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Abstract

Social media has taken a major role in the lives of teenagers, giving rise to a platform and means through which they can
communicate and develop their identity. However, increased use of social networking sites raises questions about their
potential link with symptoms of anxiety, depression, dissatisfaction with one's body, sleep disturbances, and psychological
distress in general. The association of the use of social media and the adolescents' psychological well-being is highly complex
and cannot be studied in terms of the overall amount of time they spend online. The present review considers psychological,
behavioral, developmental, and familial variables that can influence the risk of problematic use of social media and its opposite
factors, which can lead to resistance to it. It has been shown that compulsive use, fear of missing out, passive use, social
comparison based on appearance, and sleep deprivation are much more relevant to adolescents' mental states than the time
spent online used alone. Adolescent self-esteem, emotional regulation, and social support can also be important, with issues
such as digital literacy, supportive peer relationships, active use of social media, and successful parenting playing a protective
role. The review highlights the importance of developmentally appropriate guidance and coordinated action involving
adolescents, families, schools, healthcare professionals and digital platforms. A balanced approach that recognizes both the
benefits and risks of social media is essential to support adolescent psychological well-being.

Keywords: Adolescents; Social media; Psychological well-being; Mental health; Problematic social media use; Risk factors;
Protective factors.

Introduction

Adolescence is a time of significant physical, emotional, cognitive and social development. In that time,
adolescents develop a greater sense of identity, build relationships outside their families and become more aware
of peers' opinions and social judgement. New technologies and social networks have emerged as important
environments for achieving these goals of adolescence. Adolescents tend to utilize social media to keep in touch
with friends, share experiences, pursue interests, express ideas, as well as gather information. For many of them,
online communication is integrated with their daily lives, school, family and friends (1,2).

The growing popularity of social media raises many questions about the impact of websites on the health of
adolescents. Online platforms provide an opportunity for social connections, peer support, creativity and access to
health information but in the same time expose adolescents to the risks of cyberbullying, ideals of unrealistic
bodies, social comparisons, harmful content and continuous pressure to stay online. Thus, the same social network
may be beneficial for one adolescent and harmful for another. Different results are determined by a variety of
factors including a stage of development, emotional characteristics of a particular adolescent, motives for using
social media, type of online communication and availability of online interactions and the support available in their
offline environment (3,4).

A major issue in ongoing research is the difference between the length of time spent on social media and
problematic social media use. Mere time spent fails to capture whether online activity has a negative impact on
sleep, educational progress, relationships and emotional state. Indicators such as compulsive checking and lack of
control, obsession, discomfort caused by inability to connect, and use despite adverse consequences are more
appropriate when defining problematic behavior. This review provides an overview of the connection between
social media use and adolescent health, focusing on risk factors, protective factors, and implications for practice
(5,6).

Social Media Use During Adolescence
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Through social media, it is possible for young people to bond with friends, .connect with others, and engage with
groups that share similar interests. These social channels can facilitate the process of discovering one’s identity
and sharing one’s thoughts, skills, and experiences with the world. This type of-communities can be helpful
especially for those who do not feel welcomed by people nearby. Social media can'alsq be a source of health
information, which may encourage individuals to seek health assistance (2,3).

At the same time, the design of many platforms invites users to use them frequently because of the presence of
notifications, recommendations, continuous streams of information, and indicators providing users with social
approval. Such features increase attention to other people’s opinions and hinder some users from leaving.
Adolescents may keep returning to the platform to avoid missing something important or to receive reassurance
about their actions. . The developmental importance of peer relationships during adolescence may make these
experiences especially salient (7,8).

Consequently, it is important to understand the effects of social media in terms of both its purpose and its content
and context. Communication with friends, participation in creative activities and interaction with people in support
groups is different from mere prolonged passive browsing or being constantly exposed to perfect images. Using an
average measure of time spent on the internet can mask these distinctions (9, 10).

Psychological Well-Being and Social Media Engagement

The psychological well-being refers to several factors including emotional functioning, self-esteem, social
connectedness, as well as ability to cope with stress and participate in various life activities. The use of media and
social networking influences these areas of psychological well-being through various channels. For example, easier
communication via social networks may help people feel the sense of belonging as well as receive emotional
support. On the other hand, negative feedback, cyberbullying and constant comparison with the idealized images
of other users may lead to feelings of inadequacy, stress and depressed mood (3,5).

