Social Media and Mental Health: Moral Panic or
Modern Epidemic?



Abstract:

The rapid integration of social media into daily life has raised significant concerns regarding its effects
on mental health, particularly among adolescents and young adults. This study seeks to address the empirical
gap in establishing a causal relationship between social media usage and negative mental health outcomes, such
as depression, anxiety, and self-harm. While previous research highlights correlations and potential causative
effects, complexities like self-diagnosis, reverse causality, and methodological variability pose challenges to
definitive conclusions.

By synthesizing findings from existing longitudinal and experimental studies, this research will attempt
to clarify the existing body of work instead of adding to the noise. Key focus areas include the influence of
problematic social media behaviors, such as addiction-like use, on mental health and the role of online
environments in fostering social comparison, cybervictimization, and normalization of mental health conditions.
The study further investigates protective factors, including social support and community building, as potential
counterbalances to these risks.

The methodology involves a systematic review of studies targeting adolescents aged 12—18, with data
extracted from peer-reviewed sources to ensure robustness. Statistical analyses will evaluate pooled effect sizes
and explore heterogeneity across demographic and platform-specific factors. Findings are expected to clarify
the causal dynamics of social media’s impact on mental health, offering critical insights for interventions, policy
development, and future research directions aimed at enhancing adolescent well-being.

This research contributes to the ongoing discourse on balancing the risks and benefits of social media in
the context of public health, underscoring the importance of nuanced, evidence-based approaches to mitigate
harm while leveraging digital platforms for positive mental health outcomes.



Introduction:

Social media has become increasingly ubiquitous in today's world, especially for adolescents and young
adults. Simultaneously, mental health issues are at all time highs, with teen mental health issues in particular

being attributed to increased use of social media.

Number of people using social media platforms, 2004 to 2018
Estimates correspond to monthly active users (MAUs). Facebook, for example, measures MAUSs as users that have
logged in during the past 30 days. See source for more details.
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Figure 1: Number of people using social media. Graph depicts social media users by platform over time.
Braghieri Levy & Makarin (2022) quantified that the introduction of Facebook to colleges increased the
proportion of students who would be classified as depressed by 2%. Furthermore, correlation exists between

social media usage time and lower mental health.
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Figure 2: % of users who are happy/unhappy with their social media usage. Chart depicts daily minutes spent on

each app, separated by happy or unhappy users.

However, empirical and quantifiable analysis of social media’s impact on mental health at a causal level
is somewhat limited. Studies are frequently simple longitudinal analyses of small cohorts. Moreover, what
casual empirics exist tend to use self-reported or subjective metrics as a dependent variable. This greatly
complicates assessment because of the uncontrolled confounding effect of increased self-diagnosis as a result of
social media use. Hasan, Foster, & Cho (2023) found that viewing normalizing content related to anxiety on
social media can increase self-diagnoses by ~10%, with an increased effect of the post was considered likable or
relatable. Other complications include a reverse causality effect - where negative mental health contributes to
higher use of social media. Thus, a study which conducts empirical analysis of the expansion of social media on
objective and quantifiable mental health measures should be conducted to resolve the research gap in proving a
connection, or lack thereof, between negative mental health effects and social media usage. This research will

work towards answering the question of the causal link between social media access and mental health issues,



especially among adolescents, and sorting through the maze of empirics that currently characterize this research
space.
Definitions:

To briefly define key terms: Per Naslund et. al (2020), “social media refers broadly to web and mobile
platforms that allow individuals to connect with others within a virtual network (such as Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, Snapchat, or LinkedIn), where they can share, co-create, or exchange various forms of digital
content, including information, messages, photos, or videos.” Mental health issues is an incredibly broad term,
covering everything from diagnosable disorders like schizophrenia and post-traumatic stress disorder to
common terms like depression and anxiety. Because of the self-diagnosis confounding effects mentioned

previously, this research will focus on events of self-harm, especially suicide and suicide attempts.

Literature Review:

Social media use has been linked to a variety of negative mental health outcomes, particularly in
adolescents and young adults. Boer et al. (2021), in “Social Media Use Intensity, Social Media Use Problems,
and Mental Health Among Adolescents,” highlight that while high-intensity use alone shows a weak association
with mental health issues, problematic or addiction-like behaviors strongly correlate with increased depressive
symptoms and reduced life satisfaction. They argue that such addiction-like use, characterized by compulsive
behaviors and a loss of control, harms mental health by displacing offline interactions and fostering unhealthy
online dynamics, such as cybervictimization (Boer et. al. 2021). Braghieri et al. (2022), in “Social Media and
Mental Health,” take a novel approach to establishing a causal relationship by leveraging Facebook’s staggered
rollout across U.S. colleges as a natural experiment. Using a difference-in-differences methodology, they found
that the introduction of Facebook increased poor mental health indicators by 0.085 standard deviations, a
statistically significant effect. They attribute this increase to mechanisms like unfavorable social comparisons,
as students were exposed to highly curated and idealized portrayals of peers’ lives. For example, the study
notes, “The introduction of Facebook increased depressive symptoms, equivalent to a 2 percentage point rise in

