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Topic: The impact of social media on mental health in adults. 

Abstract

This literature review examines the complex relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes in adults, encompassing both positive and negative effects.  The review reveals the possible advantages of social media, such as social support, mental health awareness, and a sense of connection, by analysing a variety of studies done between 2008 and 2023. But it also draws attention to the negative aspects, exploring into topics like cyberbullying, social comparison, and addiction-related sleep disturbance. The synthesis highlights the complex relationships shaped by individual variances, situational variables, and platform-specific dynamics. The study's conclusion highlights the necessity of continuing research that takes into account a variety of demographics and methodology in order to further our knowledge of how social media affects adult mental health and provide guidance for mindful usage in the digital age. 















[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]1.0 Introduction

Social media has become an integral part of modern life, connecting individuals, facilitating communication, and serving as a platform for self-expression and information sharing. However, concerns have arisen regarding the potential impact of social media use on the mental health of adults. This literature review aims to examine the relationship between social media usage and mental health outcomes in the adult population, considering both positive and negative effects.

[bookmark: _heading=h.30j0zll]2.0 Background

Social media has rapidly integrated into the daily lives of individuals, with a significant portion of the population dedicating substantial time to platforms like Messenger, Instagram, and Facebook. Researchers have been investigating social media and its apps' effects on people's lives in great detail as a result of their widespread use ( Bartosik, Filimon and Kiygi-Calli, 2017). By 2019, the global count of social media users had surged to 3.484 billion, reflecting a 9% annual increase. Figure 1 provides a glimpse into the gender distribution of social media audiences worldwide as of January 2020, revealing distinct patterns across platforms. Notably, Twitter demonstrated a male majority at 38%, while Snapchat exhibited a 61% female user base. In contrast, platforms like LinkedIn and Facebook were more popular among females. (Digital News Report, 2019)

[image: ]Figure 1: Gender distribution of social media use (Digital News Report, 2019)

Social media platforms have a significant impact on how people connect, share, and communicate in the modern world (Primack et al., 2017). Although there are many advantages to these platforms, there have been worries about how they may affect adult mental health. As social media use continues to grow in popularity, it is becoming more and more important to understand its ramifications (Barney et al., 2011).

Studies show that social media has two effects: it raises awareness of mental health issues and provides social support (Primack et al., 2017; Barney et al., 2011). On the other hand, social media can also result in cyberbullying, jealousy, and social comparison (Tandoc et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2021). Overuse, particularly in the evening, can interfere with sleep cycles and exacerbate anxiety and depressive symptoms (Levenson et al., 2016).

Many people now use social media on a regular basis, which has both beneficial and negative consequences on mental health. This has led to concerns about potential negative effects. Research to date indicates that, although age may not be a major influence, gender differences are important, with women being more susceptible to mental health problems than men (Digital News Report, 2019). By combining the results of several studies, this investigation seeks to fully explore the complex relationship between social media use and mental health consequences. The goal is to clarify the beneficial as well as possibly harmful effects of social media on users' mental health in order to further our awareness of the complexity surrounding this impact.

[bookmark: _heading=h.1fob9te]3.0 Methods and Methodology

A comprehensive search of peer-reviewed articles, systematic reviews, and meta-analyses related to the impact of social media on adult mental health was conducted using major academic databases such as PubMed, PsycINFO, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. The search included keywords such as "social media," “social networking and mental health”, "mental health," "social media and depression," "social media and anxiety," "adults and social media," and "well-being." Studies from 2008 to 2023 were included to provide a current and comprehensive analysis of the topic.

[bookmark: _heading=h.3znysh7]Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Studies and articles were selected based on relevance to the research objectives, credibility, and validity. Inclusion criteria included articles focused on adults, with a particular emphasis on the use of social media as it relates to mental health. Exclusion criteria involved non-English language publications, articles on people on children and materials outside the scope of the research questions. 


