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Background: Many questions and contradictory beliefs exist in regards to the impact
social media and social networking sites may have on the mental health and wellbeing
of the adolescents who use them.

Objective: To systematicaily review empirical studies conducted within the last 10
years on this topic in order to come to a consensus regarding the impact of social media
usage on adolescent users. To identify any variables or predispositions that may
moderate these effects.

Methods: A systematic review of research published between 2008 and 2016 retrieved
from searches on two databases. Results were analyzed using a narrative synthesis
approach and examined under the following frameworks: harmful exposure, peer
support, and addiction.

Results: Database search retrieved 13 relevant studies. Social media and social
networking sites were reported as being beneficial by providing peer support, a sense of
acceptance amongst one’s peers as well as a way to maintain social connections.
Harmful effects included potential addiction. exposure to harmful experiences and a
higher risk for mental health problems. Variables that increased the risk of negative
effects were younger age, engaging with the sites for over two hours a day and
beginning use al a younger age.

Conclusions: This review has revealed inconsistent evidence showing both benefits and
harms of using social media and social networking site. Online social sites are still
relatively new and are constantly changing. Future research is required in order to
confidently establish short term and long-term effects.
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Figure 2.A PubMed Database Search Results
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Figure 2.B PsycINFO Database Search Results
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1. Introduction

Adolescents growing up in the 21% century spend a large portion of their time
accessing the Internet through a variety of technological devices. Research by Lenhart
(2015) reported 92% of American teenagers say they go online every day and 24%
reported that they are online “almost constantly.” Almost three-quarters of adolescents
in the U.S. have access to a smartphone allowing an increasing accessibility to the
Internet (Lenhart, 2015). In response to the high number of Internet users, researchers
have examined how general Internet use may be affecting adolescents’ mental health
and wellbeing. For example, Belanger, Akre, Berchtold, & Michaud (2011) found both
heavy Internet users and non-internet users to be at an increased risk for poorer mental
health and increased somatic health problems. In comparison, there is not much
knowledge of potential risks for adolescents’ use of the Internet specifically to access
social media and networking sites.

Lenhart (2015) found that out of 1,060 teens interviewed, 89% reported
using a form of social media or social networking site. Research by Rideout, Foehr,
and Roberts (2010) also found that on average, eight to eighteen year olds spend
over seven hours a day consuming media. Despite the large presence these sites
play in the lives of adolescents, there is a lack of knowledge regarding what effects
result from this use. The objective of this paper is to examine and summarize the
preexisting studies relating to this topic with the goal of answering the following
questions: Are there any benefits or disadvantages from using these sites? If so, are
adolescent users benefitted or harmed in similar ways? What are the variables and

characteristics that may increase or decrease the presence of the effects?



2. Background

2.1 Social Media and Social Networking Sites

The beginning of the modern social media and social networking phenomenon
can be traced back to 1997 with a site called Six Degrees (Edosomwan, Prakasan,
Kouame, Watson, & Seymour, 2011). As the first site of its kind, it allowed users to
create a profile as well as an online network of friends and other acquaintances. Since
1997 many more social media and social networking sites have emerged and are
constantly evolving and competing to include new features and functions. According to
Lenhart (2015), the most commonly used social media sites are Facebook (41%),
Instagram (20%), Snapchat (11%), Twitter (6%), Google+ (5%), Tumblr (3%), Vine
(1%) and other social media sites (1%). See Figure 1.

With the adaptive and evolving nature of modern technology, social media and
social networking sites are constantly being updated and changed. In addition there is a
steady creation of new sites. From the beginning of 2006 to the end of 2008, a site
called MySpace went from the most popular social networking site to being eclipsed by
its newly emerging competitor Facebook. The constant popularity shifts between sites
may act as a challenge for researchers when comparing effects of social site usage from
year to year or even month to month. Research by Lenhart (2015) found that 71% of
teens reported using more than one form of social site, which may also pose a challenge
when comparing adolescents’ social media and social networking site usage.

