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Abstract:
Social media has become an important part of everyday life, changing how people communicate, share

information, and form relationships. This review paper examines the impact of social media on mental health by
summarizing findings from recent studies. On one hand, social media can offer positive benefits such as improved
connectivity, social support, and access to mental health resources. Many users find online communities helpful
in sharing their experiences and receiving emotional support, which can reduce feelings of isolation. On the other
hand, research shows that excessive use of social media may lead to negative outcomes. Frequent exposure to

idealized images and success stories on these platforms can create unrealistic expectations, resulting in increased
anxiety, depression, and lower self-esteem. The constant comparison with others, along with experiences of
cyberbullying and online harassment, further contributes to mental health challenges. Studies indicate that these
negative effects are particularly strong among adolescents and young adults, who are heavy users of social media.
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1. Introduction

The new advantages of social media, especially the convenience and the wide access to information, come at the
cost of numerous psychological and social issues. The public discourse surrounding the concern of mental health,
especially in the context of social media, has exponentially increased and evolved (Pew Research Center, 2025).
Global awareness for anxiety, depression, loneliness, and stress has grown considerably and as a result, social
media has come under scrutiny for its psychological and emotional impact. Millions now spend their time
scrolling, posting, liking, and comparing themselves to others and engaging in other forms (Fassi, et al., 2025).
The emotional toll of social media engagement has raised concern, especially with organizations as influential as
WHO that has declared mental health as a crucial component of health (WHO, 2024).

The purpose of this paper is to review and integrate the findings of prior studies regarding the role of social media
and its influence on one’s mental health. The paper analyzes the benefits of social media such as the availability
of supportive networks and mental health resources and the detrimental effects of social media, which include the
increased chances of depression, anxiety, cyberbullying, and diminished self-worth (Shannon et. al., 2022). While
some individuals appreciate the sense of belonging and the support provided to them, others suffer isolation,
online bullying, and an extensive feeling of inadequacy (Agyapong-Opoku et. al., 2025). The emotional
consequences of social media use are not homogeneous; they differ based on the circumstances of use, the
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duration of use, and the user’s identity. The paper will specifically focus on adolescents and young adults, as they
constitute the largest fraction of active social media users and are undergoing important developmental phases.

Research Questions:

1. What are the positive and negative impacts of social media on mental health?
2. Which demographic groups are most affected by the mental health implications of social media use?

Addressing the above questions, this paper facilitates a comprehensive discussion on the intricate relationship
between social media and mental health. It highlights both the positive and negative dimensions of this
association, emphasizing how digital platforms influence psychological well-being, social interactions, and
emotional resilience. To establish a balanced perspective, the discussion is grounded in an extensive body of
scholarly work, drawing upon the following literature reviews that provide critical insights into the complexities
of this evolving field.