Identification of studies via databases and registers


Records identified from*:
Databases (n = 39)
Other sources (n = 9)
Records removed before screening:
Duplicate records removed (n = 5)
Records marked as ineligible (n = 8)
Records removed for other reasons (n =4)


Identification







Records screened
(n = 31)
Records excluded**
(n =10)






Screening




Reports excluded:
Not eligible (n =6)
No full article (n=4)
Not retrieved (n =2)
Not in English (n = 1)

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n =21)







Studies included in review
(n = 8)


Included

[bookmark: _heading=h.2et92p0]Figure 2: PRISMA flow chart for literature search
[bookmark: _heading=h.tyjcwt]3.1 Aims and Objectives

There is a lack of research linking social media and mental health within the framework of social science, despite the fact that systematic investigations are essential for both quantitatively and qualitatively evaluating the data that is already available. There is a knowledge gap about the relationship between social media use and mental health because the majority of studies to date have concentrated on medical science, especially in the relatively unexplored area of sedentary behaviour. Hence, this literature review aims to fill this gap by investigating the impact of social media on mental health, considering its potential health risks when in excess. The study is significant for providing insights into the current focus of peer-reviewed literature, assisting researchers in understanding future concerns related to mental health strategies that require scholarly attention. The primary research question guiding this  review is: What is the impact of social media on mental health? Positive or negative or both?

[bookmark: _heading=h.3dy6vkm]4.0 Results

There were 39 articles that were found to be relevant to the study following the analysis of results. After duplicates were eliminated by the application of inclusion and exclusion criteria, eight articles were then selected for review. There are both positive and negative impacts that have been found in the analysis which is explained in the literature review. 


Figure 3: The characteristics table of selected studies in the literature review
	Study
	Year
	Focus
	Methodology
	Findings
	Limitations

	Smith et al.
	2008
	Cyberbullying and Harassment
	Empirical research
	Negative Impact: Exposure to cyberbullying and online harassment on social media can negatively affect mental health. It leads to increased stress and anxiety.
	Limited research, traditional factors of cyberbullying were not accounted for. 

	Barney et al. 


	2010
	Mental health advocacy
	Development and Psychometric Evaluation of a New Instrument
	Positive Impact: Reduces stigma related to mental health and offers support and resources to individuals facing mental health challenges.
	Lack of validated measures, less items to assess the report and relied on self-reports. 

	Kross et al. 
	2013
	How using facebook effects in mental health
	Longitudinal study
	Passive Facebook use led to decreased well-being, while active use improved well-being.
	Limited generalizability, focused on Facebook

	Hinduja & Patchin 
	2015
	Cyberbullying, anxiety and depression
	A literature review
	Cyberbullying poses significant risks to adolescent mental health which leads to anxiety and depression. Hence prevention efforts are needed
	Limited to a review of previous studies

	Tandoc et al. 
	2015
	Social Comparison and Envy
	Empirical research
	Negative Impact: Social comparison, leads to feelings of inadequacy and envy and creates depression and anxiety. 
	Self-reports, other factors have not been accounted for depression

	Levenson et al.
	2016
	Addiction and Disrupted Sleep
	Empirical research
	Negative Impact: Excessive use of social media, especially before bedtime, can disrupt sleep patterns and contribute to symptoms of depression and anxiety. 
	It hinders the ability to establish the direction of association between social media use and sleep disturbance and adolescence was used as an adult. 

	Primack et al.
	2017
	Social Support, Mental Health Advocacy
	Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis
	Positive Impact: Helps getting social support and combat loneliness, it raises awareness of mental health. 

Negative Impact: Make people isolated in excessive use of social media.  
	Self-report data, limited causality

	Twenge et al. 
	2018
	Psychological well-being, depression and loneliness
	Cross-sectional study
	High screen time and social media use were linked to lower psychological well-being, including increased feelings of loneliness and depression
	Self-report data, limited causality

	Karim et al.
	2020
	Mental health problem, advocacy, anxiety and depression
	A systematic review
	Negative impact: Mental health problem, anxiety, depression
	Failed to determine the relationship between variables and interest. 