A number of studies show a link between the problematic use of social media and anxiety and depression. Meta-
analyses presented in the literature demonstrate medium strength relationships between problematic use of
social media and symptoms of anxiety (0.348) and depression (0.273). The relationship between general time use
of social media and symptoms of depression is weaker than that (0.11) and rather heterogeneous as well.
However, this information may indicate that quality and nature of participation in social networking may be more
important than the amount of time spent in such activities (5,6,11,12).

The relationship between the two phenomena could go both ways. People who are feeling lonely, anxious,
depressed, and insecure may resort to social networks to calm down and improve their mood. On the other hand,
if they face problems such as social comparisons, conflicts, lack of sleep, or cyberbullying, their distress might
impair their mental health even further. This cycle shows that we must not only focus on their online behavior now
but also take into account their weaknesses (13,14,15).

Risk Factors Associated with Problematic Social Media Use

Individual psychological factors

Each person’s personality and psychological characteristics can affect the way youth employ social media and react
to online situations. Lowered self-esteem, anxiety, symptoms of depression, emotional dysregulation, and
problems with the recognition and expression of emotions have been connected to the inappropriate usage of
online platforms. Young people who are unable to cope with unpleasant feelings may resort to using digital media
in order to distract from their problems temporarily. However, even though this may come in handy at some point,
overuse of social media may inhibit people from learning other ways to cope with difficulties(15,16,17).
Alexithymia, which refers to trouble in identifying and expressing emotions, may also influence the level of
people’s communication with others. Young people having communication problems in real life may find it easier
to interact with people over the Internet through messages. Nonetheless, relying too much on online approval may
become harmful if it replaces real-life supportive relationships or strengthens self-doubt(14,18).

Behavioural patterns and fear of missing out

FOMO or fear of missing out occurs when an individual worries that others are having fun without them. For teens,
FOMO can lead to constant checking of their online activities and messages, at home, school or during lessons. In
fact, constantly waiting for updates can bring problems in terms of distraction and anxiety (19,20,21).

1306

Adolescencia e Saude, vol. 21, No.10s, p. 1305-1314




Another way of behaviour in this respect is passive browsing, which means-that a-person who is browsing without
making any interaction is just looking at curated photos and posts. Due to this, the person-might be comparing
him/herself with others and seeing their findings can cause someone’s low 'm.vod. In most cases, active
communication can safeguard a teen against negative experiences, while active usage is nat always useful (9,22).
The frequent updates on short video sites may also provide an impulse for continuous engagement. The quickness
of the content change and the ongoing novelty can make it impossible for some young people to control their
online activities. Phubbing, which is paying attention to a mobile device instead of the people around, can impact
the quality of family and friends' relationships. As a result of using phones at night, sleep can be replaced by phone
activities, notifications can postpone the bedtime, or even influence the night rest (23,24).

Developmental and sociodemographic factors

Adolescents are certainly not a uniform group and their vulnerability may differ depending on their age, stage of
development and social conditions. Middle adolescence is usually associated with greater importance of peers’
approval, self-identity and social status. These concerns may lead to increased sensitivity to online feedback and
comparison. Research shows that there are gender-related differences in some parameters, particularly that young
females tend to be more vulnerable to social comparison and feelings of body dissatisfaction (25,26,27). However,
these trends shouldn’t be applied across the board and gender differences may be due to the content of the
platform, social norms and media exposure, among others.

Young people who suffer from discrimination, being ostracised or not being accepted in society can find solace
through communication online. For these adolescents, social media may serve as a way to get help, not harm. In
any case, it is important to take into account an adolescent’s social context when estimating the risks (3).

Family and social environment

The relationships within the family can either help mitigate the chances of having problems with the use of social
media or increase them. Supportive parental communication, parental warmth, consistency in expectations and a
cooperative approach to solve the problems effectively used by teenagers contribute to the formation of good
online behavior. On the contrary, harsh punishment from parents, conflicts between parents and emotional
neglect result in the emergence of emotional issues, which, in turn, lead teenagers to the need of escape from the
real world into online activities (28,29,30).