the prevalence of depression”(Braghieri et. al. 2022). By focusing on a well-defined experimental setting, this



study offers some of the strongest causal evidence connecting social media use to negative mental health
outcomes. Moreover, Macrynikola et al. (2021), in “Does Social Media Use Confer Suicide Risk? A Systematic
Review,” further support this causal link by documenting how social media facilitates frequent social
comparisons and exclusion, which predict long-term depressive symptoms. Their meta-analysis of longitudinal
studies found that these effects are especially pronounced in vulnerable populations, such as adolescents with
pre-existing mental health issues. A top level analysis would indicate some consensus that social media usage

and mental health are at the very least correlated, if lacking evidence for a causal relationship.

The causal links established by studies like Braghieri et al. (2022) and Macrynikola et al. (2021) are
challenged by alternative theories and complicating factors. Hartanto et al. (2021), in “Does Social Media Use
Increase Depressive Symptoms? A Reverse Causation Perspective,” argue that much of the evidence linking
social media to poor mental health may reflect reverse causality. According to their analysis, individuals with
pre-existing depressive symptoms often turn to social media for validation or distraction, leading to overuse and
problematic behaviors. They propose the compensatory internet use theory, which posits that individuals seek
online validation to cope with offline insecurities and unmet social needs. As Hartanto et al. (2021) explain,
“Social media use may be a consequence rather than a cause of poor mental health”(Hartano et. al. 2021). This
explanation directly counters the causal claims made by Braghieri et al. (2022), suggesting that even
well-controlled studies might fail to fully account for the bidirectional nature of these relationships.
Complications also arise from the role of self-diagnosis and normalization in shaping how users perceive and
report their mental health. Corzine and Roy (2024), in “Inside the Black Mirror: Current Perspectives on the
Role of Social Media in Mental Illness Self-Diagnosis,” highlight how platforms like TikTok foster
communities where users self-diagnose mental health conditions based on anecdotal experiences and
algorithmically tailored content. This trend can skew survey data by encouraging users to adopt medicalized
identities without clinical verification. As Corzine and Roy note, “The merging of personal advice,

psychobabble, and professional help blurs the line between mental well-being and mental illness”(Corzine &



Roy 2024). Hasan et al. (2023), in “Normalizing Anxiety on Social Media Increases Self-Diagnosis of
Anxiety,” reinforce this concern, finding that exposure to relatable content normalizing anxiety increases
self-reported diagnoses without necessarily reducing stigma. Their study found that “normalization of anxiety
led to a greater likelihood of self-identification with disorders,” suggesting that survey-based measures of
mental health could overestimate the prevalence of clinical conditions due to social contagion(Hasan, Foster, &
Cho, 2023). These insights directly challenge the findings of Braghieri et al. (2022), as they raise questions
about the validity of self-reported mental health outcomes in surveys. If students exposed to Facebook’s rollout
were simultaneously influenced by social media to self-diagnose or exaggerate symptoms, this could inflate the
measured effects of social media on mental health. As such, while Braghieri et al. and similar studies provide

robust causal evidence, it must be interpreted cautiously in light of these broader social dynamics.

Despite the risks, social media can offer significant mental health benefits. Naslund et al. (2020), in
“Social Media and Mental Health: Benefits, Risks, and Opportunities for Research and Practice,” highlight how
platforms enable users to form supportive communities that reduce feelings of isolation. They found that
“individuals with mental disorders turn to social media to share personal experiences, seek information, and
give and receive support,” illustrating how these platforms can counter stigma and promote resilience(Naslund
et. al. 2020). Similarly, O’Reilly (2020), in “Social Media and Adolescent Mental Health: The Good, the Bad,
and the Ugly,” emphasizes the role of social media in normalizing mental health discussions among adolescents,
who use platforms to create peer networks and share coping strategies. O’Reilly notes, “Adolescents
differentiate between personal use and societal perceptions, using social media to foster well-being while
acknowledging its risks”(O'Reilly 2020). Social media also offers opportunities to enhance mental health
interventions. Naslund et al. (2020) explore how interactive features, such as live sessions and group chats, can
support evidence-based mental health programs. They suggest that campaigns leveraging social media’s wide
reach can effectively reduce stigma and encourage help-seeking behaviors. However, Corzine and Roy (2024)
caution that these benefits depend on addressing the risks of misinformation and unmoderated content, as

highlighted in self-diagnosis trends. When paired with professional oversight, social media can bridge gaps in



traditional care, particularly for underserved populations(Corzine & Roy 2024)(Naslund et. al. 2020). Social

media may be dangerous, but it is possible that overreaction may be throwing the baby out with the bathwater.

