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ABSTRACT

The widespread use of social media among adolescents has drawn increasing attention to its potential impact on mental
health, particularly anxiety. However, existing findings are heterogeneous and sometimes difficult to interpret due to
differences in study design and measurement approaches. The aim of this narrative review was to synthesize current evidence
on the relationship between social media use and anxiety in adolescents, with a focus on patterns of use, underlying
mechanisms, contextual factors, and digital interventions.

A literature search was conducted across major peer-reviewed databases, including PubMed, ScienceDirect, and other
relevant sources. Studies were included if they examined social media use in relation to anxiety or related mental health
outcomes in adolescent populations. Both empirical studies and review articles were considered.

Overall, available evidence suggests that social media use is associated with anxiety symptoms, although the strength of this
relationship is generally modest and varies across studies. The impact of social media appears to depend less on time spent
online and more on patterns of engagement and individual vulnerability. Multiple mechanisms, including social comparison,
fear of missing out, sleep disruption, and exposure to negative online experiences, have been proposed to help explain these
associations. The relationship also appears to be bidirectional, with adolescents experiencing anxiety potentially engaging
differently with social media.

Digital interventions, particularly internet-delivered cognitive behavioral therapy, show promise in reducing anxiety
symptoms, although their effectiveness varies depending on user engagement and level of guidance. Current evidence
suggests that social media is neither inherently harmful nor universally beneficial, and its impact appears to depend on how,
why, and in what context it is used. Further research using longitudinal designs and improved measurement approaches is
needed to better understand these relationships.
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1. Introduction

The widespread use of social media among adolescents has drawn increasing attention to its potential
impact on mental health, particularly anxiety. However, existing findings are heterogeneous and sometimes
difficult to interpret due to differences in study design and measurement approaches. The aim of this narrative
review was to synthesize current evidence on the relationship between social media use and anxiety in
adolescents, with a focus on patterns of use, underlying mechanisms, contextual factors, and digital
interventions.

A literature search was conducted across major peer-reviewed databases, including PubMed,
ScienceDirect, and other relevant sources. Studies were included if they examined social media use in relation
to anxiety or related mental health outcomes in adolescent populations. Both empirical studies and review
articles were considered.

Overall, available evidence suggests that social media use is associated with anxiety symptoms, although
the strength of this relationship is generally modest and varies across studies. The impact of social media
appears to depend less on time spent online and more on patterns of engagement and individual vulnerability.
Multiple mechanisms, including social comparison, fear of missing out, sleep disruption, and exposure to
negative online experiences, have been proposed to help explain these associations. The relationship also
appears to be bidirectional, with adolescents experiencing anxiety potentially engaging differently with social
media.
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Digital interventions, particularly internet-delivered cognitive behavioral therapy, show promise in
reducing anxiety symptoms, although their effectiveness varies depending on user engagement and level of
guidance. Current evidence suggests that social media is neither inherently harmful nor universally beneficial,
and its impact appears to depend on how, why, and in what context it is used. Further research using
longitudinal designs and improved measurement approaches is needed to better understand these relationships.

2. Methodology

This study was conducted as a narrative review examining the relationship between social media use
and anxiety in adolescents. A narrative approach was selected because it allowed the inclusion of evidence
from different study designs and supported a structured synthesis of mechanisms, contextual factors, and
intervention strategies.

Search Strategy

A literature search was performed using academic databases, including PubMed and ScienceDirect.
Additional studies were identified by screening the reference lists of relevant articles. The search focused
primarily on recent publications, while earlier studies were included when they were relevant to key concepts.

Search terms included combinations of keywords such as “social media,” “adolescents,” “anxiety,”
“mental health,” “digital interventions,” and “online behavior.” These terms were combined in different ways
to capture studies relevant to the scope of the review.