2. Literature Review

Over the past decade, scholars from psychology, psychiatry, media studies, and communication have devoted
considerable attention to the relationship between social media use and mental health. This focus is unsurprising
given that more than 90% of young adults report using at least one social media platform (Pew Research Center,
2022). Initial studies concentrated on the addictive nature of screen time, describing patterns of compulsive use
and dependency (Kuss & Griffiths, 2015). However, the research agenda soon expanded to explore a wider range
of outcomes, acknowledging that the effects of social media are shaped not only by how much time individuals
spend online but also by the nature of their engagement. Both cross-sectional and longitudinal studies consistently
associate problematic or excessive use with heightened risks of depression, anxiety, and disrupted sleep (Lin et
al., 2016; Primack et al., 2017). Specific mechanisms, such as cyberbullying, validation-seeking, and upward
social comparison, have been identified as key pathways through which digital activity may harm psychological
well-being (Frison & Eggermont, 2016; Pantic, 2014; Sampasa-Kanyinga & Lewis, 2015). Broader population-
level analyses add further weight to these concerns, documenting links between extended digital engagement and
rising rates of internalizing symptoms among adolescents (Kelly et al., 2018; Twenge et al., 2018).
Complementing these findings, experimental evidence shows that reducing time spent on social media—
particularly passive, scroll-based use—can improve mood and lessen feelings of loneliness in the short term (Hunt
et al., 2018; Verduyn et al., 2017). Yet the overall picture is far more complex than a straightforward story of
harm. Recent meta-analyses and large-scale studies suggest that the average impact of social media on well-being
is relatively small and highly dependent on individual differences and usage patterns (Seabrook et al., 2016;
Valkenburg et al., 2022). Evidence from qualitative and clinical research also underscores the benefits of online
communities, particularly for those who find social connection and emotional support through digital networks
(Naslund et al., 2016; Burke & Kraut, 2016; Best et al., 2014). Indeed, social media can provide spaces of
belonging, identity exploration, and recovery for people managing mental health challenges. Furthermore, a
number of longitudinal studies have demonstrated that the association between social media use and
psychological outcomes is not consistent, with effects frequently appearing mixed or insignificant when
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individual trajectories and confounding variables are taken into consideration (Coyne et al., 2020). When
considered collectively, this increasing amount of data indicates that social media is neither intrinsically bad nor
always advantageous. Rather, its impact on mental health is complex and situation-specific, influenced by how,
by whom, and under what conditions platforms are used.

3. Positive Impacts of Social Media on Mental Health

An increasing amount of research shows that social media can promote mental health when used carefully, despite
the fact that the majority of public debate about it concentrates on its dangers. Social media can serve as a valuable
platform for community, education, and connection rather than just being a cause of distress. These platforms
provide opportunities for emotional expression, mutual support, and access to mental health resources that may
otherwise be unattainable for many people, especially those who feel alone or isolated.

3.1 Enhanced Connectivity and Communication: One of the most prominent advantages of social media is that
it allows the creation and sustaining of social relationships. Through social media sites like Facebook, Instagram,
and WhatsApp, people may stay in touch with distant friends and family, renew old friendships, or even meet new
people who have similar interests or life experiences. It's possible that the conversations can help people who are
lonely, which is a risk factor for poor mental health, feel less alone and more connected.(Primack et al., 2017).

Moreover, social media often serves as a gentler space for initiating interactions, especially for those who
experience social anxiety or tend to be more introverted. Research by Manago et al. (2012) found that many young
adults reported a greater sense of perceived social support through their online interactions, which in turn
contributed positively to their emotional well-being. The flexibility and lower social pressure of digital
communication allow individuals to engage at their own pace, reducing barriers to social connection.

3.2 Social Support and Online Communities: Another powerful benefit of social media is the formation of
online communities that provide emotional and practical support. Platforms like Reddit, Facebook Groups, and
even YouTube comments host vibrant peer-led discussions on a range of mental health challenges—from anxiety
and depression to bipolar disorder and trauma. These virtual spaces allow people to share their stories, seek advice,
and offer empathy, often creating a sense of solidarity and shared understanding.

The supportive nature of these communities can have tangible psychological benefits. According to Naslund et
al. (2016), individuals living with serious mental health conditions who engaged in online peer support reported
feeling less stigmatized, more hopeful, and better equipped to manage their symptoms. The anonymity and
perceived safety of these forums often make it easier for users to open up without fear of judgment. Additionally,
responses from others with lived experience provide comfort and reassurance, reinforcing the idea that no one is
alone in their struggles. Oh et al. (2014) also noted that such peer support can serve as a buffer against stress,
reducing psychological distress over time.

3.3 Access to Mental Health Resources and Awareness: In recent years, social media has emerged as a vital
platform for spreading awareness and education around mental health. A wide range of mental health
professionals, advocates, and organizations use social media channels to share credible information, coping tools,
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and messages of support. From short videos on cognitive-behavioral strategies to infographic posts on anxiety
management, platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Twitter have made mental health content more accessible
than ever.

