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Introduction 
[bookmark: _Int_b0Znqo8O]Social media has become a central part of everyday life especially among young adults/adolescents Platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, TikTok and Snapchat allow users to communicate share experiences and access information instantly These platforms are widely used for maintaining social relationships, self expression and entertainment also fast way to make income, Due to the increasing accessibility of smartphones and digital technologies young people are among the most active users often spending several hours per day engaging with online content. social media now plays a major role in shaping social interactions and daily routines. Despite the benefits associated with social media use there has been growing concern about its potential impact on mental health, a large body of research has explored whether increased social media use is linked to negative psychological outcomes such as depression, anxiety, loneliness and reduced self esteem. For instance, some studies suggest that higher levels of engagement with social media may be associated with increased psychological distress particularly when use becomes excessive or problematic. In addition, other research has found weak or nonsignificant relationships between social media use and mental health suggesting that the effects may not be as strong or straightforward as often assumed.
 
[bookmark: _Int_JZ6CMCjf]One explanation for the potential negative impact of social media is the role of social comparison social media platforms often highlight highly curated and idealized versions of reality which may encourage individuals to compare their appearance lifestyle or achievements with others. This process of comparison has been linked to lower self esteem and body dysmorphia particularly on visually focused platforms such as Instagram or TikTok it is also important to understand that social media can provide positive experiences including access to social support opportunities for communication and the ability to connect with communities that may not be available closer to home. Given these mixed findings the relationship between social media use and mental health appears to be complex and influenced by multiple factors including how individuals use social media rather than simply how much time they spend online This has led to ongoing debate within academic research regarding whether social media should be viewed as harmful,beneficial or context dependent in its effects on psychological wellbeing. This review looks at how social media use affects the mental health of young adults. It explores different ways people use social media and how this may be linked to things like anxiety or depression, loneliness and self esteem. transformed the way individuals communicate and interact Young adults in general are among the most expressive users of social media often engaging with multiple platforms daily This increased exposure has led to growing concern regarding the potential psychological effects of social media use particularly in relation to mental health outcomes like depression, anxiety, loneliness and self esteem. Despite this, existing research presents mixed findings Some studies suggest that social media use may contribute to negative mental health outcomes through mechanisms such as social comparison, online bullying and problematic use patterns In addition other research highlights potential benefits including increased social support access to online social networks and opportunities for self expression. These conflicting findings show that the relationship between social media use and mental health is not straightforward and may depend on multiple interacting factors. theoretical perspectives such as the displacement hypothesis, stimulation hypothesis and social comparison theory provide different explanations for how social media may influence mental health. For instance, the displacement hypothesis suggests that time spent online may replace meaningful offline interactions potentially increasing loneliness. In addition, the stimulation hypothesis proposes that social media can enhance existing relationships and improve wellbeing These differing perspectives further highlight the need to critically examine how social media use affects mental health among young adults.














Methods / Search Strategy
[bookmark: _Int_87oNOu6v]I used the PubMed database to find studies looking at how social media use affects the mental health of young adults I chose PubMed because it has a lot of reliable peer reviewed research in health and mental wellbeing, so it made sense to use it for this topic. Some of the articles were free to access while others needed to be opened through the university library.

[bookmark: _Int_QZ7essvf]To find the studies I used different keywords related to my topic like “social media” mental health” young adults” anxiety” depression” loneliness” and “self esteem” I also tried more specific searches like “social media loneliness young adults mental health” and “problematic social media use depression anxiety young adults” to narrow things down and find more relevant studies. When going through the results I mainly looked at the first few studies that came up for each search and chose the ones that were most relevant to my question I focused on studies that explored the link between social media use and mental health in young adults I also tried to use more recent research mostly from the last 10 - 15 years so the findings would reflect how social media is used today. For this review I included studies that focused on young adults looked at social media or digital technology use and measured mental health outcomes like depression, anxiety, loneliness or self esteem. I left out studies that didn’t really match my topic or focused on different groups. In total I selected six studies These included a mix of different research designs such as cross sectional, longitudinal, cohort and correlational studies as well as a systematic review and meta-analysis. Having a mix like this helped me get a better overall understanding of the topic from different angles. rather than relying on just one type of research For instance some studies looked at patterns at a single point in time while others followed participants over a period to see how things changed The systematic review also helped bring together findings from multiple studies which made it easier to see common trends. Mostly using a variety of study types made the findings feel more balanced and gave a clearer picture of how social media use may be linked to mental health in young adults.