Eligibility Criteria

Studies were included if they met the following criteria:

e focused on adolescents or young people

e cxamined social media use in relation to anxiety or related mental health outcomes

e used empirical designs (e.g., cross-sectional, longitudinal, randomized controlled trials) or were
systematic reviews or meta-analyses

e were published in peer-reviewed journals

e Studies were excluded if they met any of the following criteria:

¢ did not focus specifically on social media use

e focused on unrelated clinical populations

e did not report outcomes relevant to anxiety or internalizing symptoms

Study Selection and Data Extraction

Studies were initially screened based on titles and abstracts, followed by full-text assessment. Selection
was guided by relevance to predefined thematic areas of the review, including the measurement of social media
use, associations with anxiety, underlying mechanisms, bidirectional relationships, and digital interventions.

Key information extracted from each study included study design, population characteristics, and main
findings. No formal standardized extraction protocol was applied; studies were instead evaluated based on
their relevance to the predefined thematic areas of the review.

Data Synthesis

Due to variability in study designs, measures, and outcomes, a qualitative synthesis approach was used.
Findings were organized into thematic categories that corresponded to the structure of the review.

The synthesis focused on identifying recurring patterns across studies, while also acknowledging
differences in findings. Factors that may influence results, including study design, measurement approaches,
and potential sources of bias, were considered throughout the synthesis.

99 ¢¢

3. Results

3.1 Conceptualizing and Measuring Social Media Use in Adolescents

Social media use is a broad and multifaceted construct that cannot be captured by a single definition or
metric. Rather than representing a uniform behavior, it encompasses a range of activities and interactions that
vary across individuals and contexts [1].

A recurring issue in this literature concerns how social media use is conceptualized and measured. A
systematic review of measurement approaches in adolescent populations has highlighted considerable
variability in definitions, with many studies relying primarily on time-based indicators. Such measures may
not adequately capture qualitative aspects of engagement, including the nature of interactions and the context
in which use occurs [2].
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More recent work has emphasized distinctions between different types of social media use. A commonly
used distinction separates active use, which involves direct interaction with others (e.g., messaging,
commenting), from passive use, which refers to browsing content without direct engagement. These forms of
use represent qualitatively different patterns of behavior and may be associated with different psychological
outcomes [3].

Emerging evidence suggests that patterns of social media use may be more heterogeneous than a simple
active—passive distinction implies. Person-centered approaches indicate that adolescents can be grouped into
distinct user profiles based on how they engage with social media, reflecting variability in digital behavior [4].

Overall, social media use can be understood as a multidimensional construct that includes type of
engagement, intensity, and context of use.These conceptual and methodological differences are summarized
in Table 1.

Table 1. Conceptual approaches to measuring social media use in adolescents

Approach Description Strengths Limitations Example studies
Duration or Easy to quantify; Does not capture
Time-based measures | frequency of social yod ’ . P [2,1]
widely used quality or context

media use

. . Interactive use vs Reflects engagement May oversimplifs
Active vs passive use veusev &ag y ov plity

(3]

browsing differences behavior
User profiles Patterns of use Captures Requires advanced [4]
(person-centered) across users heterogeneity methods
Contextual/qualitativ Focus on user Captures sgbjectlve Hard to standardize [14]
e approaches experience meaning

Caption: Differences in measurement approaches may contribute to variability in findings across studies.
Differences in how this construct is defined and measured may contribute to variability in findings
across studies.

3.2 Association Between Social Media Use and Anxiety in Adolescents

A growing body of research suggests that social media use may be associated with increased anxiety
symptoms among adolescents. The strength of this association, however, appears to be relatively modest.
Large-scale reviews and meta-analyses have identified statistically significant relationships, although effect
sizes are typically small [5,6].

Other systematic reviews report similar patterns, with many studies showing a positive association
between social media use and mental health outcomes, including anxiety. At the same time, findings are not
entirely consistent, and variability appears to depend on demographic factors. Some studies report stronger
associations among female adolescents [7]. Evidence also suggests that more intensive or problematic patterns
of use may be more consistently associated with anxiety symptoms, although these relationships vary across
studies [8].