It is important to address the terms “social media” and “social network” and the
context they are used within this paper. Originally the difference between the two could

be distinguished based on their features and functions. However, as all of these sites are
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updated, there is an increasing amount of overlap in the features that social media
versus social networking sites offer. Originally social media sites focused on providing
an outlet for broadcasting whereas social networks were used as a way of
communication and connecting with others (Edosomwan et al., 2011). Now, with such a
large overlap in features, both types of sites allow users to communicate and share
information as well as videos and photographs to a controlled group of viewers or
followers. Users are given the option to “friend” or “follow” each other giving them
access to each other’s posts. These sites feature the option for users to show approval
through sharing, commenting or “liking” posts. Some sites focus on two-way
communication as a way of creating and maintaining connections and networks by
providing features such as direct messaging, instant messaging and the ability to tag
specific people in posts or comments. For the purpose of this paper, | have included
both terms to prevent the exclusion of studies that may vary in their definition of social

media and social networking sites.

2.2 Adolescents

The Canadian Paediatric Society (2003) defines adolescents as young adults
between the ages of 10 and 19 although the age range is often loosely defined.
Adolescence is an important time where young people are particularly susceptible to the
presence and opinion of their peers and friends. Research by Salvy, de la Haye, Bowker,
and Hermans (2012) found that the presence of friends and peers was tied to an increase
in physical activity and therefore higher levels of wellbeing in adolescents. The
presence of one’s friends may also increase risk-taking behavior (Gardner, M., &

Steinberg, L., 2005).



Having successful and healthy friendship networks are also an important process
for social development and wellbeing (Best, Taylor, & Manktelow, 2015). Social media
and social networking sites act as a tool for adolescents to continue creating and
maintaining relationships with peers at all hours. Adolescents also make up 89%
percentage of social media and social networking site users (Lenhart, 2015). Therefore
the examination of the adolescent age group is important for researching how the use of

these sites can affect a person’s mental health and wellbeing.

2.3 Similar Systematic Reviews

Before conducting the present systematic review, | searched for reviews that
addressed similar questions to mine. The most relevant review | found was conducted
by Best, Manktelow, & Taylor, (2014) using research published between 2003 and 2013
that was retrieved from eight bibliographic databases resulting in 43 relevant studies.
The goal of their systematic review was to look at the effect of online communication
and social media on adolescent wellbeing. Results found both beneficial and harmful
outcomes making their results contradictory. Although this review is similar to the
current paper, social media and social networking sites are changing so rapidly that the
results of this study no longer accurately represent the social media used today by
adolescents. Studies conducted between 2003 and 2013 may not include many of the
popular social media and social networking sites that are commonly used today or the
newly updated features they offer. The popularity of social media and social networking
sites during those years compared to more recent years may also vary making the results

in the systematic review an inaccurate description of what adolescents are currently



experiencing. The results of this review were also found to be contradictory making it

important to further research this topic.

2.4 Mental Health and Wellbeing

The terms “mental health” and “wellbeing” are both concepts whose definitions
can vary from study to study. The lack of a consistent operationalization of these
constructs can make both areas of life difficult to measure. Although the studies
included in this systematic review may vary in definition and measurement of these
constructs, the definitions this paper will be using when referring to them are as follows.
I will be defining “wellbeing” as a measurement of how well a person is flourishing or
doing better than normal compared to a group average. There are many dimensions and
domains of wellbeing including social, academic, emotional, physical and mental
wellbeing. Measurement of one’s wellbeing may include their popularity level, their
academic success, how physically active they are etc. Mental health on the other hand is
a measurement of the negative emotional and psychological characteristics one

expresses compared to a group average.



3. Methods

This paper reviews existing evidence exploring the effects of social media and
social networking site usage on adolescent mental health and wellbeing. Due to the
presence of multiple research questions, a statistical meta-analysis was not possible so a
systematic review approach was used. A systematic review acts as an unbiased
procedure to locate relevant studies that explore similar research questions. This
systematic review was conducted consistent with the guidelines listed on the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses website (Moher, D.,
Liberati, A., Tetzlaff, J., Altman, D. G., & The PRISMA Group, 2009).

Searches were conducted through the following databases: (1) PubMed and (2)
PsycINFO. PubMed is a life science and biomedical database while PsycINFO, an
American Psychological Association database, has both practice literature as well as
academic research in the psychology field. The focus on mental health and wellbeing
makes the use of these two databases most appropriate. The search process only
included these two databases since they provided the most adequate coverage of the
relevant literature.