[bookmark: _heading=h.1t3h5sf]
[bookmark: _heading=h.4d34og8]5.0 Literature Review

In this literature review, both the positive and negative findings related to the impact of social media in adults have been explored. The analysis presents a thorough overview of the current state of research, highlighting both positive and negative impacts in the studies that were summarised. The aim is to offer a comprehensive understanding of the topic and its complexities, facilitating a more informed evaluation of its implications by presenting a balanced perspective.

[bookmark: _heading=h.2s8eyo1]5.1 Positive Impacts

[bookmark: _heading=h.17dp8vu]Social Support and Connection
Numerous studies suggest that social media platforms provide opportunities for adults to connect with friends and family, receive social support, and combat loneliness and isolation (Primack et al., 2017).o the other hand, research highlighting possible disadvantages gives reason for different points of view. According to some writers, such as Karim et al. (2020), using social media excessively might result in information overload and a decline in wellbeing. This goes against the popular belief that social media is only beneficial to mental health. It highlights concerns regarding the ideal boundaries and balance needed for safe online platform use, taking into account the possible drawbacks of excessive consumption.

[bookmark: _heading=h.3rdcrjn]Mental Health Advocacy and Awareness 
Social media has played a crucial role in raising awareness about mental health issues and reducing stigma, offering support and resources to individuals facing mental health challenges (Barney et al., 2008). In contrast, Moreno et al. (2016) emphasise the importance of having a complex understanding of how social media affects mental health. Their research highlights the significance of taking into account context, platform-specific characteristics, and individual variability when assessing the connection between social media use and mental health.

The studies discussed in this literature review collectively shed light on the potential positive effects of social media on mental health. Notably, these studies underscore the significance of social support, emotional well-being, and the reduction of social isolation as key elements. For instance, Primack et al. (2017) conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis that revealed the positive impact of social media platforms in providing opportunities for individuals to receive social support and combat feelings of loneliness and isolation. Similarly, Barney et al. (2010) emphasised the role of social media in mental health advocacy, highlighting its capacity to reduce stigma and offer valuable support and resources to those facing mental health challenges.

These studies have employed a range of research methods, showcasing their commitment to providing a comprehensive understanding of the subject. The use of cross-sectional surveys, longitudinal analysis, and a combination of quantitative and qualitative data ensures a multifaceted exploration of the complex relationship between social media and mental health. For example, Tandoc et al. (2015) conducted an empirical study that delved into the negative aspects of social media, such as social comparison and envy. Their methodology allowed for a deeper understanding of how these factors contribute to depressive symptoms and anxiety.

While the findings of these studies offer promise, it is imperative to acknowledge the influence of individual differences, context, and platform-specific factors on the impact of social media on mental health. As highlighted by Primack et al. (2017), the positive effects of social support and awareness may vary based on an individual's specific circumstances and the platforms they engage with. Additionally, the majority of these studies have limitations that should be considered. Many studies focus on specific age groups or particular social media platforms, potentially limiting the generalizability of their findings. Furthermore, a common limitation among these studies is their reliance on self-report data, which can introduce biases and inaccuracies in the assessment of mental health outcomes (Barney et al., 2010).

The reviewed literature highlights the potential benefits of social media for mental health, particularly in relation to promoting social support, improving emotional well-being, and reducing feelings of social isolation. Their investigation of this subject is distinguished by a wide variety of research techniques, including longitudinal analysis, cross-sectional surveys, and the combination of quantitative and qualitative data. These methodological decisions advance our understanding of the complex relationship between social media use and outcomes related to mental health in a more thorough and sensitive manner.

The conclusions drawn from these investigations present a positive picture. For example, Primack et al. (2017) emphasise the beneficial function that social media plays in giving people the chance to get social support, which helps to fight feelings of loneliness and isolation. According to Barney et al. (2010), social media has the potential to support mental health advocacy and awareness, which will help to lessen the stigma attached to mental health issues. According to Karim et al. (2020), social media can be a useful resource for those who are dealing with mental health conditions including depression and anxiety. These findings are consistent with a larger body of research that supports this idea. According to Mohamad et al. (2017), lacking social connections might have a negative impact on one's mental health, even as having social ties with others may help people deal with stress, anxiety, and despair.

