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ABSTRACT

Background: Social media has become deeply integrated into the daily lives of young adults, offering
opportunities for communication, education, entertainment, and professional networking. However, excessive and
maladaptive use has been increasingly associated with adverse mental health outcomes, particularly anxiety and
depression. The psychological consequences of prolonged digital engagement have emerged as a significant
public health concern.

Objective: This narrative review explores the influence of social media on mental health among young
adults, with a particular emphasis on anxiety, depression, and evidence-based digital intervention strategies aimed
at promoting psychological well-being.

Methods: A comprehensive review of published literature from peer-reviewed journals, systematic reviews, and
international reports was conducted. Databases including PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, PsycINFO, and
Google Scholar were consulted using keywords such as social media, mental health, young adults, anxiety,
depression, digital interventions, and psychological well-being. Studies published primarily between 2018 and
2025 were prioritized.

Results: Evidence consistently demonstrates that problematic social media use, excessive screen time,
cyberbullying, fear of missing out (FoMO), social comparison, and sleep disturbances contribute to increased
risks of anxiety and depressive symptoms among young adults. Conversely, responsible social media use can
foster social support, health education, peer engagement, and access to mental health resources. Emerging digital
interventions—including cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT)-based mobile applications, mindfulness programs,
digital literacy initiatives, and algorithm-assisted mental health monitoring—have shown promising outcomes in
reducing psychological distress.

Conclusion: Social media represents both a risk factor and an opportunity for mental health promotion. Balanced
usage, enhanced digital literacy, institutional policies, and evidence-based interventions can mitigate adverse
psychological outcomes while maximizing the benefits of digital connectivity.

Keywords: Social media, Mental health, Young adults, Anxiety, Depression, Digital interventions,
Cyberbullying, Digital well-being.

How to cite this article: Sharma B, Nair VG, Anuradha K, Yesuwilson AJ, Sharma M, Nagaraju P. The
Influence of Social Media on Mental Health Among Young Adults: Exploring Anxiety, Depression, and Digital
Intervention Approaches. Int J Drug Deliv Technol. 2026;16(62s): 1723-1726. DOI: 10.25258/ijddt.16.62s.173
Source of support: Nil.

Conflict of interest: None.

INTRODUCTION platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, TikTok,

The rapid evolution of digital technologies has Snapchat, X (formerly Twitter), LinkedIn, and
transformed  interpersonal communication and YouTube have become indispensable components of
information exchange worldwide. Social media  daily life, particularly among young adults aged 18-29
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years. These platforms facilitate social interaction,
educational engagement, entertainment, professional
networking, and community participation.

Global estimates indicate that billions of
individuals actively use social networking services,
with young adults spending several hours each day on
digital platforms. While these technologies provide
numerous advantages, concerns regarding their
influence on mental health have intensified. Increasing
evidence suggests that prolonged and problematic
social media use is associated with heightened levels
of anxiety, depression, loneliness, stress, body
dissatisfaction, poor sleep quality, reduced self-
esteem, and suicidal ideation in vulnerable
populations.

Young adulthood represents a developmental
stage characterized by identity formation, career
establishment, academic challenges, and evolving
interpersonal relationships. During this period,
excessive dependence on online validation and virtual
interactions may exacerbate emotional vulnerabilities.
Constant exposure to idealized lifestyles, edited
images, and popularity metrics encourages upward
social comparison, which can negatively affect self-
worth and emotional stability.

At the same time, social media serves as an
important avenue for mental health awareness
campaigns, peer support communities, telepsychology
services, crisis interventions, and dissemination of
evidence-based information. Therefore, understanding
the dual nature of social media is essential for
designing effective public health strategies.

This review critically examines current
evidence on the relationship between social media use
and anxiety and depression among young adults while
exploring emerging digital intervention approaches
that may improve mental health outcomes.

BACKGROUND

Mental disorders represent one of the leading
causes of disability among young people worldwide.
Anxiety disorders and depression frequently emerge
during adolescence and early adulthood, affecting
academic performance, occupational productivity,
relationships, and quality of life.