	Authors 

	Study type

	Sample

	Mental Health Outcomes 

	Key Findings


	Berryman et al. (2018)

	Cross sectional correlational study

	467 university students

	Suicidal ideation, loneliness, social anxiety, empathy, general mental health symptoms

	[bookmark: _Int_gEk2yTuU]Time spent on social media alone did not predict poor mental health. However, vague booking behavior was associated with higher levels of suicidal ideation. This suggests that how social media is used may be more important than the amount of time spent online.


	Arikan et al. (2022)

	Quantitative cross sectional survey study

	
375 young adults & parents

	Depression, anxiety, psychological distress

	Social media addiction was positively associated with depression and anxiety. Attachment anxiety also predicted higher levels of social media addiction among young adults.


	Sewell et al. (2022)

	Four wave longitudinal observational study

	384 young adults aged 18-35

	Depression, anxiety, social isolation

	Objectively measured smartphone and social media use showed very small or non-significant associations with depression, anxiety and social isolation, suggesting technology use may not strongly predict psychological distress.


	Alfonso-Fuentes et al. (2023)

	Cross-sectional observational study

	
585 young adults in Spain

	Self-esteem, body image satisfaction, social comparison

	[bookmark: _Int_zK6SnQtf]Greater time spent on Instagram was associated with higher levels of physical appearance comparison, which was linked to lower self-esteem and increased body dissatisfaction.


	Shannon et al. (2022)

	Systematic review and meta-analysis

	Adolescents and young adults across multiple studies

	Depression, anxiety, stress

	Problematic social media use was significantly associated with increased symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress across the included studies.


	Matthews et al. (2025)

	Longitudinal cohort study

	1,632 young adults in the UK

	Loneliness, social isolation

	[bookmark: _Int_215GLvTL]Higher overall time spent online was associated with greater loneliness. However, social media platform use alone was not strongly linked to loneliness; compulsive technology use and online victimization were more strongly associated with loneliness.



Summary of studies examining social media use and mental health in young adults
Results & Themes 

[bookmark: _Int_UFfU8rYx]The findings from the six studies were organized into three key themes 1 social media behaviours and mental health symptoms, theme 2 social comparison and self esteem and theme 3 social media use and loneliness or social isolation among young adults. These themes reflect the complex relationship between social media use and psychological wellbeing.
 
The studies included a range of methodological designs, including cross-sectional, longitudinal, cohort and meta-analytic approaches. This variation allows for comparison across different types of evidence with longitudinal and meta-analytic studies offering stronger insight into patterns over time.
 
[bookmark: _Int_1x2p3Lzn]findings across the literature were mixed While some studies reported associations between social media use and negative mental health outcomes others found weak or nonsignificant relationships. This suggests that the impact of social media depends on factors such as patterns of use individual differences and the context of engagement.












Theme 1: Social Media Behaviours and Mental Health Symptoms
[bookmark: _Int_50Hrd1T2][bookmark: _Int_8KDYtCD5]Several studies explored how different patterns of social media use are associated with mental health outcomes in young adults emphasizing that not all forms of use have the same psychological impact. The cross-sectional correlational study by Berryman et al. (2018) examined how various social media behaviours relate to mental health outcomes. The findings showed that overall time spent on social media was not a significant predictor of poor mental health. specific behaviours such as vague booking were associated with increased levels of suicidal ideation This suggests that certain online behaviours may act as indicators of underlying psychological distress highlighting the importance of how social media is used rather than how much it is used. Arikan et al (2022) found that problematic social media use particularly social media addiction was positively associated with symptoms of depression and anxiety. The study also found attachment anxiety as a contributing factor suggesting that individual psychological vulnerabilities may influence patterns of social media use and subsequent mental health outcomes.
Sewell et al (2022) used a longitudinal observational design with objectively measured smartphone data providing a more robust methodological approach than many previous studies. Their findings showed that associations between digital technology use and psychological distress were small or nonsignificant over time. This challenges the assumption that increased social media use directly leads to poorer mental health and highlights the limitations of studies relying on self reported data.
[bookmark: _Int_0nJkD26r]broader evidence from Shannon et al (2022) a systematic review and meta-analysis, demonstrated consistent associations between problematic social media use and increased symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress across multiple studies. This suggests that while general use may not be harmful excessive or addictive patterns of use are more strongly linked to negative mental health outcomes. these findings indicate that the relationship between social media use and mental health is complex and influenced by both behavioral patterns and individual differences. While general usage does not appear to be a strong predictor of psychological distress maladaptive forms of engagement may play a more significant role. A additional point to consider is the distinction between different types of social media engagement. While some behaviours such as vague booking or compulsive use are associated with negative mental health outcomes other forms of engagement may not have the same impact. This suggests that it is not social media use itself that is problematic but rather specific patterns of behavior that may reflect or reinforce underlying psychological difficulties.
 