Longitudinal studies provide additional context. Some findings indicate that greater engagement with
social media may be associated with subsequent changes in psychological distress, including anxiety-related
symptoms. However, these effects are generally small and should be interpreted with caution [9]. Umbrella
reviews further indicate that the overall evidence base remains heterogeneous, with many studies reporting
weak or inconsistent associations [10].

Broader reviews focusing on children and adolescents also identify anxiety, depression, and behavioral
addiction as commonly reported concerns. These findings suggest that social media use often co-occurs with
other risk factors, such as sleep disturbances and exposure to cyberbullying, which may contribute to observed
associations [11].

Overall, current evidence suggests that the relationship between social media use and anxiety is likely
to be multifactorial and context-dependent rather than strictly causal [5,6,10].

e-ISSN: 2544-9435 4



2(50) (2026): International Journal of Innovative Technologies in Social Science

3.3 Mechanisms Linking Social Media Use and Anxiety in Adolescents

The relationship between social media use and anxiety in adolescents appears to involve multiple
interacting mechanisms rather than a single causal pathway [12,13,14]. Review studies support the view that
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral processes may all contribute to observed associations [15].

One pathway discussed in the literature involves body image—related processes. Exposure to
appearance-focused content has been associated with increased body dissatisfaction and self-consciousness,
which may relate to higher levels of social anxiety [13].

Fear of missing out (FoMO) has also been linked to patterns of social media use in adolescents [16,17].
Higher levels of FOMO are associated with more frequent and intensive engagement [16]. FOMO may also
influence the strength of the association between social media use and anxiety, suggesting a potential
moderating role [17].

Behavioral patterns may also play a role, particularly in the context of problematic or excessive use.
Evidence indicates that higher levels of engagement are associated with increased symptoms of anxiety and
psychological distress, although these relationships are not necessarily causal [15].

Sleep-related pathways provide another possible mechanism. Social media use, particularly during
nighttime, has been associated with poorer sleep quality, while sleep disturbances are in turn associated with
increased anxiety symptoms in adolescents [18,19]. Longitudinal findings suggest that sleep may act as a
mediating factor in some cases [19].

Exposure to negative online experiences, such as cyberbullying victimization, represents another
pathway associated with anxiety and other internalizing problems in youth [20].

Qualitative findings indicate that adolescents often perceive social media as a source of stress, including
pressure related to peer evaluation and maintaining an online presence [14].

Taken together, these findings suggest that the association between social media use and anxiety is
shaped by multiple interacting processes.

The main mechanisms discussed in the literature are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Mechanisms linking social media use and anxiety in adolescents.

Mechanism Description Type of evidence Example studies

Exposure to idealized

Social comparison content affects self- Review/observational [12,13]
evaluation

Fear of missing out Concern abput missing Observational [16,17]
(FoMo) experiences

Nighttime use linked to

Sleep disturbance Observational/longitudinal [18,19]
poorer sleep
Cyberbullying Exposure to negative Observational [32,20]
interactions
. e . Stronger response to L
Emotional sensitivity feedback Longitudinal [21,22]
Problematic use Intensive or dysregulated Review [37,15]

use

Caption: Proposed mechanisms are not mutually exclusive and may interact.
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3.4 Bidirectional and Contextual Factors in the Relationship Between Social Media Use and
Anxiety

The relationship between social media use and anxiety in adolescents does not appear to be
unidirectional. Evidence suggests that increased social media use may be associated with higher levels of
anxiety, while adolescents experiencing anxiety may also engage more frequently or more intensively with
social media [5,7].

Observational and longitudinal studies indicate that adolescents with higher levels of anxiety or
psychological distress may display different patterns of engagement, including greater sensitivity to online
interactions such as feedback or social evaluation [21,22]. These associations appear to be modest and may
vary depending on individual characteristics and patterns of use.

Gender is one of the most frequently discussed moderating factors. Some studies suggest stronger
associations between social media use and mental health outcomes among female adolescents [7]. Differences
in patterns of engagement, including greater involvement in socially evaluative or appearance-related content,
have been proposed as possible explanations [12].

