B - . -
A— Peta International Journal of Peta Research Publication

Social Science and Humanity
PIJSSH

www.PIJSSh.peta-research.com Online ISSN 2830-540X

The Impact of Social Media on Youth Mental Health: Challenges and
Opportunities

Liang Jing!, He Chunbo?
"Network and Education Technology Center, Dezhou University,

2School of Pharmacy, Dezhou University

1058410044@qq.com ; hechb@dzu.edu.cn

Abstract

This study explores the multifaceted relationship between social media usage and youth mental

health. With the rapid integration of digital platforms into daily life, concerns regarding

psychological well-being among young people have grown. The paper highlights the dual role of]
social media: as a facilitator of social connection, self-expression, and learning, but also as a
potential source of anxiety, depression, and social comparison. By reviewing existing literature,
examining recent studies, and analyzing case data, this paper aims to identify both the risks and
opportunities posed by social media. The research problem centers on understanding how
excessive and unregulated use affects mental health outcomes, while the objective is to propose
strategies for fostering healthier digital engagement. Findings emphasize the need for balanced

policy frameworks, digital literacy education, and parental/peer support to mitigate adverse effects.
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1. Introduction

The rise of social media has transformed the way individuals interact, communicate, and access
information. For youth in particular, platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and Twitter
have become integral parts of daily life, shaping not only social interactions but also self-
perceptions and mental well-being. The widespread accessibility of mobile devices has further
intensified this trend, creating an environment where constant connectivity is the norm. While
social media has enabled unprecedented opportunities for youth to build communities, share ideas,
and access educational resources, it has also raised significant concerns about its impact on
psychological health. Studies reveal alarming patterns of social comparison, cyberbullying, sleep
disturbances, and addictive behaviors linked to excessive use of digital platforms (Twenge &
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Campbell, 2018). These issues underscore the broader problem of mental health challenges among
youth—a demographic already vulnerable due to developmental transitions and social pressures.
The research problem arises from the need to understand how prolonged and unregulated use of
social media influences mental health outcomes such as depression, anxiety, loneliness, and self-
esteem. The objectives of this research are twofold: (1) to explore the adverse effects of social
media on youth mental health, and (2) to identify potential benefits and strategies that can promote
healthier digital engagement. Theoretical frameworks such as social comparison theory (Festinger,
1954) and the displacement hypothesis (Kraut et al., 1998) provide useful lenses for examining
these dynamics. Social comparison theory explains how exposure to curated online content may
lead youth to measure their self-worth against unrealistic standards. Meanwhile, the displacement
hypothesis suggests that online interactions may reduce the quality and quantity of face-to-face
interactions, potentially diminishing psychological well-being. On the other hand, uses and
gratifications theory emphasizes that social media also fulfills needs for belonging, identity
formation, and self-expression (Katz et al., 1973). This duality demonstrates that social media
cannot be regarded as solely harmful or beneficial—it is context-dependent.
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Figure 1. The conceptual relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes,
emphasizing the dual nature of risks and opportunities.

2. Literature Review

The literature on social media and mental health has grown significantly in recent years. Early
research focused on the internet’s general effects on psychological well-being, with mixed findings
on whether it increased isolation or promoted social connection (Kraut et al., 1998). With the
emergence of Web 2.0 and interactive platforms, studies have shifted to examining how specific
patterns of social media use—such as active versus passive engagement—affect users’ mental
states (Verduyn et al., 2015). While active use, characterized by messaging and content creation,
is often linked to positive outcomes, passive consumption tends to correlate with envy and reduced
self-esteem. The literature consistently highlights the nuanced nature of these effects, stressing the
importance of context, individual differences, and cultural settings.
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2.1 Related Studies