Simultaneously, smartphone penetration and
internet accessibility have dramatically increased
digital engagement. Average daily social media use
often exceeds two to three hours among university
students and may reach substantially higher durations
in heavy users.

Several psychological theories explain the
relationship between social media and mental health:

e Social Comparison  Theory:
Individuals compare themselves with
idealized portrayals presented by others,
leading to dissatisfaction and reduced self-
esteem.

e Self-Determination Theory:
Excessive reliance on external validation
through likes and comments may undermine

intrinsic motivation and psychological well-
being.

e Uses and Gratifications Theory:
Users actively engage with social media to
fulfill emotional, informational, and social
needs, though excessive dependence may
become maladaptive.

e Cognitive Behavioral Model:
Negative cognitive patterns reinforced by
online interactions may contribute to anxiety
and depressive symptoms.

Understanding these theoretical frameworks
helps explain why social media can simultaneously
promote social connectedness and psychological
distress.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SOCIAL
MEDIA AND ANXIETY

Anxiety associated with social media use has
been increasingly documented across multiple
populations. Several mechanisms contribute to this
relationship.

Fear of Missing Out (FoMO)

FoMO refers to apprehension that others are
experiencing rewarding events without one's
participation. Constant notifications and continuous
updates create pressure to remain perpetually
connected, increasing stress and emotional exhaustion.

Social Comparison

Young adults frequently compare their
achievements, appearance, relationships, and lifestyles
with curated online content. Such comparisons often
produce feelings of inadequacy, envy, and chronic
anxiety.

Cyberbullying

Digital  harassment  through  insulting
comments, rumor spreading, exclusion, or threats
contributes significantly to emotional distress. Victims
often  experience heightened anxiety, social
withdrawal, and reduced self-confidence.

Information Overload

Continuous exposure to alarming news,
misinformation, and conflicting opinions creates
cognitive overload, particularly during crises such as
pandemics or political conflicts.

Sleep Disruption

Late-night screen  exposure  suppresses
melatonin production and delays sleep onset. Poor
sleep quality subsequently increases vulnerability to
anxiety disorders.

SOCIAL MEDIA AND DEPRESSION

Depression represents one of the most
frequently reported adverse outcomes associated with
problematic social media use.

Reduced Self-Esteem

Frequent exposure to idealized images and
unrealistic beauty standards encourages negative self-
evaluation, particularly among young women.

Online Validation Dependence

Seeking approval through likes, shares, and
comments creates reward-seeking behavior similar to
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intermittent reinforcement mechanisms observed in
behavioral addictions.
Loneliness Despite Connectivity
Although users maintain numerous online
connections, superficial interactions may fail to
provide meaningful emotional support, contributing to
loneliness and depressive symptoms.
Passive Consumption
Passive scrolling without active engagement
has been associated with increased rumination and
decreased life satisfaction compared to interactive
communication.
Addictive Usage Patterns
Problematic social media wuse exhibits
characteristics resembling behavioral addiction,
including compulsive checking, tolerance, withdrawal
symptoms, and impaired functioning.
POSITIVE EFFECTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA
ON MENTAL HEALTH
Despite documented risks, social media also
offers significant mental health benefits when used
appropriately.
e Peer support communities reduce
stigma surrounding mental illness.
e Mental health campaigns increase
awareness and encourage help-seeking.
e Educational  content improves
psychological literacy.
e Crisis intervention resources can
reach vulnerable individuals rapidly.
e Online counseling services improve
accessibility in underserved areas.
e Social networking helps maintain
relationships during geographical separation.
e Communities for chronic illness and
disability provide emotional support.
Balanced engagement therefore, has potential
therapeutic value.
RISK FACTORS MODERATING
MENTAL HEALTH OUTCOMES
Several variables influence whether social
media use results in positive or negative psychological
outcomes.