[bookmark: _Int_LKPYlmV3]the findings across studies highlight the importance of considering individual differences. individuals with higher levels of attachment anxiety may be more likely to engage in problematic social media use which in turn may increase their vulnerability to depression and anxiety. This indicates that social media may interact with pre existing psychological factors rather than acting as a direct cause of mental health problems.




Theme 2: Social Comparison and Self-Esteem
Another key theme identified in the literature is the role of social comparison in shaping self esteem and body image among young adults. The cross-sectional observational study by Alfonso Fuertes et al (2023) examined the relationship between Instagram use and psychological outcomes including self esteem and body image. The findings indicated that greater time spent on Instagram was associated with increased levels of physical appearance comparison. higher levels of comparison were linked to lower self esteem and greater body dissatisfaction.
 
These findings suggest that visually oriented platforms such as Instagram may encourage users to engage in upward social comparison where individuals compare themselves to idealized representations of others As social media content is often curated and edited to present an enhanced version of reality these comparisons may contribute to unrealistic standards and negative self perceptions.
 
This theme aligns with wider theoretical perspectives such as the social comparison theory which proposes that individuals evaluate themselves based on comparisons with others. In the context of social media this process may be intensified due to constant exposure to idealized images particularly among young adults who may be more vulnerable to these influences. the evidence suggests that social media may negatively impact self esteem and body image not necessarily through usage itself but through the comparison processes it encourages. It is also important to recognize that not all users are equally affected by social comparison processes. Some individuals may be more resilient to these effects while others may be more vulnerable due to factors such as low self esteem or high levels of body dissatisfaction. This suggests that social media may amplify existing insecurities rather than create them entirely.
 
the design of social media platforms may contribute to these effects. Features such as likes, comments and follower counts may reinforce comparison behaviours and encourage users to seek validation from others. This may further intensify the relationship between social media use and negative self perceptions among young adults.
Theme 3: Social Media Use and Loneliness or Social Isolation


A third theme emerging from the literature concerns the relationship between social media use and experiences of loneliness or social isolation. The longitudinal cohort study by Matthews et al (2025) examined how different patterns of digital technology use are associated with loneliness in young adults. The findings indicated that higher levels of overall online activity were associated with increased loneliness social media use alone was not consistently linked to loneliness. the study found that different types of online engagement had varying effects Platforms that support direct communication such as messaging applications were associated with lower levels of loneliness suggesting that these forms of interaction may help maintain social connections. compulsive technology use and experiences such as online victimization were associated with higher levels of loneliness.
 
These findings highlight that the impact of social media on loneliness is not uniform and depends on how individuals engage with digital technology. This supports theoretical perspectives such as the displacement hypothesis and the stimulation hypothesis which suggest that social media can either reduce or enhance social connection depending on patterns of use. Another important consideration is the distinction between active and passive social media use. Active use such as messaging and interacting with others may promote social connection and support, in addition passive use such as scrolling through content, may increase social comparison and negatively impact mental health. This distinction may help explain inconsistencies across the studies included in this review.
 
the findings from Matthews et al (2025) suggest that loneliness may not be directly caused by social media use itself but rather by the broader patterns of digital behavior and the quality of online experiences. individuals who engage in compulsive technology use or experience negative interactions such as online victimization may be more vulnerable to feelings of isolation. This indicates that negative outcomes may be linked to how individuals experience online environments rather than simply the amount of time they spend online.
 
[bookmark: _Int_l41EVjdD]these findings align with the compensatory perspective which suggests that individuals who already experience loneliness may turn to social media as a way to fulfill unmet social needs. In this context social media use may not be the cause of loneliness but rather a response to it. This may help explain why some studies find positive or neutral effects of social media use while others report negative associations.
 
