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Abstract

Social media has become an integral part of young people's lives, influencing their communication, social
relationships, attitudes, and health-related behaviours. Although digital platforms provide opportunities for
education, awareness, and social support, they may also expose young people to content that normalizes substance
use and promotes misleading perceptions of peer behavior. This critical narrative review examines the relationship
between social media and substance-use behaviors among adolescents and young adults, focusing on online
content exposure, peer influence, social norms, psychological vulnerability, family environment, and prevention
strategies.

Existing research indicates an association between frequent social media use and substance-use behaviours among
adolescents. Purba et al. (2023) reported higher odds of drug use among adolescents with frequent social media
use, although the certainty of evidence was limited and causality could not be established. Similarly, longitudinal
evidence highlights the influence of peer substance-use norms on adolescent behaviour (Watts et al., 2024). These
findings suggest that online environments may contribute to substance-related attitudes and behaviors; however,
social media should not be considered an independent cause of drug addiction.

The review also highlights the potential of social media as a tool for health education, prevention campaigns,
recovery awareness, and access to support services. It emphasizes the importance of digital literacy, positive peer
relationships, supportive family communication, responsible platform practices, and evidence-based prevention
programmes. Particular attention is given to the need for India-specific research, including culturally appropriate
interventions and studies examining regional and socioeconomic differences. The review concludes that a
balanced, evidence-informed approach is necessary to minimize potential online risks while strengthening the
positive role of social media in youth health promotion.
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Introduction

Social media has become an essential part of modern
life, particularly among adolescents and young
adults. Platforms such as Instagram, Facebook,
YouTube, and other digital networking applications
have transformed the ways in which young people
communicate, interact, access information, and
develop social identities. Although these platforms
offer opportunities for learning, entertainment, and
social support, their influence on health-related
attitudes and behaviours has become an important
public-health concern. One emerging concern is the
possible relationship between social media exposure
and substance-use behaviours among young people.
Online platforms frequently contain images, videos,
discussions, and personal accounts related to
alcohol, tobacco, cannabis, and other psychoactive
substances. In some cases, such content may portray
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substance use as fashionable, entertaining, socially
acceptable, or associated with popularity and
success. Repeated exposure to these portrayals may
influence young people's perceptions of substance
use and their understanding of peer behavior.
Adolescence and early adulthood are important
developmental stages characterised by identity
formation,  emotional = changes, increasing
independence, and a growing influence of peer
relationships. During these stages, young
individuals may be particularly sensitive to social
acceptance and peer approval. Social media can
extend these influences beyond face-to-face
interactions through comments, likes, shared videos,
online communities, and influencer content.
Consequently, online environments may contribute
to the development of perceived social norms
surrounding substance use.
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Research has identified an association between
frequent social media use and certain health-risk
behaviours among adolescents. Purba et al. (2023),
in a systematic review and meta-analysis, reported
higher odds of drug use among adolescents who
frequently used social media. However, the authors
highlighted limitations in the certainty of evidence
and cautioned against interpreting these associations
as proof of causation. Similarly, Boers et al. (2020)
reported a positive association between social media
use and risky behaviours, including substance use,
among adolescents. These findings indicate the
importance of examining the relationship while
recognizing the limitations of observational
research.
Peer influence is another important factor in
adolescent substance-use behaviour. Watts et al.
(2024) demonstrated through longitudinal evidence
that peer substance-use norms are associated with
changes in adolescent substance use over time.
Although their research was not specifically focused
on social media, it provides a useful basis for
understanding how online peer interactions and
perceived social approval may influence young
people's attitudes and decisions.
Importantly, social media does not operate
independently of other influences. Family
environment, psychological well-being,
socioeconomic circumstances, offline friendships,
educational experiences, and previous substance-use
behavior may also contribute to individual
vulnerability. Furthermore, digital platforms can
serve positive purposes by spreading health
information, challenging misconceptions,
encouraging recovery, and connecting young people
with support services.
In this context, the present review critically
examines the relationship between social media and
substance-use behaviours among adolescents and
young adults. It explores potential risk factors,
online influences, peer relationships, psychological
and social vulnerabilities, and the preventive role of
digital health education. It also considers the need
for culturally appropriate research and prevention
strategies in India.

A. Objectives of the Study

1. To examine the existing research on the
relationship between social media use and
substance-use behaviors among
adolescents and young adults.

2. To identify the influence of substance-
related online content, digital peer
interactions, and perceived social norms on
young people's attitudes towards substance
use.

3. To analyse individual, psychological,
family, and social factors that may increase
vulnerability to substance-use behavior.
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4. To explore the positive role of social media
in substance-use awareness, prevention,
health education, and recovery support.

