rather than acting as an isolated causal agent (Al-Marzoogqi et al., 2024).

5.2 Integrating theory: a susceptibility framework

The findings are best interpreted within a susceptibility framework that emphasizes person x
context x media interactions (Feng et al., 2025). The Differential Susceptibility to Media Effects
Model (DSMM) provides a useful scaffold by proposing that media effects are conditional on
dispositional, developmental, and social factors. Within this structure, several established
theories illuminate specific mechanisms.

Social Comparison Theory explains how exposure to curated and idealized portrayals can distort
self-evaluation, particularly in visually oriented environments. Adolescents and emerging
adults—developmental periods characterized by heightened peer salience and identity work—
may be especially sensitive to appearance-based and status-based comparisons (Jin et al., 2024;
Wang et al., 2017).

Uses and Gratifications Theory helps explain why the same platforms can produce protective
effects. Young people often use social media deliberately to seek support, experiment with
identity, and maintain social ties (Falgoust et al., 2022). When engagement is active and relational
rather than passive and evaluative, outcomes tend to be more positive.

Cognitive—behavioral perspectives highlight how reinforcement loops, attentional biases, and
maladaptive cognitions can sustain problematic use (Zhou et al., 2021). Repeated exposure to
negative content, cyberbullying, or self-harm imagery may strengthen cognitive distortions and
emotional dysregulation in vulnerable users.

Taken together, these perspectives suggest that social media is not a single exposure but an
ecosystem of affordances. Mental health outcomes emerge from how individuals navigate that
ecosystem, shaped by developmental tasks, personality traits, and social environments.

5.3 Developmental and demographic variation



A key theme in the literature is heterogeneity. Adolescents, emerging adults, and young adults do
not engage with social media in identical ways, nor do they face identical developmental
pressures. Adolescence is closely tied to peer evaluation and body image formation; emerging
adulthood emphasizes identity exploration and autonomy; later young adulthood involves role
consolidation and relational stability. These shifting tasks likely moderate how online feedback is
interpreted and internalized.

Gender-related patterns also recur across studies. Several key studies (Fardouly et al., 2020; Haj
Hussain et al., 2025; Lup et al., 2015; Marengo et al., 2018; Papageorgiou et al., 2022) highlight
disparities in body image concerns, anxiety, depression, and risky behaviors, revealing that girls
and young women are disproportionately affected by social comparison and appearance-related
stress, while boys and young men tend to engage in problematic behaviors linked to social media
in different ways. Studies consistently show that girls and young women experience greater body
image concerns and engage more frequently in social comparison, particularly on highly visual
platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat (Fardouly et al., 2020; Lup et al., 2015; Marengo et al.,
2018; Papageorgiou et al., 2022; Verrastro et al., 2020). This heightened sensitivity to appearance-
related stress is driven by societal pressures that reinforce unattainable beauty standards, leading
to increased self-objectification and dissatisfaction with physical appearance. Additionally, girls
and young women are more likely to experience anxiety and depression linked to social media
use, a trend attributed to passive engagement patterns such as scrolling without interaction,
cyberbullying, and greater emotional investment in online relationships(Frison & Eggermont,
2017; Khodarahimi & Fathi, 2017; Kross et al., 2013; Negriff, 2019; Rosenthal et al., 2016; Shensa
et al., 2017; Thorisdottir et al., 2019). In contrast, boys and young men demonstrate a lower
prevalence of body image distress but are more likely to exhibit problematic behaviors associated
with social media, such as excessive screen time, compulsive gaming, and engagement in risky
substance use linked to online interactions (Azhari et al., 2022; Brailovskaia et al., 2020; Khoury
etal., 2019; Oliva et al., 2018; Tarrifio-Concejero et al., 2023; Wartberg et al., 2020). Furthermore,
compulsive social media use has been shown to disproportionately affect girls in terms of sleep
disturbances and emotional distress, whereas males are more likely to develop maladaptive
coping mechanisms through substance use and excessive online activity. These findings
underscore the necessity for gender-sensitive interventions that address the distinct ways in
which boys and girls engage with and are affected by social media. Targeted strategies, such as
promoting digital literacy and critical engagement with online content for girls and young women
and addressing problematic online behaviors and substance use among males, may help mitigate
the negative psychological impact of social media and foster healthier digital interactions.