The first search was conducted on PubMed using the terms (Social Media
Usage) OR (Social Media) OR (Social Networking Sites) AND (Mental Health) OR
(Wellbeing). Included limitations were: free full text, studies conducted in the past 10
years, humans and adolescents (13-18). This resulted in 443 results. Based on the titles,
a large portion of the results focused on social media and social networking sites as

intervention and treatment tools therefore classifying them as irrelevant.



In order to narrow the search to more relevant studies, the search terms were
adjusted to ("Social Media™ OR "Social Networking Sites") AND ("Mental Health" OR
"Wellbeing") NOT (“Intervention™) with the limitations set to English, Adolescents (13-
18 years in age), human and a publication date of within the last 10 years. The same
search terms were then used on a PsycINFO search, but with the limitations of human,
adolescents (13-17 years in age) and empirical study methodology. The updated search
narrowed the results to 37 studies from PubMed and 32 studies from PsycINFO. All 69
studies were then entered into an Excel Spreadsheet and duplicates were eliminated and
marked in yellow resulting in 66 studies (see Figure 2A and Figure 2B).

The next step was to read through all 66 abstracts and eliminate additional
studies based on relevance. Any study that was either a systematic review or Meta-
Analysis was immediately removed. Studies were included if they 1) measured the
influences of social media and social networking site usage and 2) looked at moderators
that may affect how adolescents’ mental health and wellbeing was influenced by social
media use. All studies with irrelevant abstracts were removed resulting in 26 remaining
studies. (Irrelevant abstracts are marked in orange in Figure 2).

The 26 studies were thoroughly read, further eliminating 12 additional studies
based on non-relevancy. An additional study was eliminated due to inability to access
the full text (Bourgeois, Bower, & Carol, 2014; which is also highlighted in red). The
13 removed studies are shown in blue (Figure 2). These studies were organized into a
chart (Figure 4) detailing the research question, methodology, sample size and

demographics as well as the results and limitations of each study.



Utilizing the chart, the studies were analyzed using a narrative synthesis
approach and examined under the following frameworks: (1) Harmful exposure, (2)
Peer support and (3) Addiction Relating to Social Media and Social Networking Site

Usage.



4. Results

4.1 Study Methodologies and Participant Characteristics

The methodologies of the studies used in this systematic review varied amongst
studies. The majority of the studies in this systematic review (84.61%) used a type of
cross-sectional methodologies in the form of questionnaires, surveys as well as various
measurement scales. However research conducted by Naslund et al. (2014) and Moreno
et al (2016) used an alternative approach. Both studies used specific search terms to
search for public posts on YouTube and Instagram and then analyze the results for the
presence of peer support, signs of social site addiction as well as harmful ideations.
Both studies used a one-time search. All 13 studies used were conducted within eight
years of each other ranging from 2008 to 2016.

Overall, the age of the adolescent participants ranged from age 10 (Ybarra &
Mitchell, 2008) to age 30 (Koc & Gulyagci, 2013) as well as one study having
participants up to the age of 75 but with a mean age of 27.53 (Blachnio, Przepiorka, &
Pantic 2015). However the majority of the studies included participants within the
adolescence age perimeters used by the two databases (PubMed = 13-18; PsycINFO =
13-17). The participant size also varied substantially ranging from as small as the
analysis of 19 YouTube videos (Naslund et al., 2014) to sample sizes as large as almost
11,000 (Tsitsika et al, 2014).

The ethnicity of the participants in these studies also varied including
participants from Central Serbia (Pantic et al., 2012); Thailand (Hanprathet et al., 2015);
Greece, Poland, Romania, Iceland and The Netherlands (Tsitsika et al., 2014); Canada

(Sampasa-Kanyinga & Lewis, 2015); Spain (Tsitsika et al., 2014; Apaolaza et al.,
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2013); Turkey (Koc et al., 2013); Northern Ireland (Best et al. 2015) and The United
States (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2008; Kontos et al., 2010; Dunlop et al., 2011; Naslund et
al., 2014) with a wide range of racial and ethnic backgrounds.