5. To examine the challenges and research
gaps in understanding the relationship
between social media and substance use,
particularly in the Indian context.

6. To suggest evidence-informed prevention
strategies for educational institutions,
families, public-health  organizations,
policymakers, and digital platforms.

B. Review Methodology
The present study adopts a critical narrative review
approach to examine the relationship between social
media use and substance-use behaviours among
adolescents and young adults. The review is based
on selected published research, including systematic
reviews, meta-analyses, and relevant empirical
studies. The literature is examined thematically,
focusing on social media engagement, exposure to
substance-related content, online peer influence,
psychological vulnerability, family and social
environments, and prevention strategies. Particular
attention is given to the research design, findings,
and limitations of the available studies.
The review does not claim to be a systematic review
because an exhaustive database search, formal
screening process, and risk-of-bias assessment have
not been independently conducted for this
manuscript. The findings are therefore interpreted
critically, with due consideration of the limitations
of existing evidence and the possibility of
confounding and reverse causation.
C. Review of Related Literature

1) Social Media Use and Substance-Use
Behavior
The increasing use of social media among
adolescents has raised concerns about its possible
association with health-risk behaviors, including
substance use. Digital platforms provide continuous
opportunities for communication and exposure to
different forms of information, which may influence
young people's attitudes and behavioral choices.
Purba et al. (2023) conducted a systematic review
and meta-analysis examining social media use and
health-risk behaviours among adolescents aged 10—
19 years. Their analysis included 126 studies, with
73 contributing to meta-analyses. Frequent or daily
social media use was associated with higher odds of
drug use (OR = 1.28, 95% CI [1.05, 1.56]).
However, the certainty of evidence for several
outcomes was low or very low, and the findings did
not establish a causal relationship.
Similarly, Boers et al. (2020) conducted a meta-
analysis of 27 cross-sectional studies involving
67,407 adolescents. They reported a positive
association between social media use and risky
behaviors, including substance use (r =.19, 95% CI
[.12, .26]). Since the included studies were cross-
sectional, the findings cannot establish whether
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social media use preceded substance-use behavior.
These studies indicate a relationship worth
investigating, but they also demonstrate the need to
distinguish  between general social media
engagement and specific online experiences
associated with substance use.

2) Exposure to Substance-Related Online

Content
Young people may encounter substance-related
material through photographs, short videos,
influencer posts, advertisements, music, and online
discussions. Some content may portray substance
use as socially desirable or associate it with
entertainment, popularity, and personal freedom.
Repeated exposure to such representations may
influence perceptions of the acceptability and
prevalence of substance use. However, not all
substance-related content is harmful. Educational
campaigns, recovery experiences, health
information, and prevention messages may
contribute positively to awareness and informed
decision-making.
Purba et al. (2023) also examined exposure to
health-risk content and its association with certain
risk behaviours. Their findings highlight the
importance of considering the nature of online
content rather than measuring social media use only
through the amount of time spent online. Therefore,
research should distinguish between promotional
content, peer-generated material, educational
information, and recovery-related communication.
The influence of online exposure may also depend
on individual characteristics and previous
experiences.

3) Online Peer Influence and Social Norms
Peer relationships play an important role in shaping
adolescent attitudes and behaviours. Social media
extends these relationships beyond physical settings
through group discussions, comments, shared posts,
and online communities. Young people may
interpret repeated substance-related posts or visible
social approval as evidence that substance use is
common among their peers. Such perceptions may
not accurately represent actual behaviour within the
wider adolescent population.

Watts et al. (2024) conducted a systematic review
and meta-analysis of longitudinal studies examining
peer influence on adolescent substance use. Their
analysis included 99 effect sizes from 27
independent studies and identified a significant
average peer-influence effect (B = .147, p < .001).
The findings indicate that peer substance-use
behaviour and perceived norms are associated with
changes in adolescent substance use over time.
Although this research was not specifically focused
on social media, it provides important evidence for
understanding how peer-related processes may also
operate in digital environments. Online peer
influence can be direct, through encouragement or
pressure, or indirect, through the desire to gain social
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acceptance. At the same time, positive peer
relationships can discourage substance use and
promote healthy behavior.

4) Psychological Factors and Individual

Vulnerability
Psychological and emotional factors may contribute
to the relationship between social media engagement
and substance-use behaviour. Stress, loneliness,
emotional difficulties, impulsivity, and a lack of
social support may influence how young people
interact with digital platforms and respond to
substance-related content.
Some individuals may use social media to seek
emotional support or temporary distraction, while
others may become involved in online environments
that reinforce unhealthy coping behaviors. However,
frequent social media use should not automatically
be interpreted as a sign of psychological
vulnerability or substance-use risk. An important
limitation in this area is reverse causation. Young
people who already engage in substance use may
actively seek related online content or participate in
communities where such behavior is discussed.
Therefore, the relationship may operate in both
directions.