[bookmark: _Int_DBK83hs0]It is also important to consider that social media platforms vary in their purpose and function. Platforms that promote direct communication and interaction may help strengthen existing relationships where as platforms focused on content consumption may encourage more passive engagement. This distinction further supports the idea that the impact of social media on loneliness is influenced by the type of platform used and the nature of engagement.
 
together these findings reinforce the idea that social media use does not have a simple or uniform effect on loneliness. Instead, its impact appears to depend on individual behaviours the type of interaction and the context in which digital technology is used. 
 
the evidence suggests that social media does not inherently lead to social isolation. Instead, the quality and context of online interactions play a more significant role in influencing feelings of loneliness among young adults.



























Discussion / Conclusion


This review examined the relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes among young adults. In general, the findings indicate that the impact of social media on mental health is complex and cannot be explained by a single factor Instead, the relationship is influenced by patterns of use individual psychological differences and the nature of online experiences. Across the studies reviewed there was consistent evidence that problematic or addictive forms of social media use are associated with negative mental health outcomes. For instance, Arikan et al (2022) and Shannon et al (2022) found that higher levels of social media addiction were linked to increased symptoms of depression anxiety and psychological distress. These findings suggest that excessive or maladaptive engagement with social media may contribute to poorer mental health particularly when use becomes compulsive.
 
the evidence was not entirely consistent Sewall et al (2022) using a longitudinal design and objective measures of smartphone use found that the relationship between digital technology use and psychological distress was weak or nonsignificant. This challenges the assumption that increased time spent on social media directly leads to negative mental health outcomes and highlights the importance of methodological differences between studies. Studies relying on self reported measures may overestimate the strength of these relationships.
 
The findings also emphasised the importance of social comparison processes, particularly on visually focused platforms such as Instagram. Alfonso Fuertes et al (2023) demonstrated that increased exposure to appearance based content was associated with higher levels of comparison which in turn was linked to lower self esteem and greater body dissatisfaction These findings support social comparison theory suggesting that repeated exposure to idealized images may negatively influence self perception among young adults.
 
In relation to loneliness and social isolation, the evidence suggests that social media does not have a uniform effect. Matthews et al (2025) found that while overall time spent online was associated with increased loneliness social media use itself was not consistently linked to these outcomes. Instead, factors such as compulsive use and negative online experiences including victimization appeared to play a more significant role. This supports theoretical perspectives such as the displacement and stimulation hypotheses which propose that digital technology can either reduce or enhance social connection depending on how it is used. Overall, together the findings from this review suggest that the impact of social media on mental health is not inherently positive or negative. Instead, it depends on how individuals engage with social media platforms the psychological factors they bring to these interactions and the types of experiences they encounter online. Most Importantly the evidence indicates that simply reducing time spent on social media may not be sufficient to improve mental health outcomes. A key limitation of the studies included in this review is the reliance on cross sectional designs which limit the ability to establish causal relationships between social media use and mental health outcomes. Many studies are unable to determine whether social media use leads to poor mental health or whether individuals with existing mental health difficulties are more likely to engage in certain patterns of social media use. This highlights the need for more longitudinal research to better understand the direction of these relationships.
 
Another point is many studies rely on self reported measures of social media use, which may be subject to bias and inaccuracies. Participants may overestimate or underestimate their usage, leading to unreliable findings. However, studies using objective measures such as Sewall et al (2022) provide more accurate data and suggest that the relationship between social media use and mental health may be weaker than previously assumed. The findings of this review also have important practical implications Rather than focusing solely on reducing screen time interventions aimed at improving mental health among young adults should consider how individuals use social media Promoting healthier patterns of engagement, such as reducing social comparison and limiting exposure to harmful content may be more effective than simply restricting overall usage.
 
On top of this increasing awareness of problematic social media behaviours such as compulsive use or attention seeking behaviours like vague booking may help identify individuals who are at greater risk of experiencing mental health difficulties Educational strategies and digital wellbeing interventions could support young adults in developing healthier relationships with social media and reducing potential negative effects.
 In conclusion social media use alone does not appear to be a strong predictor of poor mental health among young adults. Instead, the quality context and purpose of use are more important factors in determining its impact on psychological wellbeing. In general, this review highlights the need for a more nuanced understanding of social media use recognizing that its effects are shaped by both individual and behavioral factors rather than usage alone.
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