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Abstract
Mental health disorders are an emerging challenge with the progressively increasing usage of social media platforms. Social media
use is the second leading cause of disability among psychiatric disorders. A great deal of literature has tried to establish links
between social media exposure and mental health diseases. However, there is a need to discuss the current literature that presents
crucial perspectives on social media-induced psychiatric disorders to establish a holistic, evidence-based approach for their pre-
vention and treatment. The use of social networks is strongly correlated with the development of anxiety and other psychological
problems such as depression, insomnia, stress, decreased subjective happiness, and a sense of mental deprivation. The majority of
the cited literature predicts that the likelihood of social media-induced mental health problems is directly proportional to the amount
of time spent on these sites, the frequency of usage, and the number of platforms being used. Various possible explanations have
been implicated, including a negative impact on self-esteem through unhealthy comparisons, social media burnout, stress, lack of
emotional regulation due to social media preoccupation, and development of social anxiety due to decreased real-life social
interactions. It has been postulated that increased social media use is driven by preexisting anxiety and is a coping strategy. This era
of progressively increasing digitalization, the recent trend of a dramatic shift toward online social life, and the desire to get social
attention is expected to take a gruesome toll on the population’s mental health, which therefore warrants more attention to mental
health care.
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Introduction

Mental health disorders are a common emerging healthcare pro-
blem in the United States, with adulthood being the most vulner-
able age group[1]. These are the second most prevalent cause of
compromised living[2]. Anxiety disorders can be associated with
medical and psychiatric comorbidities, leading to severe functional
impairment in social and occupational aspects of life[3]. With the
advent of the internet, social media platforms were introduced
shortly thereafter. These platforms have revolutionized commu-
nication by making it faster and easier and abolishing all existent
physical distances, dispensing information at just one finger touch
within a fraction of a second. However, unrestrained use of social
media can lead to the development of many psychosocial

problems, such as disturbed sleep[4–6], decreased subjective
happiness[7], and poor academic performance[8,9], in addition to
anxiety and depression[6,10].

A massive rise in the usage of social media has been seen in
adolescents and teens, ranging from 12% in 2005 to 90% in
2015[11]. Social media usage has especially spiked in the past year
due to lockdowns during the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19) pandemic. A survey carried out in April 2020 on a group of
Belgian individuals reported increased use of social networks in
lockdowns as a coping strategy for feelings of loss, social isola-
tion, and anxiety[12]. Although social media can promote identity
formation and development of virtual connections regardless of
physical distance, at the same time, they also have the tendency to
negatively impact self-esteem and self-image through unwanted
feedback, not receiving enough social validation, or unhealthy
competition and comparisons[13]. Therefore, we consider it
extremely crucial to recognize and address the growing number
of mental health issues that come up with the increasing use of
social networks and digitalization and review the literature on
this significant association.

HIGHLIGHTS

• The trend of excessive social media use is rising.
• Social media-related mental health disorders are a major

consequence which can put individuals at risk of physical
illnesses and a poor lifestyle.

• We found out that the risk of developing a mental health
disease is directly linked to the duration, frequency, and
number of social media platforms being used.
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Scroll time and severity of disease

A study involving Norwegian individuals ranging from 16 to
88 years of age reported a more frequent association of anxiety
with addiction to social media use[14]. Similarly, another U.S.-
based study involving 563 adults aged 18–22 showed that the
amount of time spent using social media was directly related to
the incidence of dispositional anxiety but was not related to any
recently developed anxiety[15]. Moreover, participants who spent
more time daily using social media scored higher than the clinical
anxiety cutoff score, indicating the development of possible
underlying clinical anxiety disorders.

Effects on mental satisfaction and well-being

The use of social networks has also been reported to be associated
with lower self-esteem, a decreased sense of subjective well-being
shortly after its use, and a decrease in the levels of satisfaction
with life in the long run. This was demonstrated by Kross et al.[16]

on a sample of 82 participants in their late teens or early 20s from
different ethnic backgrounds in the U.S. However, the predis-
position to poor self-esteem is just one of the so many other
psychosocial concerns that arise from the excessive use of social
networks.

Social media fatigue

A study conducted on adolescent social media users in India
attempted to assess the relationship between psychosocial well-
being and social media fatigue. The results reported that com-
pulsive use of social media instigates a phenomenon called ‘social
media fatigue,’ which is the burnout or exhaustion that comes
from its excessive usage. Later in the results, it was found that this
caused elevated levels of anxiety and depression among the
participants[17].

Account count and risk of mental illness

Primack et al. surveyed a sample of 1787 U.S. young adults in the
age group of 19–32 years. Participants who used a lesser number
(0–2) of social media platforms were found to be less likely to
have elevated levels of anxiety and depression compared to those
participants who used a greater number (7–11) of social media
platforms. Hence, the incidence of social media-induced anxiety
and depression was found to be directly related to the number of
social media networks being used[18].

Appearance-related unhappiness

Social networks can make people more conscious and sensitive
about their appearances by creating an atmosphere of social
comparisons. This appearance-related preoccupation inflicted by
social media has been found to be directly proportional to its
usage, as shown by Hawes et al.[19]. The results also revealed an
association of social media with depression, social anxiety,
appearance-related anxiety, and sensitivity to appearance
rejection.