The 13 studies included in this review examined a variety of social media and
social networking sites. The most common site researched was Facebook (Koc et al.,
2015; Blanchino et al., 2015; Hanprathet et al.2015; Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 2015).
The reoccurring use of this social networking site may be due to its large number of
users with reports of over five hundred million users in 2010 (Zuckerberg, 2010).
Lenhart (2015) also found that it is reported to be the most popular social media and

social networking site amongst teenagers.

4.2 Social Media and Social Networking Site Usage and Exposure to Potentially
Harmful Information and Ideations

A concern about adolescents using social media and social networking sites is
the potential for them to encounter or be exposed to harmful information and negative
experiences. Research by Dunlop et al. (2011) found that the use of Facebook had the
potential to expose adolescents to information about suicide which could potentially
lead to a user’s own suicidal ideation. Although social media was reported to be where
25% of suicide exposure occurred, no change was found in adolescent suicidal ideation.
Therefore this research shows that although the usage of Facebook as a social
networking site may increase adolescents’ exposure to suicidal information, its use
alone does not increase the number of adolescent suicides or suicidal ideas compared to

learning similar information through family and friends.
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Research by Ybarra and Mitchell (2008) also addressed the concern of how
social networking site usage may lead to exposure of potentially harmful information or
interactions. They specifically examined the risk social networking sites presented to
adolescents with respect to encountering unwanted sexual harassment and sexual
soliciting through site features such as chat rooms, instant messaging and online
journals. Their findings suggested that 4% of all youth reported being targeted by
unwanted sexual solicitation specifically through social networking sites and 9% of all
youth reported being targeted by sexual harassment through these sites. Although only a
low percentage of adolescent users reported these unwanted experiences, results show
that social media and social networking site use may expose young users to unwanted
negative experiences that they may not experience otherwise.

A third study conducted by Moreno et al. (2016) focused on how social media
use can expose adolescents to harmful ideations through the use of hashtags on
Instagram. Ten ambiguous nonsuicidal self-injury hashtags were identified and
examined. Since many of the identified nonsuicidal self-injury terms are ambiguous
such as #cat, the overlap in terms means that adolescent viewers may come across these
images by accident. These authors suggested that exposure to nonsuicidal self-injury
(NSSI) from one’s peers can lead to an increase in adolescents’ engagement in these
behaviors as well as the normalization of these actions. Results found that the type of
relationship an adolescent had with NSSI affected how they responded to these
hashtags. Adolescents engaged in NSSI may feel a sense of connectedness in response
to these hashtags or they may trigger NSSI behavior. For adolescents who are curious

about NSSI, these hashtags may provide them with instruction of how to perform self-
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injury or they may normalize these actions as accessible emotional outlets. It was also
found that only one third of the hashtags triggered Content Advisory warnings. It can
therefore be concluded that Instagram does not have sufficient warnings when it comes

to protecting adolescents from exposure to self-harm content.

4.3 Social Media and Social Networking Site Usage and Peer Support

Another question is whether social sites can provide adolescents with peer
support and a feeling of connectedness, and therefore be beneficial to their wellbeing.
Peer support has been shown to be beneficial to young adults in many aspects of
wellbeing (Ellis et al., 2009), leading to the question of whether peer support can be
received through social networking sites as well as in real life. For example, through the
use of Facebook, adolescents have access to a source of social support, which is tied to
higher levels of wellbeing (Ellis et al., 2009).

Research by Apaolaza et al. (2013) found that socialization on the Spanish
social networking site Tuenti resulted in a significantly positive influence on
adolescents’ perception of their own wellbeing. This is shown through the use of social
networking sites to increase socialization as well as strengthening and maintaining
relationships, which in turn leads to an increase in their self-esteem and psychological
wellbeing. The increase in socialization from the use of Tuenti, decreased teenagers’
feelings of loneliness as well as increased feelings of acceptance and peer approval.
Overall Apaolaza et al. (2013) found that the use of social networking sites improved
wellbeing by lowering feelings of loneliness while increasing self-esteem, two

important contributors to a person’s wellbeing.
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Naslund, Grande, Aschbrenner, and Elwyn (2014) found similar results showing
the presence of peer support through adolescents’ use of social media and social
networking sites. They specifically looked at how uploading personal videos on
YouTube led to naturally occurring peer support for individuals with schizophrenia,
schizoaffective disorder and bipolar disorder. The uploaded videos covered topics such
as challenges of seeking treatment, treatment benefits, day-to-day coping strategies,
personal stories as well as how to manage symptoms and future aspirations. After
analyzing video comments for signs of peer support through positive feedback,
encouragement and questions, Naslund et al., (2014) found that for adolescents living
with mental illnesses, social media sites such as YouTube act as an important way to
receive and share information and peer support. Therefore, the use of YouTube as an
outlet shows a correlation with increased wellbeing through the presence of this peer
support. Long-term benefits were unable to be identified.