Parental phubbing is also worth being discussed. If parents constantly prefer cellular phones to their kids, they set
a bad example of distracted technology use and miss the opportunity of having meaningful communication with
their children. No supervision might leave teenagers alone with harmful information or unresolved issues online.
Proper parental engagement is not about controlling or punishing children. It is about talking to the kids,
establishing trustful relationships, showing them an appropriate example and agreeing on the rules together
(8,31).

Summary of the risk factors and their potential influence on adolescents are given in Table 1

Table 1: Risk Factors Associated with Problematic Social Media Use Among Adolescents

Category Risk factors / contributing factors Potential influence on adolescents
May encourage adolescents to use social

Low self-esteem, anxiety, depressive media as an escape or for short-term mood

symptoms, emotional dysregulation and regulation, potentially reducing
individual difficulty identifying or expressing emotions opportunities to develop alternative coping
ndividua . strategies
psychological - -

. . . e May make online communication more

factors Alexithymia (difficulty identifying and

appealing than face-to-face interaction and

describing feelings . . s
& gs) increase dependence on online validation

May contribute to repeated checking of

Poor impulse control and self-regulation . . . .
P J social media and difficulty stopping use

May encourage frequent checking of

Behavioural - messages and feeds, causing distraction
Fear of missing out (FOMO) . & . & .

patterns and fear during lessons, study periods and family

of missing out activities, and contributing to anxiety
Passive browsing and upward social Exposure to idealized images and posts may
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comparison

lead te.comparisons involving appearance,
popularity,-achievements-and lifestyle

Prolonged engagement with short-form
videos and continuously updated feeds

Repeated novélty and rapid content changes
may make attention.and online time difficult
to regulate

Phubbing

Divided attention during face-to-face
interactions may interfere with the quality of
family and peer relationships

Night-time social media use and notifications

May displace sleep, delay bedtime and
interrupt rest

Developmental
and
sociodemographic
factors

Developmental concerns during middle
adolescence, including peer acceptance,
identity and social status

May increase sensitivity to online feedback
and social comparison

Gender-related differences in online
experiences

Female adolescents may be more vulnerable
to appearance-related comparison, body
dissatisfaction and certain internalising
symptoms

Discrimination, social exclusion and limited
acceptance

May influence adolescents to seek support
and affirmation through online communities;
social media may also serve a protective role

Family and social
environment

Harsh discipline, interparental conflict and
emotional neglect

May contribute to emotional difficulties and
encourage adolescents to seek relief through
online activity

Lack of supportive family communication and
parental warmth

May reduce opportunities for guidance and
the development of healthy digital habits

Parental phubbing

May model distracted technology use and
reduce meaningful parent—adolescent

communication

May leave adolescents less prepared to
manage harmful online content and online
conflict

May limit opportunities to establish trust,
digital role-modelling and collaboratively
agreed boundaries

Limited parental supervision and guidance

Inadequate parental involvement in digital
activities

Protective Factors and Positive Influences

Digital literacy and self-regulation

Digital competence is broader than just being able to work with various devices or programs. Young people must
know how to evaluate the credibility of information online, see if something is manipulated, remember that some
things are shaped by algorithms and identify persuasive and commercial motivations. Through critical digital
literacy, youth might be able to interpret information online in a more realistic way and minimize the impact of
unrealistic representations. Self-regulation abilities such as the ability to identify triggers, manage notifications,
and turn off devices would further help keep the use of technology moderate(3,10).

Positive peer relationships and purposeful engagement

Using social networks helps to maintain and develop friendships. Using social networks effectively engages users in
collaborative activities and therefore helps them to belong to a community. However, these benefits are
maximized if online contacts are used in conjunction with offline meaningful interactions. Adolescents should be
taught how to think about the effects of particular online platforms and exchanges on their emotional state(3,32).

Supportive parenting and family media practices
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By introducing open communication methods and getting the adolescents.involved in the formulation of family
media recommendations, parents and caregivers can contribute to the positive functionality in their use of
technology. Mealtimes without devices, already scheduled hours for studying, and I‘imit.ed use during the night will
not only make family members communicate more with each other but also provide more opportunities for sleep.
The implementation of rules will be effective only if they comply with the necessity of their explanation and
demonstration by adults. Parents should be examples of responsible use of devices and not rely on the usage of
punitive measures in case of possible problems (28,29,33).