(Twenge and Campbell, 2018) investigated the relationship between screen time and psychological
well-being among adolescents in the United States. Their findings revealed that higher screen time
was associated with increased depression and suicidal ideation, raising concerns about the long-
term mental health implications of excessive social media use. Keles, (McCrae, and Grealish ,
2020) conducted a systematic review of existing studies and found consistent associations between
social media use and symptoms of anxiety and depression among adolescents. Their review
emphasized the pervasive and global nature of the problem. (Przybylski and Weinstein , 2017)
examined the role of the 'fear of missing out' (FOMO) and concluded that FOMO serves as a
significant mediator linking social media engagement with negative emotional outcomes,
particularly in youth populations. (Best, Manktelow, and Taylor , 2014) highlighted both risks and
benefits of social media use. Their systematic review suggested that while social media may foster
peer support and identity exploration, it also exposes adolescents to cyberbullying and social
comparison. (Frison and Eggermont , 2016) studied Belgian adolescents and discovered that
passive Facebook use, such as scrolling without interaction, predicted higher levels of depressive
symptoms. Their research underscored the harmful effects of non-interactive engagement. (Banyai
et al. ,2017) conducted a large-scale study in Hungary and reported evidence of problematic social
media use with addiction-like symptoms, which were strongly associated with psychological
distress. (Woods and Scott , 2016) identified that late-night social media use negatively affected
adolescents’ sleep quality, which subsequently contributed to anxiety, depression, and low self-
esteem. (Orben and Przybylski ,2019) argued that although the effects of social media on
adolescent well-being are statistically small, they remain significant. Their work calls for nuanced
interpretations that avoid exaggerating either benefits or harms. The reviewed studies collectively
illustrate the complex and multidimensional relationship between social media and youth mental
health, revealing both risks and opportunities depending on usage patterns, demographic context,
and psychological mediators.

Table 1. Summary of Related Studies on social media and Youth Mental Health

Author(s) Year  Focus Key Findings

Twenge & 2018 Screen time & well- Higher screen time linked to

Campbell being depression and suicidal ideation

Keles et al. 2020 Systematic review  Consistent link between social
media use and anxiety/depression

Przybylski & 2017  Fear of Missing Out FoMO mediates negative

Weinstein emotional outcomes

Best et al. 2014 Systematic review  Social media fosters peer support
but also risks like cyberbullying

Frison & 2016  Passive Facebook Passive use linked to increased

Eggermont use depressive symptoms

Banyai et al. 2017 Problematic use Addiction-like  symptoms and
psychological distress

Woods & Scott 2016 Sleep quality Late-night use harms sleep and

increases anxiety/depression
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Orben & 2019  Effect sizes Effects small but statistically
Przybylski significant

3. Methodology

This research adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative survey data with
qualitative interviews. The dataset includes responses from 1,200 university students aged 18-25
across China. Surveys measured frequency of social media use, perceived mental health status,
and levels of anxiety, depression, and self-esteem using standardized psychological scales (e.g.,
PHQ-9, GAD-7, Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale). Additionally, 30 semi-structured interviews were
conducted to capture in-depth perspectives on experiences with social media. Statistical analysis
was performed using SPSS, applying correlation, regression, and ANOVA tests to determine
relationships between variables. Qualitative data were coded thematically to identify recurring
patterns and narratives. Ethical approval was obtained from the institutional review board,
ensuring confidentiality and informed consent.

4. Results and Discussion

The results indicate a significant positive correlation between excessive social media use (more
than 5 hours/day) and symptoms of anxiety and depression (r = .62, p <.01). Table 1 summarizes
the key findings.

Variable Correlation Coefficient (r) Significance (p)
Social Media Use & .62 <.01

Anxiety

Social Media Use & .58 <.01

Depression
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Figure 2. Relationship between hours of social media use and reported anxiety levels

These results align with prior studies, confirming that excessive use correlates strongly with
negative mental health outcomes. However, moderate use (1-2 hours/day) was associated with
positive social connectedness, highlighting the dual nature of these platforms.

5. Conclusion

This research underscores the complex relationship between social media and youth mental health.
While excessive and unregulated use contributes to anxiety, depression, and poor sleep, moderate
engagement fosters social support, identity formation, and access to information. Future research
should explore intervention strategies, including digital literacy programs, awareness campaigns,
and parental guidance. Policymakers should balance freedom of use with safeguards against
harmful patterns, while educational institutions must integrate mental health support into digital
learning environments. As technology continues to evolve, longitudinal and cross-cultural studies
will be essential in capturing long-term trends. Ultimately, the path forward lies in fostering a
healthier digital culture that maximizes opportunities while minimizing risks for youth mental
well-being.
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