5) Family, School and Social Environment

Substance-use behavior develops within a wider
social and environmental context. Family
relationships, parental communication, school
connectedness, socioeconomic circumstances, and
offline peer groups may influence young people's
decisions and vulnerability. Supportive family
relationships can encourage open communication
and help adolescents discuss online experiences,
peer pressure, and health concerns. Similarly,
educational institutions can promote awareness
through age-appropriate health education and digital
literacy programmes.
Schools and colleges should help students recognise
misleading online portrayals, understand how digital
platforms influence content exposure, and identify
reliable sources of health information. A supportive
environment is particularly important because fear,
stigma, and punishment may discourage young
people from seeking help.

6) Social Media as a Tool for Prevention and
Support
Despite potential risks, social media can play a
constructive role in substance-use prevention and
health promotion. Digital platforms provide
opportunities to share accurate health information,
challenge misconceptions, promote positive peer
behaviour, and connect young people with support
services. Public-health campaigns can use videos,
educational posts, interactive discussions, and
youth-oriented messages to communicate the
harmful consequences of substance use. Recovery-
related content may also help reduce stigma and
encourage individuals to seek professional
assistance.

Page: 2240



Impact of Social Media on Drug Addiction Among Youth: A Critical Review of Risk Factors, Online Influences,
and Prevention Strategies

However, the effectiveness of digital prevention
programmes should not be judged solely by the
number of views, likes, or shares. Evaluations
should examine changes in knowledge, attitudes,
perceived social norms, help-seeking behavior, and
substance-use outcomes. Social media-based
awareness programmes should complement, rather
than replace, professional counselling, medical
assessment, and appropriate treatment services.

D. Critical Analysis and Thematic

Synthesis

The available literature indicates that social media
use is associated with certain substance-use
behaviors among adolescents. However, the
relationship is complex and cannot be explained
through social media exposure alone. The findings
of Purba et al. (2023) and Vannucci et al., (2020)
suggest a positive association between social media
engagement and substance-related risk behaviors.
Nevertheless, the observational nature of much of
the available evidence limits conclusions about
causality.
An important issue is the distinction between
general social media use and exposure to specific
substance-related content. Time spent online does
not necessarily indicate exposure to harmful
material. The type of content, frequency of
exposure, credibility of information, and nature of
online interactions may be more relevant in
understanding potential influences on behavior. Peer
influence represents another important pathway. The
findings of Watts et al. (2024) demonstrate that peer
substance-use norms are associated with changes in
adolescent substance-use behavior over time. In
digital environments, visible engagement with
substance-related posts may influence perceptions
of social approval. However, online peer
interactions may also encourage healthy decisions
and provide emotional support.
The literature further highlights the importance of
individual and contextual factors. Psychological
difficulties, family relationships, socioeconomic
conditions, previous substance-use experiences, and
offline friendships may influence both social media
engagement and substance-use behavior. These
factors make it difficult to identify social media as
an independent cause of addiction. Another
limitation concerns differences in research methods
and outcome measurements. Studies may examine
experimentation, occasional  use, regular
consumption, harmful use, or clinically diagnosed
substance use disorders. These outcomes represent
different levels of risk and should not be treated as
interchangeable.

E. Discussion
The present review highlights the growing
importance of understanding social media as part of
the broader social environment influencing young
people's health-related decisions. Digital platforms
can shape perceptions, provide information, and
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extend peer interactions. Their potential influence
on substance-use behavior depends on the content
encountered, the social context of online
interactions, and individual vulnerability. The
reviewed evidence suggests that frequent social
media use is associated with certain substance-use
behaviors. However, these associations should be
interpreted cautiously. It is possible that online
exposure contributes to risky attitudes, while
existing substance-use behavior may also influence
the type of content individuals seek and engage with.
One important implication is the need to move
beyond a narrow focus on screen time. Prevention
efforts should address digital content awareness,
critical thinking, online peer pressure, and the ability
to identify misleading information. Young people
should be encouraged to question unrealistic
portrayals of substance use and understand that
online popularity does not necessarily represent
wider social norms. Family and educational
institutions also have an important role. Parents and
caregivers should maintain open communication
with young people about online experiences and
substance-related concerns. Schools and colleges
should integrate digital literacy with evidence-based
health education.
Digital platforms can contribute positively through
awareness campaigns, educational resources, and
recovery-support information. However, such
initiatives should be based on credible evidence,
protect young people's privacy, and provide clear
pathways to professional assistance.