Naslund et. al. (2020) points out “the gap in clinical knowledge about the impact of social media on
mental health.” Empirical and quantifiable analysis of social media’s impact on mental health at a causal level is
somewhat limited. Moreover, what casual empirics exist tend to use self-reported or subjective metrics as a
dependent variable. Though studies like Braghieri, Levy, & Makarin (2022) have expanded on the connection,
such research relies on self-reported data and surveys of the quasi-experimental treatment group to measure
mental health impacts. This greatly complicates assessment because of the confounding effect of increased
self-diagnosis as a result of social media use. Hasan, Foster, & Cho (2023) found that viewing normalizing
content related to anxiety on social media can increase self-diagnoses by ~10%, with an increased effect of the

post was considered likable or relatable.

Methodology:

The initial inquiry approach was as follows: Because there was an abundance of individual longitudinal
studies but a lack of larger analyses establishing causality, the methodology was designed to avoid replicating
existing research and focused on synthesizing it. By synthesizing findings from existing studies, this hybrid
approach integrated observational and experimental data to analyze complex causal relationships. The
systematic review concentrated on identifying and evaluating studies, while the meta-analysis statistically
quantified relationships. This combined approach ensured the research captured both qualitative trends and
quantitative effects, making the results comprehensive and actionable.

The study primarily relied on quantitative data extracted from empirical research measuring variables
such as social media usage frequency, mental health outcomes (e.g., depression and anxiety), and effect sizes.
Quantitative data was essential for statistical meta-analysis to calculate pooled effect sizes and assess the
strength of associations. Where available, qualitative insights—such as narrative descriptions of psychological

mechanisms like social comparison or cyberbullying—supplemented the findings, providing valuable context.



Conducting the research required several resources and tools, including access to academic databases such as
PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, and Google Scholar for locating relevant studies. Statistical software like R or
Stata was utilized for the meta-analysis, and tools such as the Cochrane Risk of Bias Tool were employed to
assess study quality.

However, several challenges were anticipated. Variability in study quality and methodologies introduced
heterogeneity, complicating the meta-analysis. Access to full-text articles was sometimes limited due to
paywalls, and publication bias potentially skewed the available data. Additionally, isolating causality proved
difficult because most studies in this area were observational.

The methodology combined observational data from longitudinal and cross-sectional studies with
experimental evidence where available. The target population for this research was adolescents aged 12—18
years, as they were significant users of social media and exhibited heightened vulnerability to mental health
issues. The sample consisted of studies that included participants within this demographic and met the
predefined inclusion criteria. Studies were excluded if they focused on adult populations, lacked rigorous
methodologies, or were non-peer-reviewed. The systematic review followed a structured process. Relevant
studies were identified through comprehensive database searches using keywords such as "social media AND
mental health AND adolescents," combined with Boolean operators. Each study was screened for relevance
through title and abstract reviews, followed by a full-text review to ensure eligibility. Data were extracted using
a standardized form capturing variables such as study design, sample size, measures of social media use, mental
health outcomes, effect sizes, confounding factors, and limitations.

The data were analyzed using statistical meta-analytic techniques. Effect sizes from included studies
were pooled to determine the overall impact of social media on mental health. Heterogeneity among studies was
assessed using the I? statistic, and subgroup analyses identified sources of variability, such as differences in
gender or platform use. Statistical significance was determined through p-values and confidence intervals, and
sensitivity analyses evaluated the robustness of the findings.

Ultimately, this research aimed to quantify the impact of social media access on mental health outcomes

and clarify whether the relationship was causal or merely correlational. The findings aimed to provide critical



insights into the mechanisms of impact, inform future interventions, and guide policy decisions aimed at
improving adolescent well-being.

During the research process, data accessibility was found to be insufficient to develop a full
meta-analysis. Most studies were paywalled behind subscriptions to research journals, and open access studies
were not high enough in number to achieve a sufficient N-value for statistical significance. Other
methodological approaches were explored, and further reading of existing literature revealed an alternative
methodology. Research and writing on the subject popularized by the media, such as Jonathan Haidt’s book The
Anxious Generation, are frequently predicated on the notion that there must be some inherent link between
social media and mental health in large part because of the dramatic rise of both in recent years. Thus, the
researcher chose to prioritize examining the correlation between the two at an international level. Data was
gathered from publicly accessible sources (i.e Statista), primarily focusing on social media penetration rate and
suicide rate. Countries were selected primarily based on data availability, with searches being focused on
gathering a diverse range of socioeconomic and cultural conditions to analyze. After data was gathered, results
were plotted in Google Sheets and trendlines were generated and compared. Examples with the greatest amount

of data availability are shown below. Figure 1, 2, and 3: Showing Australia, the UK, and Malaysia, respectively.
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influences of social media on mental health. This study brings together adolescents and mental health
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