Pandemic-related social media abuse

Social media use increased dramatically during the COVID-19
pandemic due to lockdowns and quarantine. During the COVID-
19 outbreak in 2020, an online study was conducted over a
nationally representative sample of Chinese citizens from 31
different provinces to assess any mental health problems poten-
tially associated with social media exposure. More than 80% of
the total participants reported frequent exposure to social net-
works. The results revealed that 48.3% of the participants were
found to have depression, 22.6% suffered from anxiety, and
19.4% had both. Moreover, more frequent exposure to social
media was found to be linked to higher odds of anxiety and
‘combined anxiety and depression’[20].

Uncontrolled emotional behavior

Many people use social media to escape their negative emotions,
not knowing that this strategy distracts them from regulating
their emotions. Emotional regulation is extremely crucial for
balancing mental health, and its avoidance by the substituted use
of social networks renders them more vulnerable to anxiety,
depression, and other mental health dysfunctions. In addition to
this, people who prefer digital socialization over in-person social
interactions have the potential to develop social anxiety and
worsening any preexisting social anxiety disorder. Concerns
about being inadequately connected and cyberbullying can also
be other reasons for emerging anxiety and depression from the
use of social networking sites[21].

Social media-related stress

A study conducted on a sample of 466 young Lebanese adults
showed that problematically excessive use of social networks is
related to a higher incidence of depression, anxiety, and insom-
nia, while stress was found to be the main implicating mediator
behind this[22]. Hughes[23] conducted a survey of 73 participants
selected by convenient sampling. The data analysis demonstrated
a strong positive association of social media use with depression,
anxiety, and stress. Participants who spent comparatively more
time on social media or used more social media platforms scored
higher on the depression, anxiety, and stress scale.

Activity profile is the user’s mental health profile

Few studies suggest that mental health concerns over social media
usage do not arise from the mere usage of these platforms but
from certain behaviors exhibited on these. For example, posting
unreal statuses which are indicative of false emotional and per-
sonal state. These behaviors have been found to be associated
with suicidal ideation, which could be implicating serious
underlying mental health problems[24].

Preexisting anxiety can provoke social media abuse

Although many studies have shown that the use of social media
leads to the development of anxiety, Dutta et al.[25] revealed a
unique association between preexisting anxiety and online social
interaction. According to them, individuals with anxiety are
likely to seek more online interactions through social media,
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although these social ties might still be weak. The possible reason
appears to be the fact that weak virtual ties help people in getting
emotional support while being least concerned about their
appearance and impression. This surprisingly eccentric finding
suggests that anxiety can lead to increased use of social networks,
contrary to the popular belief that goes vice versa. This can spark
up an interesting debate of research among the research com-
munity and can be an interesting angle to further investigate
things.

Internet use and sexual behavior in adolescents

The excessive use of the internet can induce negative effects on the
sexuality of adolescents. A study reported that the use of the
internet and the practice of sexually explicit sites could lead to
early sexual behavior in adolescents. The prevalence of internet
use was significantly inclined toward males, who also reported a
more positive attitude toward pornography from an early age
than females. Females were more likely to react negatively toward
such exposure, and frequent users reported intentional visits to
sexually explicit sites[26]. Another study reported frequent use of
the internet for accessing sexually explicit content to be a pre-
dictor of increased sexual activity and the likelihood of having
multiple sexual partners[27].

Social media use and depressive symptoms

Social media websites provide users with a wide spectrum of
features, and it is often observed that people adapt to a specific
pattern of usage. The most common set of actions, such as
stalking other users’ photos or scrolling through the latest
newsfeed, has been defined as passive social media use. It is evi-
dent from recent research that these behavioral patterns and
depression are interlinked to each other. Passive social media use
can induce mood disorders and depressive symptoms like loss of
interest or personal ill-being[28–31]. Excessive social media use is a
predictor of depression and poor social connection with both
friends and family[32]. This can also happen indirectly through
mediators such as decreased emotional connection with fellow
beings, which increases the levels of loneliness, ultimately causing
depression[28,30,33].

Alcohol abuse and addiction

The social environment has been divided into offline and online
components. It is important to understand the role of social media
in conveying information related to drugs and addictive sub-
stances. Alcohol overuse has been observed to be linked with
watching a higher number of alcohol-related posts, although
heavier consumers tend to gradually lose the habit of posting over
time[34]. A study reported that binge drinkers have also been
found addicted to social media usage[35].

Self-harm and suicide ideation

The mental health of the young population is severely affected.
Self-harm is an important consequence of psychiatric problems in
the younger population, which can lie on a continuum between
nonsuicidal self-injury and suicidal ideation[36]. Social media
usage can increase the probability of self-injury by conveying

different methods of self-mutilation, a sense of competition, and
contagion, but these sites are also an important source of online
emotional support[37]. A study reported that adolescents often
utilize social spaces to share their suicidal ideation and self-
harming intentions directly or by describing hopelessness,
helplessness, and despair[38].

Conclusion

The use of social networks is strongly correlated with anxiety and
other psychological disorders such as depression, insomnia, and
stress. Throughout the literature that has been cited in this paper,
these associations were found to be directly linked to the dura-
tion, frequency, and number of social media platforms being
used. Increased social media usage can cause alcohol abuse dis-
order among individuals and affect the sexuality of adolescents.
We also found that preexisting anxiety can induce social media
addiction which can, in turn, cause more anxiety. The review
identifies the paucity of high-quality evidence on the association
between social media use and psychiatric disorders. There is a
dire need for the establishment of awareness programs to educate
the general population about the harmful effects of increased
social media usage on their health and lifestyle.
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