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Abstract   

The growth of social media has had a tremendous impact on the quality of life for teenagers and 

mental health. In this paper, we analyze the connection between adolescent use of social media 

and well-being. It centers on social media usage, linking it to different psychological indicators 

like anxiety, depression, self-esteem and loneliness. Two theoretical frameworks underpin the 

current research: Social Comparison Theory and Uses and Gratifications Theory. Existing 

literature shows positive and negative impact of social media on adolescent mental health. 

Although social media can provide significant sociability and identity exploration, overuse or 

unsuitable use is associated with negative mental health impacts. These results can be beneficial 

for parents, educators, and policymakers to promote positive use of social media among 

adolescents.   

Keywords: Social media, adolescent mental health, anxiety, depression, self-esteem, social 

comparison, and digital wellbeing.   

Introduction   

Among teenager’s social media like Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook has revolutionized the way 

youngsters communicate and interact. Despite its astonishing potential to facilitate connection 

and self-expression, the adverse effects of social media on adolescent mental health put a damper 

on its efficacy. For these purposes, problems such as anxiety, depression, cyberbullying and 

lowered self-esteem are endemic among youth. This study seeks to shed more light on the 

complex link between screen time and adolescent mental health by looking at the nature of both 

the positive and negative aspects that the users experience.   

Theoretical Frameworks   

Several psychological theories inform this study, which is:   
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• Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954): This theory posits that individuals have an 

innate drive to evaluate their own abilities, opinions, and social standing by comparing 

themselves to others. In the context of social media, users are frequently exposed to 

carefully curated and idealized portrayals of others’ lives, which can serve as benchmarks 

for self-evaluation. Such comparisons often lead to upward social comparisons, where 

individuals compare themselves to others perceived as better off, potentially resulting in 

feelings of inadequacy, lowered self-esteem, and dissatisfaction. This theory helps 

explain how exposure to idealized images and lifestyles on social media platforms may 

impact users’ self-perception and emotional well-being. Furthermore, the ubiquity and 

immediacy of social media amplify these comparisons, making the effects more 

pervasive and influential than traditional media. 

• Uses and Gratifications Theory (Katz et al., 1973): This framework emphasizes the active 

role of media users in selecting and using media to satisfy specific psychological and 

social needs. Unlike passive media consumption models, Uses and Gratifications Theory 

suggests that individuals consciously choose platforms and content that align with their 

desires, such as seeking companionship, entertainment, information, or social interaction. 

This theory provides insight into why different users engage with social media in varied 

ways, explaining behaviors such as content creation, lurking, or selective sharing based 

on personal gratifications. It also accounts for the diversity in user experiences across 

different platforms, as each platform offers unique affordances that cater to distinct user 

needs. Understanding these motivations is crucial for interpreting how social media use 

impacts mental health and social behavior. 

• Cognitive-Behavioural Theory: CBT offers a framework for understanding the interplay 

between thoughts, emotions, and behaviours. In relation to social media, this theory 

suggests that repeated exposure to certain online interactions can reinforce maladaptive 

cognitive patterns such as negative self-talk, catastrophizing, or all-or-nothing thinking. 

For instance, social media feedback loops—like receiving few likes or negative 

comments—may strengthen negative beliefs about oneself, leading to increased anxiety 

or depression. CBT further highlights how these cognitive distortions influence emotional 

well-being and behaviour, potentially resulting in avoidance, social withdrawal, or 

heightened distress. Applying this theory helps in designing interventions that target the 

cognitive processes underpinning adverse psychological outcomes from social media use, 

promoting healthier interaction patterns and emotional regulation.   

 Literature Review   

Negative Impacts:   

• Twenge et al. (2017) identified significant correlations between extensive screen time 

usage and increased rates of depression and suicidal tendencies among adolescents. 

• Cyberbullying facilitated through social media was linked to heightened anxiety levels 

and decreased self-esteem in teens (Kowalski et al., 2014). 
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• Frequent exposure to comparisons on these platforms often leads to body dissatisfaction 

among youths (Fardouly et al., 2015). 

 Positive Impacts:   

• This phenomenon is common in the social media, in which peer support networks form 

positive networks by providing acceptance—promoting resistance against mental illness 

(Best et al., 2014).   

• Getting social validation online helps teenagers navigate their personal challenges, 

especially during younger years when identity development is critical (Erikson, 1968).   

Moderating Factors:   

• Influence of social media is dependent on the pattern of usage; passive social media 

consumption tends to have negative effects and active involvement appears to associate 

with well-being (Verduyn et al., 2017).  

• Parental involvement and digital literacy are also crucial components that influence these 

outcomes.   

Case Studies   

Case Study 1: Negative Impact – Emma’s Experience with Cyberbullying   

Emma is a 15-year-old high school girl struggling with anxiety when she began to suffer from 

feeling targeted by peers by the hate comments passed around to her through Instagram. This 

persistent negativity left her feeling isolated, and her casual interactions turned into obsessive 

scrutiny of her profiles — elevating her anxiety levels all the more. Emma's academic decline is 

consistent with the findings of Kowalski et al. (2014) about the effects of cyberbullying.  

Case Study 2: Negative Consequences – Noah’s Social Comparison.  

At 16, Noah was struggling with feelings of worthlessness about living life as opposed to the 

edited images around him from his social media peers. The curated lifestyle of influencers 

caused him to feel unhappy about his own body image and lower self-esteem, this experience of 

dissatisfaction was exacerbated by the passive consumption lifestyle that reinforced depressive 

symptoms according to Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954).  

Case Study 3: Positive Impact – Mia’s Support Network.  

Mia is a 17-year-old who used online support groups around mental health and LGBTQ+ related 

issues to help her cope with such hardships when going through tough periods. The presence of 

an accepting community helped her self-esteem in a positive way and helped to relieve feelings 

of loneliness (Best et al.).  

Case Study 4: Positive Impact – James’ Meaningful Engagement.  

At 14, James cut down on his time spent on social media overall so he could spend most of it 

messaging close friends or creating content together. In the course of this intended use, 

meaningful contacts began to be formed and support felt more emotionally; in interviews one 
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client reported a significant improvement in anxiety symptoms similar to those described in 

Verduyn et al. for healthy well-being through active engagement.  

Conclusion 

 New findings validate previous research that shows the mixed impact of social media on 

adolescent mental wellness. The focus placed on social comparison emphasizes cognitive-

behavioral cycles activated by engagement with the Internet, emphasizing strategies for 

intervention that focus on enhanced digital literacy as well as facilitation of healthy offline 

interactions for youth to become more resilient toward the distractions present online. Negative 

outcomes arise almost routinely from passivity, in conjunction with exposure threats (e.g., 

cyberbullying), which are highlighted in cognitive-behavioral indicators and concepts in Social 

Comparison Theory. Positive effects, on the other hand, emerge when teens utilize these 

platforms positively in pursuing connection, which closely aligns with Uses & Gratifications 

Theory’s emphasis on intentionality in use habits that foster positive connectedness in offline 

contexts as well. Such complexity in which overuse presents risks for the development of mental 

distress while purposeful usage may support positive attributes (i.e., esteem, relational support) is 

likely to require careful consideration of the potential benefits against potential negative 

consequences in the future in relation to policy decisions that may be informed by longitudinal 

studies evaluating effect size and intervention effectiveness. 
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