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ABSTRACT

Social media has become nearly universal among adolescents and young adults, raising
concern about its psychological consequences. Anxiety, one of the most common mental
health problems in youth, has shown increasing prevalence in parallel with the rise of digital
connectivity. This paper reviews evidence from cross-sectional, longitudinal, and
experimental studies to examine the association between social media use and anxiety.
Research consistently shows that excessive or problematic use is linked with heightened
anxiety, though the strength of the relationship varies across contexts (Primack et al., 2017;
Du et al., 2024). Mechanisms such as social comparison, fear of missing out (FoMO),
cyberbullying, and disrupted sleep partly explain these associations (Seabrook et al., 2016;
Woods & Scott, 2016). At the same time, social media can offer benefits such as connection,
belonging, and mental health support (Naslund et al., 2020). The impact is moderated by
individual vulnerabilities, gender, personality traits, and patterns of use. Findings highlight
the paradoxical role of social media as both a risk and a resource for mental well-being.
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n the 21st century, social media has transformed how individuals communicate, connect,

and construct identity. For adolescents and young adults, platforms such as Instagram,

TikTok, and Snapchat are central to daily life. Surveys reveal that over 95% of teenagers
own or have access to a smartphone, and nearly half report being online “almost constantly”
(Pew Research Center, 2022). Such pervasive engagement represents an unprecedented
cultural shift.

Simultaneously, rising levels of anxiety among adolescents have been documented across
many countries. Anxiety disorders are now among the most common psychological
concerns in youth, with lifetime prevalence rates approaching 30% (Twenge et al., 2018;
Riehm et al., 2019). Clinicians increasingly encounter adolescents who report difficulties
with sleep, self-esteem, and concentration linked to online activities.
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This parallel rise has fueled debate about whether social media contributes directly to
anxiety. Some scholars view social media as a risk factor, emphasizing mechanisms such as
constant comparison, exposure to idealized images, and cyberbullying (Seabrook et al.,
2016; Kowalski et al., 2014). Others highlight benefits, noting how digital platforms foster
belonging, enable identity exploration, and provide access to peer support networks
(Naslund et al., 2020). This tension creates a paradox: social media can both alleviate and
exacerbate anxiety.

This paper explores the relationship between social media and anxiety through a narrative
review of empirical studies conducted between 2016 and 2024.

Prevalence of Social Media Use and Anxiety

Adolescent use of social media is nearly universal. In the United States, surveys show that
more than 95% of teens have access to a smartphone, and nearly half report being online
“almost constantly.” Similar numbers appear in Europe, with adolescents spending three to
five hours per day on average. In Asia, especially in India and China, usage rates are rapidly
climbing due to affordable internet access. In Africa, mobile-based platforms are becoming
the primary way young people connect.

The universality of use means that even small negative effects can have large public health
implications. At the same time, positive experiences—such as finding support communities
or educational content—also reach millions. This scale makes social media a powerful
cultural force.

Anxiety prevalence has followed a concerning upward curve. Lifetime prevalence rates
among youth reach close to 30%. Hospital visits, counseling referrals, and school mental
health reports all confirm the growing trend. While causality is complex, the overlap in
timing with the digital explosion has intensified debate.

Importantly, adolescents themselves express ambivalence. Many say social media allows
them to feel connected, creative, and informed. Others describe it as stressful, distracting,
and overwhelming. This ambivalence is not a weakness—it reflects the real paradox at the
heart of digital engagement.

Cross-Sectional Evidence

Cross-sectional studies provide a snapshot. Findings generally show that heavy use is linked
with higher anxiety. For example, young people who spend multiple hours per day on
platforms report more anxious feelings than those who use them moderately. The use of
multiple platforms also seems riskier, as switching across apps creates constant monitoring
of different audiences and identities.

Problematic use, often described as compulsive or addictive, shows the strongest
association. Youth who feel unable to log off, who repeatedly check for notifications, or
who feel distressed when disconnected, are most likely to report anxiety. This suggests that
it is not only the amount of time but also the loss of control that matters.

However, not all studies find strong effects. Some show that when factors like personality,
family support, and offline friendships are considered, the link weakens. This indicates that
social media is not automatically harmful. Its impact depends on how it is used and who is
using it.
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Longitudinal and Experimental Evidence

Longitudinal studies allow researchers to see if social media use predicts anxiety over time.
Some studies show that heavy daily use increases the risk of later emotional problems, even
after accounting for earlier mental health. This suggests a causal effect. Experimental studies
add weight—reducing usage has been shown to lower anxiety and improve mood within
weeks.