Baseline mental health status also appears to play a role. Adolescents with pre-existing symptoms of
anxiety or depression may be more vulnerable to negative online experiences, which may be associated with
higher levels of distress [5]. Evidence also suggests that associations may differ depending on the type of
engagement, such as more interactive versus more passive forms of use [23].

Contextual factors related to digital environments may further contribute to variability in outcomes.
Individual characteristics, such as self-concept and sensitivity to social evaluation, as well as platform-specific
dynamics, may influence how adolescents engage with social media and respond emotionally to online
experiences [24].

Overall, the association between social media use and anxiety appears to be context-dependent and
influenced by individual differences [5,7].

3.5 Digital Interventions for Anxiety in Adolescents

Digital technologies have been explored as tools for supporting the prevention and treatment of anxiety
in adolescents. Evidence suggests that technology-based interventions may offer accessible and scalable
alternatives to traditional care, although their effectiveness varies depending on the type of intervention and
level of guidance.

Internet-delivered cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) is among the most studied approaches.
Randomized controlled trials indicate that both guided and self-guided programs can reduce anxiety symptoms,
with some studies reporting effects comparable to face-to-face therapy [25,26].

Interventions embedded within digital environments have also been examined. For example, moderated
online communities designed for adolescents with anxiety or depression have shown that structured
moderation may support engagement and peer interaction, although evidence regarding clinical outcomes
remains limited [27].

Emerging approaches include the integration of digital behavioral data into clinical care. Dashboard-
based tools incorporating social media activity have been proposed to support clinical decision-making;
however, current evidence suggests that their impact on symptom outcomes remains uncertain [28,29].

Systematic reviews indicate that digital mental health interventions may have modest positive effects
on anxiety symptoms in young populations [30]. Overall, these findings suggest that digital interventions may
serve as complementary tools rather than standalone solutions.

3.6 Ethical, Societal, and Policy Implications of Social Media Use in Adolescents

The widespread use of social media among adolescents raises a range of ethical, societal, and policy-
related considerations. While digital platforms can support communication and access to information, concerns
remain regarding data privacy, exposure to harmful content, and broader effects on well-being.

Platform design may play a role in shaping user experiences. Some evidence suggests that algorithm-
driven content delivery may influence exposure to emotionally salient material, which could affect mental
health outcomes [31].

Adolescents may also be exposed to online risks such as cyberbullying and misinformation. Population-
level data indicate that these experiences are associated with poorer mental health outcomes, including
increased anxiety [32].
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Policy discussions increasingly focus on the need for regulatory approaches that enhance platform
accountability and transparency, as well as the implementation of safety-by-design principles [33]. At the same
time, there is growing recognition of the importance of addressing patterns of problematic or excessive use
[34].

Educational and clinical strategies may also be relevant. Strengthening digital literacy and supporting
communication between clinicians and adolescents have been proposed as ways to promote safer engagement
with digital environments [35].

Overall, addressing these challenges likely requires a combination of individual, platform-level, and
policy-level approaches.

4. Discussion

The present review synthesizes current evidence on the relationship between social media use and
anxiety in adolescents, highlighting a complex and multifactorial pattern of associations. Although a
substantial body of research suggests a positive relationship between social media use and anxiety, the overall
strength of this association appears to be relatively modest and heterogeneous across studies, as indicated by
recent umbrella reviews [36].

One of the key observations emerging from this review is that the impact of social media on adolescent
mental health may depend less on the quantity of use and more on the nature and quality of engagement.
Evidence suggests that problematic or intensive patterns of use may be more consistently associated with
negative outcomes, including anxiety and depression symptoms [37].

Importantly, the relationship between social media use and anxiety appears to be bidirectional. Available
evidence suggests that adolescents with pre-existing mental health conditions may engage more intensively
with social media, show greater sensitivity to online feedback, and may be more likely to engage in social
comparison processes, which could contribute to the maintenance of anxiety symptoms [38].