Sleep and offline activities

Adequate sleep plays a key role in emotional regulation, focus, learning and health. Receiving notifications at night,
excessive web-surfing or using any type of electronic device prior to going to sleep can delay or disturb the sleep
process. Following a nightly routine, decreasing usage of gadgets before going to bed and keeping them away from

the sleep area can help with good sleep. Getting involved in physical activity, hobbies and offline socializing (3).

Table 2 explains the protective factors and positive influences on Adolescent Social Media Use

Category

Protective factors and positive influences

Potential benefits

Digital literacy
and self-
regulation

Critical evaluation of online information and credibility
of sources

Helps adolescents identify
misinformation, manipulated
content and unrealistic online
representations.

Understanding algorithms and commercial or
persuasive motivations

Enables adolescents to interpret
online content more critically and
realistically.

Ability to identify personal triggers and manage
notifications

Promotes awareness and control
over social media use.

Ability to switch off devices and regulate screen time

Supports moderate and balanced
use of technology.

Positive peer
relationships and

Maintaining and developing friendships through social

Strengthens peer relationships and

purposeful networks social connectedness.
engagement
T . . - Promotes a sense of belonging and
Participation in collaborative online activities . S
community participation.
Combining online interactions with meaningful offline | Supports healthy social relationships
relationships and interpersonal development.
Improves emotional awareness and
Reflecting on the emotional effects of online helps adolescents recognise the
platforms and interactions influence of online experiences on
their well-being.
Supportive

parenting and
family media
practices

Open communication between parents and
adolescents

Encourages trust, guidance and
responsible technology use.

Involving adolescents in developing family media
recommendations

Promotes shared responsibility and
acceptance of digital boundaries.

Device-free family mealtimes and scheduled study
hours

Encourages family communication
and reduces unnecessary screen
exposure.

Limiting device use during night-time

Supports healthy sleep practices.

Parental role-modelling of responsible device use

Encourages adolescents to adopt
appropriate digital behaviours.

Explanation and demonstration of family media rules
rather than punitive measures

Promotes understanding and
consistent adherence to digital
boundaries.
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Slegp? .and offline Following a regular night-time routine ESupp(.)rtsuga_Qequat-e sleep and
activities emotional regulation. ey
Reducing gadget use before bedtime H'elps ”“?Ye“t SEEpel e
disturbance._
Keeping electronic devices away from the sleeping Reduces night-time notifications
area and unnecessary device use.
Encourages healthy lifestyles and
Participation in physical activities and hobbies engagement beyond digital
platforms.
Strengthens interpersonal
Offline socialising and face-to-face interactions relationships and social
connectedness.

Social Media Use and Common Psychological Concerns

Anxiety, depression and stress

Stress could be linked with need for instant reactions, fear of missing opportunities, evaluation through social
networking, as well as difficulty in understanding peer relationships. Checking the online channels frequently may
contribute to keeping away from the state of one’s recovery. Symptoms of depression could be associated with
social comparisons, online bullying, isolation, dissatisfaction with online behavior. Yet, some adolescents manage
to turn to their virtual world for assistance, which helps them to reduce isolation. Therefore, the assessment of the
case should take into consideration the adolescents’ actual experience on the Internet(5,20,34).

Body image and self-esteem

Platforms based on visual content can expose young people to manipulated images, beauty standards, and other
content that reinforces a narrow vision of beauty. Constant exposure may be linked with feelings of dissatisfaction
with one's appearance and could lead to self-objectification and lower body image. Young people may also feel
compelled to present themselves in an ideal way online. Media literacy programs should teach about image
manipulation, filters, advertising, and the variety of what is considered a "normal" body (22,26,35).

Cyberbullying and social relationships

Cyberbullying and online harassment can happen even when students are not at school, and it can affect teenagers
where they normally feel safe and relaxed. Victims may have feelings of fear and shame, become socially
withdrawn, and be psychologically distressed. Schools and parents need to provide clear systems for reporting
incidents and upcoming disclosures. Education should foster respectful online conversations, and help from
bystanders, and create a safe environment where young people can come forward for help without fear of being
blamed(3,36).

Sleep disturbance and daily functioning

The usage of social media could impact sleep negatively if it happens late at night, disrupts normal routine, or
creates pressure to be available online. Sleep disturbances, in turn, could affect mood, ability to concentrate,
school performance, and relationships. In clinical and educational settings, it is better to find out about the usage
of devices at night and its consequences than just ask about the amount of time spent browsing(3,16).