These digital resources help normalize mental health conversations and enable users to recognize symptoms,
develop coping strategies, and learn when to seek professional help. Scherr and Brunet (2017) observed that such
educational efforts not only promote mental health literacy but can also encourage proactive self-care.

Importantly, some platforms have taken proactive steps to support users in crisis. Features on Instagram and
Facebook now allow users to report posts indicating emotional distress, triggering wellness checks or connecting
individuals to emergency services. During the COVID-19 pandemic, social media also played a critical role in
the public health response. Gao et al. (2020) found that users who followed mental health-related accounts were
more likely to engage in adaptive coping behaviors, underscoring the value of timely and accurate digital
communication during times of crisis.

3.4 Empowerment and Mental Health Advocacy: Beyond personal use, social media has evolved into a
powerful platform for advocacy and empowerment. Hashtags such as #Mental Health Awareness, #End The
Stigma, and #Self Care have brought mental health conversations into the mainstream, helping reduce stigma and
broaden public understanding. Users frequently share personal narratives—stories of resilience, recovery, and
everyday struggles—not only to process their own experiences but to support and inspire others.

These narratives often serve a dual function: offering catharsis for the individual while promoting collective
healing. Research by Vraga and Bode (2017) shows that health-related advocacy messages on social media can
shift public attitudes and encourage help-seeking behaviors among viewers.

For marginalized groups social media can be a source of validation and safety. Online spaces allow users to
explore identity, connect with affirming communities, and receive support without fear of discrimination or
exclusion. According to Craig et al. (2015), such digital affirmations are linked to better mental health outcomes,
especially in environments where offline support may be limited or unsafe.

4. Negative Impacts of Social Media on Mental Health

While social media platforms offer opportunities for connection, learning, and self-expression, an increasing body
of research underscores their potential to contribute to psychological distress—especially when usage becomes
excessive, emotionally charged, or centered on comparison. Among adolescents and young adults in particular,
the risks are amplified, given their developmental sensitivity to peer influence, identity formation, and emotional
regulation. From lowered self-esteem to increased anxiety and social withdrawal, the negative psychological
impacts of social media deserve careful attention.

4.1 Idealized Imagery and Unrealistic Expectations: One of the most commonly cited concerns about social
media relates to the prevalence of highly curated and often idealized content. Platforms such as Instagram and
TikTok are filled with filtered images portraying seemingly perfect lives, bodies, relationships, and successes.
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While such content can be aspirational, it often promotes unattainable standards, especially for young users who
are still developing a stable sense of self.

Fardouly et al. (2015) demonstrated that exposure to appearance-focused images online significantly increased
body dissatisfaction, particularly among young women. Similarly, Cohen and Blaszczynski (2015) found that
users who frequently compare themselves to these idealized portrayals reported more intense feelings of
inadequacy and self-doubt. The repetitive exposure to “perfect” moments—often carefully selected and edited—
can skew an individual's perception of what is normal or achievable, decreasing self-worth and contributing to
mental health challenges.

4.2 Social Comparison and Emotional Strain: The tendency to compare oneself to others is a natural
psychological process, but social media has amplified its intensity and frequency. As individuals scroll through
others' life highlights—be it career milestones, vacations, or social events—they may unconsciously engage in
upward comparisons, which often lead to feelings of envy, frustration, or inferiority.

Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) provides a useful lens for understanding these dynamics.Vogel et al.
(2014) and Appel et al. (2016) found that increased time on platforms like Facebook was associated with greater
social comparison and lower self-esteem. Importantly, the content viewed is often highly selective—people tend
to share their best moments rather than everyday struggles. These incomplete glimpses can distort users’
perceptions and contribute to negative emotions, including anxiety and sadness.

4.3 Cyberbullying and Digital Harassment: While the internet enables broad social interaction, it has also
opened new avenues for bullying and harassment. Unlike traditional bullying, which is limited by time and place,
cyberbullying can occur at any hour and often takes place in public or anonymous settings. This constant
accessibility makes it difficult for victims to find relief or escape.