1) Implications for India
India's diverse social, cultural, linguistic, and
socioeconomic environment makes locally relevant
research particularly important. The influence of
social media on substance-use behaviour may differ
according to age, gender, educational background,
family circumstances, and rural-urban settings.
Educational institutions, colleges, teacher-education
departments, and community organizations can play
an important role in developing substance-use
awareness programmes through social media. Such
initiatives should use culturally appropriate
messages and regional languages, including Punjabi,
Hindji, and other Indian languages.
In Punjab and other regions where substance-use
prevention is an important public-health concern,
research should examine how online peer
interactions, digital content, family environments,
and community influences interact with substance-
use behaviour. However, international findings
should not automatically be generalized to Indian
adolescents without locally conducted studies.
Public-health  organizations and educational
authorities should encourage evidence-based
awareness programmes, accessible counseling
facilities, and non-stigmatizing support services.
Collaboration between schools, families, healthcare
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professionals, and digital platforms may help
strengthen prevention efforts.

F. Research Gaps
Despite increasing academic interest in social media
and youth substance use, several important research
gaps remain:

1. Limited causal evidence: Much of the
existing research is observational, making
it difficult to establish whether social media
exposure precedes substance use.

2. Insufficient platform-specific research:
More studies are needed to understand
differences between platforms and the
influence of particular content formats.

3. Limited Indian evidence: Further research
is required among Indian adolescents and
young

G. Recommendations
Based on the findings of the reviewed literature, the
following recommendations are proposed to reduce
potential substance-use risks among young people:

1. Strengthen Digital Literacy: Educational
institutions should help students identify
misleading online content, understand
digital influence, and critically evaluate
substance-related information.

2. Promote Positive Peer Relationships: Peer
education programmes should encourage
healthy social norms, responsible decision-
making and supportive friendships.

3. Encourage  Family = Communication:
Parents and caregivers should maintain
open, supportive, and non-judgmental
discussions about social media exposure,
peer pressure, and substance use.

4. Develop Evidence-Based  Awareness
Campaigns: Schools, colleges, and public-
health organizations should use social
media to distribute accurate information
about substance- related health risks and
prevention.

5. Improve Access to Professional Support:
Young people experiencing substance-
related problems should be directed
towards qualified counsellors, healthcare
professionals, and appropriate treatment
services.

6. Encourage Responsible Platform Practices:
Digital platforms should strengthen
reporting mechanisms, protect younger
users, and reduce the promotion of harmful
substance-related content while preserving
educational and recovery information.

7. Promote Further Research: Researchers
should conduct longitudinal studies and
evaluate digital prevention programmes to
understand their long-term effectiveness.

8. Develop India-Specific Prevention
Strategies: Research institutions and
educational organisations should develop
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culturally appropriate interventions that
consider regional languages, social
conditions, and differences between rural
and urban populations.

H. Limitations of the Review

e The present paper is a critical narrative
review based on selected published
research and evidence syntheses. It does
not represent an exhaustive systematic
review of all available literature. An
independently conducted comprehensive
database search, formal study-selection
process, and risk-of-bias assessment have
not been undertaken specifically for this
manuscript.

e The available evidence is largely
observational, which limits the ability to
establish causal relationships between
social media use and substance-use
behaviours. Differences in research
methods,  participant  characteristics,
definitions of social media exposure, and
substance-use  outcomes also  make
comparisons difficult.

e Furthermore, findings from international
studies may not be directly applicable to all
Indian populations. Additional research
involving culturally diverse Indian
adolescents and young adults is required.
Future revisions should include an updated
literature search and verification of all
references against original publisher
records.

1. Conclusion

Social media has become an influential part of the
lives of adolescents and young adults, shaping their
communication, social relationships, attitudes, and
access to information. Although digital platforms
provide valuable opportunities for education and
health awareness, exposure to substance-related
content and online peer influences may contribute to
certain risk behaviors. The literature reviewed
indicates an association between frequent social
media use and substance-use behaviors among
adolescents. However, current evidence does not
establish that social media directly causes drug
addiction. Substance-use behavior is multifactor and
is influenced by individual characteristics,
psychological well-being, peer relationships, family
environment, and wider social conditions.

Effective prevention therefore requires a balanced
approach that combines digital literacy, evidence-
based health education, positive peer relationships,
supportive family communication, responsible
platform practices, and accessible professional
services. In the Indian context, further regionally
relevant research and culturally appropriate
prevention programmes are particularly important.
Future studies should focus on longitudinal research,
platform-specific exposure, consistent

Page: 2242



Impact of Social Media on Drug Addiction Among Youth: A Critical Review of Risk Factors, Online Influences,
and Prevention Strategies

measurement, and the evaluation of digital
interventions. Overall, social media should be
recognised not only as a potential source of risk but
also as an important platform for substance-use
prevention, health promotion,
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