Best et al. (2015) found that the greater number of friends an adolescent male
had online was tied to a higher score of mental wellbeing although it was also tied to
negative factors such as greater exposure to strangers and embarrassing comments and
posts. Having a higher number of friends online creates the perception of social support,
social status and a feeling of belonging. These perceptions result in a sense of positive
wellbeing overall. When faced with negative experiences such as cyberbullying,
adolescents with a more supportive social network were less likely to view those
experiences as harmful. Therefore, although the number of online friends relates to a

higher sense of peer support and wellbeing in some cases, it was found that the quality
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over the quantity of relationships is what makes a greater impact on adolescent

wellbeing in males.

4.4 Social Media and Social Networking Site Addiction and Prolonged Periods of Use

Several studies used in this systematic review focused on the relationship
between adolescent mental health and wellbeing and social media and social
networking site addiction. Research has shown that preexisting anxiety, insomnia and
depression were predictors of adolescent Facebook addiction (Koc & Gulyagci, 2013).
That study also found that those who used Facebook frequently reported higher levels
of addiction to Facebook. Similarly, Blanchino et al. (2015) also found that in addition
to preexisting depression, adolescent males who spent an extensive amount of time
online would predictably develop a Facebook addiction.

Prolonged use of Facebook may also result in the development of depressive
symptoms due to low self-esteem (Blanchino et al., 2015). This low self-esteem may
arise from constantly witnessing the success and accomplishment of their peers, which
can cause them to negatively reflect on their own lives in comparison (Pantic et al.,
2012).

Hanprathet et al. (2015) defines Facebook addiction as scoring at least 12 out of
24 points on the Thai Bergen Facebook Addiction Scale. It was found that those who
were addicted to Facebook were at a significant risk of developing abnormal mental
health as well as negative somatic symptoms. Sampasa-Kanyinga et al. (2015) found
similar results showing that adolescents who reported using social networking sites for
over two hours per day also reported more psychological distress, suicidal ideation,

poor self-rated mental health or an unmet need for mental health support.
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The excessive use of Facebook can also pose and increased risk of potentially
harmful effects on adolescents’ wellbeing by conflicting with academic performance,
hours of sleep, and productivity possibly leading to depression (Koc & Gulyagci, 2013).

Research by Tsitsika et al. (2014) also showed that excessive use (two hours a
day) of social networking sites was associated with lower academic performance and
less offline activities. These effects were more pronounced among younger adolescents.
Research by Pantic et al. (2012) found similar results where participants’ reported
depression increased with the time they spent on social networking sites. Results also
showed that the time spent on social networks increased based on higher levels of
depression. Therefore it was found that there is a relationship between depression and
time spent using social networking sites but without longitudinal and intervention
research, the directionality of this correlation is unclear.

Another way excessive social media and social networking site use might
negatively affect adolescents is with respect to physical health. Use of computers is
associated with lower physical wellbeing such as backaches and headaches (Torsheim,
Eriksson, Schnohr, Hansen, Bjarnason, & Vélimaa, 2010) whose severity may be
minimized with moderate usage for those adolescents accessing social networks through
computers. Tsitsika et al. (2014) confirmed this by finding a positive correlation
between greater use of social networking sites and somatic complaints specifically back
pain. The use of social networking sites can lead to negative effects on adolescents’

wellbeing depending on the amount of time one spends per day on these sites.
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5. Discussion

This systematic review sought to organize and summarize studies conducted
within the past 10 years to help identify what effects the use of social media and social
networking sites have on adolescents’ mental health and wellbeing. The studies used in
this systematic review have shown results supporting positive aspects of using social
media and networking sites as well as harmful ones. It was found that not all
adolescents respond to social site use in the same way. There are characteristics that
influence what effects an adolescent might experience while using social media and

social networking sites.