Figure 1 depicts social media use and psychological concerns
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Social Media Use and Common Psychological Concerns

Anxiety, Depression and Stress Body Image and Self-Esteem
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Social Evaluation Virtuad Poer Support

{Fear of Missing Out)
Cyberbullying and Social Cultural and Contextual Sleep Disturbance and
Daily Functioning
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Late-Night Circadian Disruption

Respectful Dialogue Regional Variations

Figure 1: Social media usage and psychological concerns(image generated with Al assistance- Google Gemini
NotebookLM)

Cultural and Contextual Considerations

The context of using social media as well as its implications is influenced by social and economic factors as well as
by family circumstances. Social comparison online may be relevant for young people in the rapidly digitising world,
where they are likely to deal with academic competition, parental expectations of success, changing social norms,
and issues related to looks and social status. Studies conducted in India have confirmed links between the use of
social media and mental health problems, such as anxiety and depression, and these links seem to vary across
studies and populations(11,37).

It is important to realise that culturally appropriate solutions imply acknowledgement of the various adolescent
experiences that differ in terms of access to technology, expectations from families, languages, gender norms, and
mental health services. While interventions used in one context can be applied in other areas, they may require
adaptation. More longitudinal studies that take the local social context into account are needed to see how social
media use affects social situation and development of adolescents(11).

Implications for Adolescent Health, Education and Practice
Healthcare providers involved with the adolescents should use digital experiences in holistic psychosocial
assessments wherever relevant and clinically indicated. The inquiry can cover the platforms used, the motivations
for their use, both positive and negative experiences on the Internet as well as sleep, cyberbullying, mood, body
image, and difficulties with concentration and carrying out day-to-day obligations. Evaluation should focus on the
loss of control, harm, and functioning rather than the amount of time spent online(3,5).
When harmful patterns are detected, the intervention should be tailored to the individual’s needs and be free of
judgement. Cognitive behavioral approaches can help youngsters in recognizing maladaptive thinking connected
with social comparison, coping with FOMO-induced anxiety, and improving emotional regulation. In cases of
severe distress or persistent symptomatology, a mental health evaluation and referral are crucial. Delivery of care
should involve a variety of professionals including nurses who can educate and guide the youth and their
families(32,38).
Schools and colleges play an important role in advancing digital well-being. School programs should teach digital
literacy, internet safety, privacy, respectful communication, cyberbullying prevention and skills to spot
misinformation. Programs on social-emotional learning should increase coping skills, self-esteem, friendships and
conflict resolution skills. They should not present social media as being bad(3).
At the family level, parents should cooperate with their children to create media plans with rules about
technological devices, time spent studying, mealtimes and sleep. Parents should demonstrate proper technology
practices and communicate with their kids about the internet. At the regulatory level, children need protection
through the use of strategies that ensure their privacy, proper monitoring, and availability of reporting systems
and rules that minimize harmful online engagement(29,30,33).
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Recommendations o

A coordinated plan must be used to ensure that adolescents use social media both safely and-appropriately.
Medical practitioners should ask about social media addictions and problematic use; schools should teach children
digital literacy and the social-emotional aspects of using electronic media; and parents must create limits for their
children. Adolescents should be encouraged to have face-to-face interactions with their peers, engage in physical
activities, and get enough sleep. Companies must make sure their platforms are safe for young users, respond
effectively to content that can be harmful to minors, and take into account the nature of their design(3,11).

Conclusion

Social media has been a vital role in adolescent social life and development, with its ability to establish a
connection, facilitate self-expression, and access information posing risks to mental health. The evidence
presented in this review shows that the link between social media and mental health is complex and determined
by personal factors, engagement styles, development, family context, and broader social factors. It seems that it is
the poor regulation of social media usage rather than the time spent on screens that affects anxiety, depression,
lack of body satisfaction, and sleep disturbance. Digital literacy and purposeful usage, parents’ mediation, and the
establishment of positive relationships may minimize the risks associated with social media use. An integrated
approach involving the cooperation of families, schools, medical practitioners, decision-makers, and technology
companies is needed to effectively support mental well-being.
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