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Abstract: This article examines the influence of social media on the mental
health of adolescents and young adults from both theoretical and empirical
perspectives. Social media has become a pervasive part of young people’s daily
lives, shaping their social interactions, self-perception, and emotional well-being.
The study highlights key psychological mechanisms through which social media
use affects mental health, including social comparison, online peer feedback,
identity formation, and exposure to cyberbullying. Furthermore, the article
presents empirical findings on the relationship between social media engagement
and outcomes such as anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and emotional regulation.
A scientific table summarizes core psychological determinants, followed by a
detailed discussion of their implications. The findings suggest that responsible
social media use, digital literacy, and psychological interventions are crucial for
promoting healthy psychosocial development among youth.
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The modern digital environment is characterized by the pervasive use of social
media platforms among adolescents and young adults. Social media offers
opportunities for socialization, identity exploration, and information exchange,

but it also poses potential risks to mental health. Adolescents, defined as
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individuals aged approximately 12-18, and young adults, generally aged 18-25,

are particularly vulnerable due to the developmental challenges of this life stage,

including identity formation, social belonging, and emotional regulation.

Psychological Mechanisms of Social Media Influence

1.

Social Comparison: Adolescents frequently compare themselves with
peers online, which can lead to negative self-evaluation and reduced self-
esteem. Social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) explains that
individuals evaluate their abilities and worth by comparing themselves to
others, and social media amplifies this process by providing constant access
to curated peer images and achievements.

Cyberbullying and Negative Feedback: Exposure to online harassment or
negative comments can significantly increase anxiety, depressive
symptoms, and feelings of social isolation. Victims of cyberbullying are
more likely to experience long-term emotional distress compared to
traditional bullying due to the permanence and public nature of online
content.

Identity Formation: Adolescents use social media to explore and present
their personal identity. Positive feedback and social reinforcement can
support healthy identity development, whereas negative experiences may
hinder self-concept consolidation.

Fear of Missing Out (FOMO): FOMO, defined as the apprehension that
others are experiencing rewarding events without oneself, is closely
associated with excessive social media use and heightened anxiety levels.
Addictive Patterns and Time Displacement: Excessive engagement with
social media can reduce sleep quality, physical activity, and real-world
social interaction, contributing to emotional dysregulation and stress.
Positive Mechanisms: Social media also provides opportunities for social
support, peer learning, and self-expression, which can enhance resilience

and emotional well-being when used mindfully.
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Empirical Analysis

Table 1. Psychological Determinants of Social Media Impact on Youth

Mental Health
Determinant | Description Positive Negative Measurement
Impact Impact Tools

Social Evaluating self in | Motivation, Low self- | Social Comparison

Comparison relation to peers | goal-setting esteem, envy Scale (SCS)
online

Cyberbullying | Exposure to | N/A Anxiety, Cyberbullying
online harassment depression, Questionnaire (CBQ)

isolation

Identity Online self- | Improved Confusion, Erikson

Formation presentation and | self-concept identity Psychosocial
exploration distress Inventory

FOMO Fear of missing | Increased Anxiety, FOMO Scale
out on events or | social compulsive
experiences engagement | checking

Emotional Managing Emotional Emotional Emotion Regulation

Regulation emotions in | resilience dysregulation | Questionnaire (ERQ)
response to online
interactions

Social Support | Peer Enhanced Dependence Multidimensional
encouragement well-being on online | Scale of Perceived
and positive validation Social Support
feedback (MSPSS)

Screen Time Duration of daily | Skill Sleep Self-report daily logs
social media use development | disturbance,

stress

Discussion of Table 1:

The table demonstrates that social media affects adolescents and young adults

through multiple interconnected psychological determinants. Social comparison

and cyberbullying are associated primarily with negative mental health
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outcomes, including anxiety, depression, and reduced self-esteem. Identity
formation and social support can serve as protective factors, enhancing resilience
and emotional regulation. The magnitude and direction of these effects depend on
factors such as frequency of use, platform type, individual personality traits, and
the presence of supportive offline relationships. Measurement tools, such as self-
report scales and behavioral logs, allow researchers to empirically quantify these
impacts, providing a basis for interventions.

Interventions to mitigate negative effects include digital literacy programs,
psychoeducation about healthy social media habits, mindfulness and emotional
regulation training, and targeted support for victims of cyberbullying.
Furthermore, promoting self-reflective practices encourages adolescents to
critically evaluate online content, reducing the detrimental effects of social
comparison and FOMO.

Conclusion:

Social media exerts a complex influence on the mental health of adolescents
and young adults. While it can facilitate social connection, identity exploration,
and emotional support, it also poses risks related to anxiety, depression, self-
esteem, and emotional regulation. Understanding the psychological mechanisms
underlying these effects is essential for developing effective interventions and
educational programs. Promoting balanced, mindful, and supportive use of social
media can enhance positive psychosocial outcomes while mitigating potential
harm. Future research should focus on longitudinal studies, individual differences
in vulnerability, and the efficacy of intervention programs within diverse socio-
cultural contexts.
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