Nevertheless, It is crucial to recognise that there are wide variations in how social media affects mental health. Individual differences, contextual factors, and platform-specific dynamics play crucial roles in shaping the outcomes of social media use. Other research studies, such as those by Twenge and Campbell (2018) and Kross et al. (2013), have presented contrasting perspectives. They emphasise the negative implications of excessive social media use, including heightened feelings of loneliness and depressive symptoms, particularly among younger users. These findings highlight the need to consider the moderating effects of demographic variables, usage patterns, and platform design in the relationship between social media and mental health.

[bookmark: _heading=h.26in1rg]Literature gap

The majority of the studies included in this review are not exempt from limitations. One major limitation is their selective focus on specific age groups or social media platforms. This restricts the generalizability of their findings and underscores the need for more extensive and inclusive research. The reliance on self-report data, as noted by Twenge and Campbell (2018), can introduce reporting biases and inaccuracies in the assessment of mental health outcomes. This limitation underscores the importance of triangulating self-report data with objective measures and considering potential biases inherent in self-reported mental health metrics.

In summary, the examined research provides hope about the potential advantages of social media use by illuminating the complex link between the two. But a careful assessment is necessary, taking into account different viewpoints, individual variations, situational subtleties, and platform-specific aspects. The limits of current research emphasise the need for more studies using a variety of approaches and a more diverse population in order to fully comprehend the intricate interactions between social media and mental health.


[bookmark: _heading=h.lnxbz9]5.2 Negative Impacts
[bookmark: _heading=h.35nkun2]Social Comparison and Envy
Tandoc et al. (2015) and Kross et al. (2013) have both pointed out the complicated connection between social media, social comparison, and its effects on mental health. Social media frequently encourages social comparison, as people evaluate their lives against thoroughly maintained online representations of others, as demonstrated by Tandoc et al. (2015). This may result in jealousy and feelings of inadequacy, which are linked to anxiety and depressive symptoms. These results point to a clear connection between poor mental health outcomes and the unpleasant feelings brought on by social comparison.

By highlighting the fact that social media may worsen depressive symptoms and feelings of loneliness, Kross et al. (2013) add to this conversation. This suggests that the effects of social comparison can include feelings of loneliness and depression in addition to envy and inadequacy. Social media, social comparison, and mental health have a complex relationship because of the variety of consequences that can be experienced by different people in different contexts.

Individual characteristics, including personality traits, coping mechanisms, and the particular content people interact with on social media, add to the complexity of this relationship. Context and the goal of using social media also play important factors. Using social media for social support and connection, as opposed to passive consumption or social comparison, may have different effects on mental health. This complexity highlights the need for more thorough studies that take into account the intricate interactions among social media, social comparison, and mental health.

[bookmark: _heading=h.1ksv4uv]Cyberbullying and Harassment
Smith et al. (2008) underscores the alarming prevalence of cyberbullying and online harassment on social media platforms and its association with increased stress and anxiety, which aligns with a growing body of research highlighting the adverse effects of cyberbullying (Smith et al., 2008). These findings are consistent with Hinduja and Patchin's extensive work, which has consistently shown that cyberbullying is linked to negative psychological outcomes, including depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation (Hinduja & Patchin, 2015).

However, it is essential to acknowledge the complexity of the impact of cyberbullying. Tokunaga (2010) reminds us that not all online interactions result in negative consequences, suggesting that the extent and nature of the harm can vary widely. Hinduja and Patchin (2015) have contributed to this discussion by highlighting those individual factors, such as resilience and coping strategies, can mediate the impact of cyberbullying on mental health.

In comparing the findings, it can be seen that while Smith et al. and Hinduja and Patchin's work both affirm the link between cyberbullying and adverse mental health outcomes, they also acknowledge the existence of mitigating factors and individual differences. Cyberbullying is a complex issue influenced by various variables, including the severity and frequency of harassment and individual resilience (Hinduja & Patchin, 2015; Tokunaga, 2010).