But not all evidence is consistent. Some long-term studies find no clear link between use and
later anxiety. These mixed results show that social media is one factor among many. For
some youth it may act as a stress amplifier, for others as a coping tool, and for many as a
neutral background activity.

This complexity is why psychologists talk about reciprocal effects. Anxious adolescents
may turn to social media for reassurance or distraction. But heavy reliance may create more
stress, leading to a feedback loop.

Mechanisms of Influence
The relationship between social media and anxiety is best explained by looking at
mechanisms.

1. Social Comparison: Adolescents naturally compare themselves with peers. Online,
these comparisons are amplified by curated images and highlight reels. Upward
comparisons (seeing others as better off) often lower self-esteem and increase
anxiety.

2. FoMO (Fear of Missing Out): Social media constantly reminds users of what they
are not doing. Seeing others attend events or socialize can create feelings of
exclusion. This increases pressure to remain connected and available, fueling
compulsive checking.

3. Cyberbullying and Online Harassment: Negative interactions online can be
harsher than face-to-face because they are public, permanent, and far-reaching.
Being bullied online is associated with shame, anxiety, and withdrawal.

4. Sleep Disruption: Nighttime scrolling interferes with circadian rhythms. Poor sleep
is a major predictor of anxiety and mood issues. Many adolescents check devices late
at night, reducing both sleep quality and duration.

5. Passive vs. Active Use: Passive browsing often increases envy and loneliness.
Active use, where adolescents engage positively with peers, is more protective.

6. Validation and Performance Pressure: Features like likes and views create a
public scorecard. Low engagement can feel like rejection, and high engagement can
create pressure to maintain performance. Both can contribute to anxiety.

7. Identity and Body Image: Adolescents are developing self-concept. Exposure to
beauty standards and idealized lifestyles can distort body image. Negative body
perceptions strongly relate to anxiety.

8. Cognitive Overload and Attention Fragmentation: Notifications, multitasking,
and rapid shifts of focus create cognitive strain. Over time, this reduces concentration
and increases academic stress.

9. Emotional Regulation Challenges: Social media delivers constant emotional
triggers—positive and negative. Adolescents who struggle with emotional regulation
may find themselves overwhelmed, leading to heightened anxiety
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CASE EXAMPLES AND REAL-LIFE NARRATIVES

While statistics and empirical findings provide clarity, real-life narratives give emotional
meaning to the relationship between social media and anxiety. Case-based illustrations help
us understand how mechanisms such as FoMO, comparison, and cyberbullying are
experienced by individuals. Although these examples are generalized and anonymized, they
reflect patterns widely reported in clinical and educational settings.

Case 1: The High-Achieving Student

Riya, a 16-year-old student, is academically talented and participates in multiple
extracurricular activities. She uses Instagram to stay in touch with classmates. Over time,
she begins to feel anxious whenever she scrolls through her feed. Friends’ photos of parties
and vacations create a sense that she is missing out. Despite being successful, she feels
inadequate. She checks Instagram late at night, reducing her sleep. Eventually, she reports
frequent worry, headaches, and difficulty concentrating.

This case highlights how FoMO and upward comparison can undermine even high-
functioning adolescents. Despite strong offline achievements, online portrayals distort self-
perception. Her anxiety is not due to failure but due to constant exposure to idealized
images.

Case 2: The Isolated Adolescent

Arjun, aged 14, struggles with shyness and few close friendships at school. He turns to
online communities for connection. Initially, he finds supportive peers in a gaming group.
However, he also experiences harsh criticism and exclusion when he makes mistakes. Over
time, his reliance on online groups increases, but his offline friendships decline. When the
group excludes him, he feels devastated and anxious.

This example shows how social media can provide short-term comfort but also amplify
vulnerability for those with limited offline support. Online belonging can turn into
dependence, and rejection in these spaces can be as painful as face-to-face exclusion.

Case 3: The Victim of Cyberbullying

Meera, a 15-year-old, becomes the target of cyberbullying after a classmate shares an
unflattering video. Negative comments spread quickly. She begins to avoid school,
withdraws from activities, and develops social anxiety. Even after the incident fades, her
fear of online judgment persists.

This case demonstrates how digital harassment can be pervasive and persistent. Unlike
traditional bullying, online attacks remain visible and can be shared widely, prolonging the
psychological impact.