. Potential Mental | .
Risk Factor Health Impact Risk Factor
Excessive  daily Anx1et}{, Excessive  daily
. depression, .
screen time . screen time
fatigue
Emotional
Cyberbullying distress,  PTSD | Cyberbullying
symptoms
Poo_r sleep Mood disorders Poo'r sleep
hygiene hygiene
Upwarq social Low self-esteem Upward_ social
comparison comparison
FoMO Chronic anxiety |FoMO
Body image | Eating disorders, | Body image
concerns depression concerns
Low digital | Misinformation- |Low digital
literacy related stress literacy

Social isolation lncrefi sed Social isolation
loneliness
Problematic Reduced Problematic
smartphone .. smartphone
dependence productivity dependence
DIGITAL INTERVENTION
APPROACHES
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)-Based
Mobile Applications

Digital CBT applications help users identify
maladaptive thoughts, practice coping skills, monitor
mood, and reduce anxiety and depressive symptoms.

Mindfulness and Meditation Platforms

Guided meditation applications improve
emotional regulation, stress management, and
resilience by encouraging present-focused awareness.

Digital Detox Programs

Scheduled breaks from social media reduce
compulsive usage patterns and improve concentration,
sleep quality, and interpersonal relationships.

Artificial Intelligence-Based Mental Health
Monitoring

Al systems increasingly identify linguistic
markers associated with depression and suicidal
ideation, enabling early intervention while raising
ethical considerations regarding privacy.

Telepsychology Services

Remote psychological consultations enhance
access to licensed professionals, especially in rural and
underserved communities.

University-Based Digital Wellness Programs

Higher education institutions have begun
implementing workshops focused on responsible
social media use, emotional resilience, and cyber
safety.

Role of Healthcare Professionals and Nurses

Healthcare providers play a vital role in
recognizing problematic social media use and
promoting healthy digital habits.

Key responsibilities include:

e Screening for
engagement.

e Educating  patients
balanced technology use.

o Identifying anxiety and depression
symptoms.

e Providing counseling referrals.

¢ Encouraging sleep hygiene.

excessive digital

regarding

e Supporting digital literacy
initiatives.
e Participating in community

awareness campaigns.
o Integrating mental health promotion
into routine healthcare.

Nurses, due to frequent patient interaction, are
particularly well positioned to deliver preventive
interventions and psychoeducation.

Recommendations

Individual Level
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e Limit recreational social media use.
¢ Disable unnecessary notifications.
¢ Engage in offline physical activity.
e Practice mindfulness.
o Curate positive online content.
e Seek professional help when
distress persists.
Family Level
¢ Encourage open communication.
e Model balanced technology use.
e Promote device-free family
interactions.
Educational Institutions
o Introduce digital wellness curricula.
e Provide counseling services.
e Conduct cyberbullying prevention
programs.
Healthcare Systems
e Incorporate digital
assessments into routine screening.
e Expand tele-mental health services.

behavior

e Train professionals in digital
psychiatry.
Policy Makers
o Strengthen online safety

regulations.
o Promote ethical platform design.
o Support research on digital mental
health interventions.
FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
Future investigations should focus on:
e Longitudinal causal relationships
between social media exposure and mental

illness.

o Cross-cultural differences in digital
behavior.

e Gender-specific psychological
mechanisms.

o Artificial
prevention strategies.
o Effectiveness
interventions.
e Ethical implications of algorithm-
based mental health surveillance.
e Randomized  controlled
evaluating digital therapeutics.
CONCLUSION
Social media has fundamentally transformed
the social and psychological landscape of young
adulthood. ~ While these platforms facilitate
communication, education, and access to mental
health resources, excessive or maladaptive use is
associated with increased anxiety, depression, sleep
disturbances, cyberbullying, and reduced self-esteem.
The relationship is multifactorial and influenced by
individual vulnerabilities, usage patterns, and
environmental factors.
Evidence supports a balanced perspective:
social media is neither inherently harmful nor

intelligence-assisted

of digital detox

trials

universally beneficial. Instead, outcomes depend on
how individuals engage with digital environments.
Evidence-based interventions—including CBT-based
applications, mindfulness programs, digital literacy
education, telepsychology services, and responsible
platform governance—offer promising strategies for
reducing mental health risks while preserving the
advantages of online connectivity.

Collaborative efforts involving healthcare
professionals, educators, families, technology
companies, and policymakers are essential to foster

healthier digital ecosystems that support the

psychological well-being of young adults.
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