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge that not all research supports a strong or consistent
negative effect of social media use on mental health. Some meta-analytic findings suggest that the association
may be limited in magnitude and not always clinically significant, particularly when confounding factors are
taken into account [36].

In terms of intervention, digital approaches show considerable promise but also important limitations.
Internet-delivered cognitive behavioral therapy has demonstrated effectiveness in reducing anxiety symptoms,
whereas other approaches, such as integrating social media data into clinical care, have not consistently
translated into improved outcomes. This suggests that effectiveness may depend on factors such as the level
of guidance and user engagement.

Beyond individual-level effects, broader ethical and societal considerations should also be taken into
account. Social media platforms are not neutral environments, and their design—particularly algorithm-driven
content delivery—may influence exposure to emotionally salient or potentially harmful content, which may in
turn be associated with differences in mental health outcomes [39].

Despite the growing body of research, several limitations should be acknowledged. A large proportion
of studies rely on cross-sectional designs, which limits causal interpretation. Additionally, self-reported
measures of social media use may introduce bias, and the rapidly evolving nature of digital environments
means that findings may quickly become outdated. Findings from individual studies suggest that the
relationship between social media use and psychological outcomes may differ depending on study context and
population; however, these observations should be interpreted with caution due to potential limitations in
generalizability [40].

Taken together, the available evidence suggests that social media is neither inherently harmful nor
universally beneficial. Its impact appears to depend on how, why, and in what context it is used. Future research
should prioritize longitudinal designs, more precise measurement of digital behaviors, and the identification
of vulnerable subgroups, as well as the development of targeted interventions that reflect real-world usage
patterns.

e-ISSN: 2544-9435 7



2(50) (2026): International Journal of Innovative Technologies in Social Science

5. Conclusions

This narrative review examined current evidence on the relationship between social media use and
anxiety in adolescents, integrating findings from studies addressing measurement approaches, associations,
underlying mechanisms, contextual factors, and digital interventions. Overall, the available evidence suggests
that this relationship is complex, context-dependent, and generally modest in magnitude.

Across studies, a general pattern can be observed in which social media use is associated with anxiety
symptoms; however, the strength and direction of this association vary considerably. This variability may
reflect differences in how social media use is defined and measured, as well as individual and contextual factors.
In particular, distinctions between patterns of engagement, rather than time spent online alone, appear
important when interpreting findings.

The findings also point to multiple interacting mechanisms that may contribute to observed associations.
Processes related to social comparison, fear of missing out, sleep disruption, and exposure to negative online
experiences have been discussed as potential pathways, although the evidence does not support a single
explanatory model. In addition, the relationship between social media use and anxiety appears to be
bidirectional, with pre-existing psychological vulnerabilities potentially shaping patterns of engagement.

Digital interventions represent a growing area of research. Internet-delivered cognitive behavioral
therapy has shown promising results in reducing anxiety symptoms, while other approaches, such as the
integration of digital behavioral data into clinical care, remain less clearly supported. Overall, available
evidence suggests that such interventions may function best as complements to traditional care, with
effectiveness depending on factors such as user engagement and the level of professional guidance.

Several limitations of the current evidence base should be acknowledged. These include the widespread
use of cross-sectional designs, variability in measurement approaches, and the rapidly evolving nature of
digital environments. Together, these factors contribute to heterogeneity in findings and limit the strength of
conclusions that can be drawn.

Future research should focus on improving consistency in the conceptualization and measurement of
social media use, as well as on longitudinal designs that better capture temporal relationships. Further work is
also needed to identify subgroups of adolescents who may be particularly vulnerable to negative outcomes and
to evaluate intervention strategies in real-world settings.

In conclusion, current evidence suggests that social media is neither uniformly harmful nor inherently
beneficial in relation to adolescent anxiety. Its impact appears to depend on how, why, and in what context it
is used. A nuanced approach that considers patterns of engagement, individual differences, and broader
contextual factors is therefore essential when interpreting its role in adolescent mental health.
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