Adolescents are especially vulnerable to online harassment, with research suggesting that a significant percentage
have experienced some form of digital abuse (Anderson, 2018). The forms it takes—ranging from exclusion and
rumor-spreading to threats and humiliation—can be deeply traumatic. Patchin and Hinduja (2010) noted that
victims of cyberbullying are more likely to experience depression, anxiety, and even suicidal ideation.

4.4 Compulsive Use and Behavioral Addiction: Many social media platforms are intentionally designed to
maximize engagement. Features like infinite scroll, push notifications, and intermittent rewards (such as likes or
comments) stimulate the brain’s reward system and can foster compulsive use. What starts as a casual check-in
can quickly evolve into hours of mindless scrolling.

Andreassen et al. (2015) have identified patterns of behavioral addiction associated with social media, linking
them to increased stress, sleep disturbances, and symptoms of anxiety and depression. Frequent checking, the
inability to disconnect, and the fear of missing out (FOMO) are common markers of problematic use (Elhai et al.,
2017). These behaviors can worsen the impact on mental health by taking the place of more healing activities
such as exercise, sleep, or face-to-face social connection.
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4.5 Anxiety, Depression, and Emotional Disconnection: Despite being designed to connect people, social media
can paradoxically intensify feelings of loneliness and disconnection, particularly when engagement is passive.
Scrolling through others' content without interacting can leave users feeling left out or invisible. Twenge et al.
(2018) found a strong correlation between time spent on digital devices and elevated rates of depressive
symptoms, suicidal ideation, and poor sleep among adolescents. Their research indicated that the more time young
people spent online, the more likely they were to report emotional distress.

4.6 Disrupted Sleep and Cognitive Fatigue: Late-night social media use has become increasingly common, but
it can significantly disrupt sleep cycles. The blue light emitted from screens interferes with the body’s production
of melatonin, a hormone critical for initiating sleep (Levenson et al., 2017). Moreover, the emotionally stimulating
content often found online—whether distressing news, personal drama, or heated debates—can delay sleep onset
and reduce its quality.

Poor sleep is closely tied to mood disorders such as depression and anxiety. For adolescents in particular, the
combination of sleep deprivation and emotional stress can impair cognitive functions like concentration, memory,
and decision-making (Scott et al., 2019). These consequences can have a cascading effect, reducing academic
performance and increasing emotional reactivity.

4.7 Fear of Missing Out (FOMO): The fear of missing out, or FOMO, is another psychological burden closely
associated with social media use. It reflects the anxiety that others are enjoying rewarding experiences that one is
not part of—and it is often triggered by viewing posts about events, accomplishments, or social gatherings.

Przybylski et al. (2013) found that individuals who experience higher levels of FOMO tend to report lower life
satisfaction, more frequent negative moods, and a compulsive need to check social media. This pattern can create
a feedback loop: the more users feel excluded, the more they engage with social media to "stay connected," which
can in turn amplify comparison and dissatisfaction. Ultimately, FOMO may erode the ability to appreciate one’s
own experiences, fostering chronic restlessness and unease.

5. Vulnerable Populations and Demographic Trends

While social media affects users across all age groups and backgrounds, its psychological impact is not distributed
evenly. Certain populations are more susceptible to its negative consequences due to developmental, social, or
mental health-related vulnerabilities..

5.1 Adolescents and Young Adults: Adolescents and young adults are often at the center of discussions around
social media and mental health—for good reason. This age group not only comprises some of the most active
users but is also navigating a delicate life stage filled with emotional development, identity formation, and
heightened peer influence. When combined with near-constant digital exposure, these factors can make young
people especially vulnerable to anxiety, depression, body image concerns, and cyberbullying.

Recent data from the Pew Research Center (2022) reveals that over 95% of U.S. teenagers use social media, with
nearly half stating they are online "almost constantly." Such high engagement has been linked to an alarming rise
in depressive symptoms and suicidal ideation—particularly among girls—since the early 2010s (Twenge et al.,
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2018). These patterns are not just statistical; they reflect real-world emotional struggles young people face every
day online.