Individual differences in psychological and personality traits play a significant role in determining
how social media use affect mental health. For instance, individuals with low self-esteem may be
more vulnerable to the negative effects of social comparison on platforms like Instagram, where



idealized images can exacerbate feelings of inadequacy (Fardouly et al., 2018; Marengo et al.,
2018). Similarly, those with high levels of impulsivity may be more prone to developing
problematic social media use patterns, as they are more likely to engage in compulsive scrolling
or posting without considering the long-term consequences (Khoury et al., 2019; Wartberg et al.,
2020). On the other hand, individuals with higher levels of resilience may be better equipped to
navigate the challenges of social media, using these platforms in ways that enhance their well-
being rather than undermine it (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2018; Marino et al., 2018). For example,
resilient individuals may be more likely to seek out supportive communities online or use social
media as a tool for self-expression and connection, rather than as a source of validation.

Equally as important of a factor is the type of content consumption in itself as it plays a crucial
role in shaping its impact on mental health, with different forms of engagement leading to varied
psychological outcomes. Studies suggest that passive content consumption, such as scrolling
through idealized images on Instagram or viewing influencer-driven content, is strongly
associated with increased social comparison, body dissatisfaction, and depressive symptoms,
particularly among female users (Fardouly et al., 2020; Lup et al., 2015; Marengo et al., 2018;
Papageorgiou et al.,, 2022; Verrastro et al., 2020). This is because highly visual platforms
encourage users to engage with curated and often unrealistic portrayals of success, beauty, and
lifestyle, fostering feelings of inadequacy and low self-esteem. On the other hand, active content
engagement, such as creating and sharing content or interacting with supportive communities,
has been linked to more positive mental health outcomes, offering a sense of self-expression,
validation, and social support (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2018; Robinson et al., 2015; R. Zhang,
2017). Studies indicate that when individuals use social media to engage in discussions about
mental health or access online support networks, they are more likely to experience reduced
feelings of isolation and an improved sense of well-being.

However, not all forms of engagement yield positive effects. Compulsive or problematic content
consumption, such as excessive exposure to distressing news, cyberbullying, or self-harm-related
content, has been associated with heightened anxiety, depressive symptoms, and increased risk
of suicidal ideation (Arendt et al., 2019; Brailovskaia et al., 2020; Rosenthal et al., 2016). Exposure
to self-harm imagery or suicide-related content on platforms like Instagram has been found to
significantly increase distress levels, particularly among vulnerable adolescents, emphasizing the
need for better content moderation policies. Similarly, alcohol- and substance-related content on
social media has been linked to risky behaviors, with studies showing that adolescents exposed
to alcohol promotions or peer-generated content related to drinking are more likely to engage in
harmful consumption patterns (Oliva et al., 2018; Tarrifio-Concejero et al., 2023).

5.4 Algorithmic environments

Algorithmic curation likely intensifies these dynamics by selectively amplifying emotionally salient
material (Negriff, 2019; Thorisdottir et al., 2019). For vulnerable users, recommender systems
may inadvertently reinforce cycles of negative exposure, contributing to maintenance of distress.



At the same time, algorithmic systems can also facilitate access to supportive resources. The
mental health impact of algorithms therefore depends on governance, moderation, and user
literacy, highlighting an emerging interface between psychology, platform design, and policy
(Robinson et al., 2015; Rus & Tiemensma, 2018).

5.5 Moderating and protective factors

Protective factors operate at multiple levels. For adolescents, parental mediation, school-based
digital literacy, and peer norms shape online behavior. Effective mediation extends beyond
restriction toward guided co-use and critical discussion, helping young people build digital
competence (Y. Zhang, 2023). For young adults, whose online lives are less parent-regulated, self-
regulation strategies, identity-supportive communities, and coping skills become more salient.

Digital literacy emerges as a cross-cutting moderator. Young people who can critically evaluate
content, manage exposure, and reflect on their own usage patterns appear better able to extract
benefits while limiting harm. This suggests that educational and preventive efforts should
emphasize skills, not only restrictions (Harris & Jacobs, 2023).

5.6 Limitations of the present review

This study has limitations inherent to narrative reviews. Although we employed a structured
search strategy, study selection and synthesis involve interpretive judgment and may be
vulnerable to selection bias. The included literature is methodologically heterogeneous, with a
dominance of cross-sectional designs that constrain causal inference. The broad age range (10—
40 years) increases conceptual coverage but introduces heterogeneity that may limit direct
comparability across developmental stages. Finally, rapid platform evolution means that findings
may age quickly as digital environments change.