Case 4: The Resilient User

Sahil, a 17-year-old, uses social media actively but with balance. He follows accounts
related to fitness, mental health, and hobbies. He limits screen time after 10 p.m. and uses
apps to track his habits. When he feels pressured by comparison, he reminds himself that
posts are curated highlights. With strong family support, Sahil benefits from online learning
and socializing while maintaining healthy offline routines.

This positive case highlights the role of resilience, digital literacy, and supportive context.
Social media here becomes a tool for growth rather than distress.
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Lessons from Narratives

1.

2.

3.
4.

FoMO and Comparison affect even successful adolescents, undermining
confidence.

Dependence on Online Groups can intensify loneliness if offline supports are
weak.

Cyberbullying remains one of the strongest negative predictors of anxiety.
Resilience Factors such as digital literacy, boundaries, and supportive families
protect well-being.

These cases illustrate that social media itself is not inherently harmful. Rather, the outcomes
depend on patterns of use, individual vulnerabilities, and the presence or absence of
protective factors. Narratives show that real adolescents live the paradox every day: one
moment feeling connected, the next overwhelmed.

Individual Differences
Not every adolescent is affected equally. Several moderators influence outcomes:

Gender: Girls often show stronger associations with anxiety, partly due to greater
exposure to appearance-based content and relational pressures.

Personality Traits: Adolescents high in neuroticism or sensitivity are more reactive
to online stressors.

Previous Mental Health Issues: Those already struggling with anxiety or
depression are more likely to be negatively affected.

Offline Support: Strong family and peer relationships buffer risks. Isolation
magnifies them.

Cultural Context: In collectivist cultures, group belonging may amplify pressure,
while in individualistic cultures, performance and uniqueness may drive stress.

Understanding these differences is crucial for tailoring interventions.

Protective and Resilience Factors
While risks are real, social media can also support well-being when used wisely. Positive
psychology offers insights into resilience-building:

Digital Literacy: Teaching youth that online content is curated and selective reduces
harmful comparison.

Mindful Engagement: Conscious use—deciding when and why to log on—lowers
compulsive checking.

Self-Compassion: Encouraging kindness toward oneself helps buffer against
judgment and comparison.

Family Support: Open discussion about online experiences creates trust and
guidance.

Peer Support: Safe, supportive groups online and offline provide belonging and
reduce isolation.

Gratitude and Optimism Practices: Exercises that highlight strengths and positive
experiences counteract negative self-focus.

Community Interventions: Schools, clubs, and youth programs that blend offline
and online activities can promote balance

Practical Implications
For Clinicians

Include social media use in psychological assessments.
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o Use cognitive-behavioral strategies to reduce FOMO and comparison.
e Address sleep hygiene and device habits in therapy.

For Families
e Set boundaries for nighttime use.
o Encourage offline hobbies and face-to-face connections.
e Model balanced use—adolescents imitate adult behavior.

For Schools
o Introduce digital well-being programs.
o Offer workshops on emotional regulation and coping.
o Train teachers to identify signs of problematic use.

For Policymakers and Platforms
e Encourage design changes that reduce validation pressure (e.g., hiding like counts).
e Promote transparency tools that track usage.
e Invest in moderation to reduce harassment.
e Provide age-appropriate protections.

Global and Developmental Perspectives

Cross-national evidence shows that while mechanisms are similar worldwide, cultural values
shape experiences. In collectivist societies, anxiety may stem more from fear of group
exclusion. In individualistic societies, the pressure to stand out and perform may dominate.

From a developmental perspective, adolescents are especially vulnerable because of
heightened sensitivity to social evaluation. Young adults, while more mature, still face stress
from academic and career demands, and social media can amplify these pressures.

Understanding both cultural and developmental contexts helps in designing interventions
that are sensitive and effective.

CONCLUSION

Social media is both a risk and a resource. For adolescents, it offers belonging, creativity,
and expression. But it also carries risks of comparison, FOMO, cyberbullying, and disrupted
sleep. Its impact on anxiety depends on personal traits, patterns of use, and social context.

The paradox is not resolved by labeling social media as good or bad. Instead, a balanced
approach is needed. This means reducing harmful patterns while encouraging positive
engagement. Clinicians, educators, families, and policymakers must work together.

With thoughtful guidance, social media can become a tool for growth and resilience rather
than distress. Psychology has a central role in shaping this balance—providing evidence,
interventions, and hope for a healthier digital future.
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