A systematic review by Keles et al. (2020) further underscores these concerns, finding that more frequent social
media use among adolescents correlates with higher levels of anxiety and depression. Importantly, it’s not just
the time spent online that matters, but the nature of that engagement. Passive scrolling, exposure to negative
content, and unmoderated interactions often intensify psychological distress.

5.2 Gender Differences: Gender influences not just how people use social media, but also how they are affected
by it emotionally. Adolescent girls, in particular, are more likely to experience negative mental health outcomes
related to social comparison, body dissatisfaction, and online harassment (Fardouly et al., 2015; Nesi &
Prinstein, 2015).

Girls are typically more active on visually oriented platforms like Instagram and Snapchat, where curated images
and idealized beauty standards dominate. This constant exposure can lead to internalized self-criticism and
diminished self-worth. Kelly et al. (2018) found that teenage girls who spent more than three hours per day on
social media reported significantly higher rates of depressive symptoms compared to boys.

Meanwhile, boys often gravitate toward gaming and entertainment content, which brings its own risks—such as
online aggression or excessive screen time—but the emotional fallout may not manifest as acutely or internally
as it often does for girls (Kircaburun & Griffiths, 2018). This difference suggests that interventions may need to
be gender-sensitive, focusing not just on screen time, but on the content and context of usage.

5.3 Individuals with Pre-existing Mental Health Conditions: People already coping with mental health
challenges may find social media to be a double-edged sword. While it can offer community and understanding,
it can also worsen symptoms through mechanisms like social comparison, cyberbullying, or over-reliance on
digital validation. Frison and Eggermont (2016) found that co-rumination, or discussing problems on social
media without looking for answers, was more common among teenagers with depressed tendencies, and it
frequently made their mood worse. Similarly, individuals with social anxiety might turn to social media for
comfort, only to experience deeper feelings of disconnection if their interactions lack authenticity (Caplan, 2007).

Validation-seeking behavior is another concern. Users with low self-esteem may depend heavily on likes, shares,
or comments for a sense of worth. When these are absent or negative, it can intensify feelings of rejection and
inadequacy, turning social media from a potential support system into a trigger for emotional decline.

5.4 Socioeconomic and Cultural Factors: Socioeconomic background also plays a crucial role in shaping digital
experiences. Young people from lower-income households often face greater challenges, including limited access
to digital literacy education, fewer mental health resources, and increased exposure to harmful online content
(Odgers, 2016). These disparities can lead to unhealthy patterns of social media use and reduced capacity for

coping.
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Cultural differences further influence how social media affects mental wellbeing. In collectivist societies, for
instance, social media interactions may be tied closely to group identity and family reputation, creating unique
pressures around conformity and online behavior. In contrast, individualist cultures may foster perfectionism and
pressure to stand out, which can lead to anxiety, comparison fatigue, and self-worth issues (Cheng et al., 2020).

6. Conclusion

The relationship between social media and mental health is both complex and deeply consequential. While
platforms can foster connection, provide access to resources, and amplify voices for advocacy, they also introduce
risks such as social comparison, cyberbullying, compulsive use, and disrupted sleep—all of which
disproportionately affect adolescents, young women, and those with pre-existing vulnerabilities (Twenge et al.,
2018; Keles et al., 2020). These divergent outcomes highlight that social media is neither inherently harmful nor
universally beneficial; its impact depends heavily on context, usage patterns, and individual resilience factors
(Naslund et al., 2016; Pantic, 2014). Moving forward, a coordinated response is essential. Policymakers,
educators, parents, clinicians, and technology developers must work together to promote digital literacy, safeguard
vulnerable populations, and encourage healthier online practices. Continued research, particularly in diverse
cultural contexts, will be critical to shaping interventions that balance the benefits of digital connection with the
protection of psychological well-being.
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