5.7 Literature Gap and Future Research Directions

The findings from this literature review highlight several critical avenues for future research in the
realm of social media and mental health. There is a pressing need for longitudinal studies that
can more definitively ascertain causal relationships between social media use and mental health
outcomes. Such designs are especially valuable as they can help clarify whether observed
associations are causal or shaped by pre-existing vulnerabilities, and can track the dynamics of
these relationships over time. Such studies would offer deeper insights into how long-term
engagement with social media platforms impacts the psychological well-being of individuals
across different life stages. Furthermore, daily diary and ecological momentary assessment
studies are needed to capture day-to-day fluctuations and near-real-time associations, allowing
for the distinction between within-person and between-person effects. Additionally, research
should explore the moderating effects of individual differences, such as personality traits,
resilience factors, and pre-existing mental health conditions, on the relationship between social



media use and mental health. This would enable a more personalized understanding of risk and
protective factors.

Furthermore, there is a critical need for intervention-based studies to assess the effectiveness of
strategies aimed at fostering healthier social media habits (Kruzan et al., 2022). These include
actionable strategies that promote healthier engagement with social media such as mindfulness-
based interventions and tools for managing online exposure. Research has shown that stress is
closely linked to cognitive function (Alhaj et al., 2008, 2012), underscoring the importance of
addressing the psychological impact of social media use. Enhancing digital literacy among
adolescents is essential, as it empowers them to engage with social media more safely and
critically. Studies indicate that young people already utilize strategies such as content filtering,
taking breaks, and cognitive reframing to mitigate the negative effects of social media, reflecting
a high level of media literacy (Samari et al., 2022). A systematic review by Wright et al. found that
digital intervention tools—such as mobile apps and web-based programs designed for youth aged
10-18 years—show small but promising effects in improving well-being and alleviating anxiety
among adolescents (Wright et al., 2023). Additionally, parental mediation is widely recognized as
one of the most effective approaches for mitigating online risks faced by young people. A
systematic review by Sevilla-Fernandez et al. (2025) analyzed six studies examining the
relationship between parental mediation strategies, including restrictive and enabling mediation,
and social network risks on youth health (Sevilla-Fernandez et al., 2025). The review concluded
that restrictive mediation effectively reduces social media fatigue, fear of missing out (FoMO),
and social network addiction in childhood. However, the review also linked this approach to
increased mental health issues in adolescence, particularly Social Media Disorder and heightened
FoMO. Findings on enabling mediation were inconsistent; while the review associated it with a
higher risk of social media addiction and fatigue, another study suggested it could lower these
risks. Despite these mixed results, the evidence underscores the significant impact parental
mediation strategies can have on adolescent mental health, highlighting the need for further
research to determine the most effective approaches.

A more granular analysis of specific content types within social media could enhance our
understanding of its differential impact on mental health. For instance, exposure to health
misinformation may contribute to increased anxiety, distrust in medical professionals, and
engagement in harmful self-treatment practices. Similarly, content related to self-harm—
particularly in unregulated spaces—can normalize or even encourage maladaptive behaviors,
increasing the risk for vulnerable individuals. On the other hand, celebratory and supportive
online communities can foster resilience, provide emotional validation, and serve as protective
factors against psychological distress. In contrast, toxic online communities, characterized by
cyberbullying, social exclusion, and reinforcement of negative beliefs, may exacerbate symptoms
of depression and anxiety. Future research should focus on distinguishing the psychological
effects of these different content types and exploring targeted moderation strategies to minimize
harm while promoting positive online interactions. Such insights could inform evidence-based
interventions aimed at safeguarding the mental well-being of at-risk users.



By addressing these gaps in the literature, future research can significantly advance our
understanding of the complex dynamics between social media and mental health, leading to
more effective approaches for leveraging social media as a force for good in individuals' lives.

6. Conclusion

The review ascertains the paradoxical influence of social media on mental health amongst
adolescents and young adults, noting both positive aspects, like increased interactions and self-
presentation, and negative aspects, such as anxiety, depression and exposure to harmful content.
Stricter moderation of social media content and promotion of digital literacy are the
recommended solutions to these problems, while parents should regulate the amount of time
their children spend on various devices and display healthy lifestyle practices. Media literacy must
be integrated into children's education so that students learn how to use social media positively.
For young adults, interventions could focus on fostering identity exploration through positive
online communities and teaching mindful usage habits.

In conclusion, constructive social media engagement entails conscious effort and meaningful
offline interactions that promote healthy social behavior. To ensure social media platforms aid
rather than harm mental health, there needs to be more focus on promoting mindful and
balanced social media engagement. Future research should prioritize longitudinal and
intervention-based designs to better establish causality and test effective strategies for harm
reduction.
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