Additionally, Hinduja and Patchin's (2015) research extends beyond the documentation of negative effects to explore prevention and intervention strategies. Their work emphasises the importance of schools, parents, and communities in addressing cyberbullying and creating safer online environments for young people. In this regard, their research provides a comprehensive perspective on cyberbullying, incorporating not only its impact but also strategies for mitigating harm (Hinduja & Patchin, 2015).

And finally, Smith et al.'s findings align with the broader research affirming cyberbullying's negative impact on mental health. However, the impact is influenced by a multitude of factors, as highlighted by Hinduja and Patchin and other scholars. A holistic approach to understanding and addressing cyberbullying includes not only recognizing its harmful effects but also developing strategies for prevention and intervention to protect individuals' mental well-being in the digital age.


[bookmark: _heading=h.44sinio]Addiction and Disrupted Sleep
Levenson et al. (2016) and Brailovskaia et al. (2019) both emphasise the issue of addiction to social media, particularly the habit of late-night use, and its detrimental effects on sleep patterns, contributing to symptoms of depression and anxiety. These findings align with a growing body of research that highlights the relationship between excessive screen time, disrupted sleep, and compromised mental well-being (Levenson et al., 2016; Brailovskaia et al., 2019).

Primack et al. (2017) conducted a study that focused on the use of social media and its impact on perceived social isolation among young adults. Their findings demonstrated a link between high social media use and an increased perception of social isolation. Although this study did not directly explore the connection between social media addiction, disrupted sleep, and mental health, it indirectly supports the idea that excessive social media use can have adverse consequences on well-being.

It is crucial to recognize that Primack et al. offer supplementary insights into the social aspects of social media use, whereas Levenson et al. and Brailovskaia et al. emphasise the influence of technology-related behaviours on sleep and mental health (Primack et al. 2017; Levenson et al., 2016; Brailovskaia et al., 2019). The interaction of these characteristics points to a complex link in which high levels of social media use as a result of addiction can impact sleep quality and feelings of social isolation.

Since sleep is essential for maintaining emotional stability and general wellbeing, it is important to take into account the literature's well-established link between sleep disturbances and mental health. Overuse of screens, especially late-night social media use, can disrupt sleep patterns and circadian cycles, which may have detrimental effects on mental health (Levenson et al., 2016; Brailovskaia et al., 2019).


The research undertaken by Levenson et al. and Brailovskaia et al., in summary, highlights the need of recognising the possible effects of technology-related behaviours, especially social media addiction, on sleep patterns and mental health in general (Levenson et al., 2016; Brailovskaia et al., 2019). Primack et al.'s work supports the idea that high social media engagement can have negative impacts on mental health indirectly by linking it to perceived social isolation, even though it doesn't specifically address the link between social media use and sleep disruption. More research is necessary to fully understand the intricate interactions between social media use, sleep disruption, and mental health because of how complicated these linkages are.


[bookmark: _heading=h.2jxsxqh]5.3 Discussion

The impact of social media on adult mental health is complex, as it involves both positive and negative elements. Social media can enhance social support and mental health awareness, fostering a sense of connectedness and belonging. However, it can also fuel negative emotions, including envy and anxiety, and expose individuals to cyberbullying. Understanding this duality is crucial for adults and mental health professionals, as it allows for informed and mindful use of social media platforms.
[bookmark: _heading=h.z337ya]6.0 Conclusion

The influence of social media on the mental health of adults is multifaceted. While it offers opportunities for social support, mental health advocacy, and connection, it also poses potential risks such as social comparison, cyberbullying, and sleep disruption. Future research should continue to explore the nuanced relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes in adults to guide individuals and healthcare professionals in promoting positive mental well-being in the digital age.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3j2qqm3]6.1 Recommendation

In light of these complexities and limitations, it is clear that further research is essential to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the complexity interplay between social media and mental well-being. A wider range of demographics should be included in future studies, and a variety of research approaches should be used in an effort to achieve inclusion. Through this approach, we may further explore the complexity of this correlation, taking into consideration personal variances and the distinct characteristics of various social media networks. This continuous investigation will advance our understanding of how social media affects mental health and improve our capacity to manage this digital environment in a way that supports general wellbeing.
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