5.1 Moderators of Beneficial Effects of Social Media and Social Networking Sites

Through the examination of the 13 studies, | found that reported benefits of
using social media and social networking sites included an increased sense of
belonging, connectedness as well as a way for them to receive peer support and
maintain relationships. It was found that adolescents who use social media as a coping
method to deal with their mental disorders often experience peer support minimizing
their sense of isolation as well as the challenges of daily life (Tsitisika et al., 2014). This
effect was seen among individuals with schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder and
bipolar disorder (Naslund et al., 2014). It is important to consider that social media and
social networks may give a falsified or exaggerated feeling of social support that may
not be present outside of the screen.

A similar result was observed with suicidal adolescents (Dunlop et al., 2011) as
well as those dealing with insomnia, depression and anxiety (Koc & Gulyagci, 2013). It

can be concluded that the use of social media and social networking sites can provide
16



social support therefore benefiting the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents,

especially those struggling with mental health issues and insomnia.

5.2 Moderators of Negative Effects of Social Media and Social Networking Site Usage

Several harmful effects of using social media and social networking sites were
also found. One negative effect of using these sites is the possibility of experiencing
unwanted sexual harassment. The likelihood of experiencing this effect is higher for
female users. Older youth are also more likely to be targeted with online harassment
usage due to the higher numbers of older youth possessing social media and social
networking site accounts (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2008). The use of these sites may also
lead to harmful content such as self-harm images and information.

Another harmful effect is an increase in anxiety and depression levels. Research
by Kontos et al. (2010) found that adults who started using the Internet earlier in life
were more likely to show higher levels of anxiety and depression compared to adults
who started using the Internet later in life. The amount of time spent on these sites also
affects whether users’ anxiety and depression levels may increase. Pantic et al. (2012)
found that the more time adolescents spent on social media, the higher the reported
levels of depression. When adolescents spend more than two hours a day on social
media and social networking sites, their chances of experiencing negative affects such
as psychological stress and poorer mental health increase (Sampasa-Kanyinga & Lewis,
2015).

In order to minimize these negative effects, social media and social networking

site users should limit their daily use time to two hours as well as start using these at an
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older age. Social sites need to be aware of these harmful effects and find ways to

combat exposure to harmful content and online harassment.

5.3 Limitations

These findings have some notable limitations that may have affected the results.
Due to the limited amount of research on this topic, this review had a relatively small
study size of only 13 relevant studies. It is possible that with a larger study size, a more
concrete consensus about potential effects may have been reached. There was also a
significant difference between the years in which these studies were conducted. Within
the eight-year range, social media and social networking sites have changed immensely
causing a social networking site in 2008 to have many different features from a site in
2016. These added features and new sites might affect adolescents differently than past
features.

The difference in the nationalities of participants may also have played a part in
how they interacted with social media and social networking sites due to cultural
differences as well as accessibility. The inability to retrieve the full text of a relevant
study (Bourgeois et al., 2014) also limited this review. Many of the included studies
used a self-report method, which may show personal bias. All of these limitations are
important to consider when examining the results of this systematic review as they may

have influenced the data.

5.4 Future Directions
During the nine months it took to write this systematic review, it is likely that

new social media and networking sites have emerged as well as the addition of new
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features to preexisting sites. It is important to consider these potential changes as they
may affect how relevant these results are to current adolescents. Considering the
evolving nature of social media and networking sites, constant research is needed. It is
therefore encouraged for researchers to continue conducting studies in order to further
understand how these sites may be affecting young people.

As social media and social networking sites become increasingly prevalent in
our daily life, it is also important to observe the long-term effects they may have on
adolescents as they grow up. By conducting longitudinal studies in the future, a better
understanding of long-term effects in all aspects of wellbeing and mental health can be
reached.

In order to minimize the occurrence of negative effects, it is important for
adolescents to be educated on social media and social networking site use. Parents
should limit their children’s daily use to two hours as well as encourage the delay of use
until older in age. It is also important for social media and social networking sites to be
aware of the harmful exposure adolescents may be experiencing while using their sites.
By adding additional security features and content warnings, hopefully fewer

adolescents will be negatively affected from their time online.
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