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Abstract

This qualitative review examines how adolescents and young adults understand and describe the
relationship between social media use and their psychological well-being. It synthesizes research
published between 2014 and 2020 that used interviews, focus groups, and other qualitative
methods to explore young people’s subjective experiences. The findings show that social media
can have both positive and negative effects. Many adolescents describe using these platforms for
self-expression, maintaining relationships, and feeling connected to others. At the same time, they
report challenges such as comparing themselves to others, feeling pressure to gain approval
through likes and comments, the expectation to be constantly tuned in, and exposure to
cyberbullying or other negative interactions. Conversely, online spaces can offer emotional
support and a sense of belonging. Adolescents’ narratives suggest that the impact of social media
is shaped more by the type and quality of interactions than by the amount of time spent online. By
foregrounding youth perspectives, this review underscores the value of qualitative research in
understanding emotional and social aspects of digital engagement and offers recommendations for
future research and mental health support strategies aimed at young people.
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Introduction

Social media has become deeply embedded in the lives of young people worldwide. Platforms

such as Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook, and TikTok influence how adolescents communicate,
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form identities, and interact with peers. Although quantitative research has linked social media use
to outcomes like anxiety and depression, fewer studies investigate how youth perceive and
interpret their own experiences. Qualitative methods, such as interviews and focus groups, allow
researchers to capture the emotional and social meanings behind social media engagement,

revealing dimensions not accessible through numeric data alone.

Literature Review

Over the past decade, research on social media and adolescent mental health has evolved from
simple metrics of usage to in-depth qualitative investigations of personal experiences. Early studies
primarily examined correlations between time spent online and psychological outcomes. However,

such metrics cannot fully capture the emotional and social significance of digital engagement.

Qualitative studies highlight that social media is not only a tool for communication but also a space
where adolescents navigate identity, relationships, and self-presentation. Keles, McCrae, and
Grealish (2020) emphasized that the impact of social media depends on contextual factors such as
the type of engagement and individual experience rather than screen time alone. Themes
commonly identified in qualitative research include social comparison, cyberbullying, impression
management, and peer support.

Social comparison frequently occurs on platforms that prioritize visual content, such as
Instagram. Adolescents compare their appearance and achievements with curated portrayals of
peers or influencers, often leading to dissatisfaction and stress. Cyberbullying and negative
interactions are also significant concerns, causing emotional distress, fear, and social withdrawal.
Additionally, adolescents report pressure to maintain a positive online persona and monitor

feedback, which can increase anxiety when approval is lacking.

Despite these risks, social media also offers positive experiences, including opportunities for self-

expression, peer support, and a sense of belonging, particularly for marginalized youth. Thus,
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qualitative research demonstrates that the effects of social media are nuanced and context-

dependent, influenced by the nature of interactions and the meanings adolescents assign to them.

Research Objectives

1. To explore adolescents’ and young adults’ perceptions of social media and its influence on
psychological and emotional well-being.

2. To identify recurring themes in qualitative research, including identity expression, social
comparison, peer support, and exposure to cyberbullying.

3. To inform future research and evidence-based mental health interventions by integrating

youth perspectives into policy, practice, and supportive digital environments.

Research Methodology
Research Design

This study employed a qualitative review methodology based on secondary data analysis. Instead
of collecting primary data, it synthesized findings from published qualitative studies examining
adolescents’ and young adults’ experiences with social media and mental health. Secondary data
included participant narratives, reported themes, and author interpretations, allowing thematic

integration and conceptual insights rather than statistical aggregation.

Data Sources and Selection Criteria

Eligible studies were identified through searches of PubMed, APA PsycINFO, and Web of Science

29 ¢¢ 29 <c 29 ¢

using terms such as “social media,” “adolescents,” “young adults,” “qualitative,” “mental health,”

“interviews,” and “focus groups.” Studies were included if they employed qualitative methods,

focused on adolescent or young adult social media experiences, and reported psychological or
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emotional outcomes. Quantitative studies, theoretical reviews without qualitative findings, and

non-English publications were excluded.

Data Extraction and Thematic Synthesis

Findings, including themes, participant quotes, and author interpretations, were extracted and
grouped into categories such as social comparison, cyberbullying, and peer support. Themes were

iteratively refined into broader conceptual insights, enabling a synthesis of patterns across studies.

Major Themes from Youth Perspectives
Self-Expression and Validation

Adolescents use social media to express themselves and seek feedback from peers. Positive

engagement affirms identity, but overreliance on approval can increase stress and affect mood.

Appearance Comparison and Body Image

Platforms emphasizing visual content prompt comparisons with curated images of peers and

influencers, which can result in body dissatisfaction and feelings of inadequacy.

Pressure to Stay Connected

Youth feel obligated to monitor notifications, post regularly, and engage in trends, which may be

stressful and blur online/offline boundaries.

Peer Support and Positive Engagement

Social media can offer emotional support, friendship, and a sense of belonging, especially for those
lacking offline support.
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Exposure to Bullying and Harmful Content

Cyberbullying, negative comments, and exclusion are recurrent experiences, negatively affecting

confidence and emotional well-being.
Complex, Mixed Emotional Impact

Adolescents report both positive and negative effects, reflecting the context-dependent nature of

social media engagement.

Discussion
Insights Beyond Quantitative Measures

Narratives reveal that emotional outcomes depend on the quality and meaning of interactions, not
merely usage duration. Impression management, validation-seeking, and exposure to supportive

or hostile interactions all shape well-being.
Policy and Practice Implications

e Develop emotional literacy programs addressing feelings, relationships, and identity
online.

e Encourage open dialogue between youth, caregivers, and professionals about online
experiences.

e Create supportive digital environments, including moderated peer support and features

reducing harassment.

Limitations

1. Reliance on secondary data limits interpretations to what original authors reported.
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2. Most studies are English-language, possibly underrepresenting diverse cultural
perspectives.
Publication bias may favor studies reporting significant findings.

4. Lack of access to raw transcripts may omit nuanced aspects of adolescents’ experiences.

Conclusion

Social media’s impact on adolescent mental health is complex and context-dependent. While
platforms can support identity formation, peer connection, and emotional support, they also carry
risks such as social comparison, stress, and exposure to harmful interactions. Qualitative research
illuminates these nuanced experiences and should remain central to future studies and

interventions that prioritize youth perspectives.

References

Valkenburg, P. M., & Peter, J. (2011). Online communication and adolescent well-being: Testing
the stimulation versus the displacement hypothesis. Journal of Computer-Mediated
Communication, 16(2), 200—209. https://doi.org/10.1111/].1083-6101.2010.01518.x

Fardouly, J., Diedrichs, P. C., Vartanian, L. R., & Halliwell, E. (2015). Social comparisons on

social media: The impact of Facebook on young women’s body image concerns and mood. Body

Image, 13, 38-45. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2014.12.002

Frison, E., & Eggermont, S. (2015). Exploring the relationships between different types of

Facebook use, perceived online social support, and adolescents’ depressed mood. Social Science

Computer Review, 33(3), 347-364. https://doi.org/10.1177/0894439314559336

44 International Journal in Management and Social Science
http://ijmr.net.in, Email: irjmss@gmail.com



https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2014.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894439314559336

International Journal in Management and Social Science =T
Volume 9 Issue 03,March 2021 ISSN: 2321-1784 Impact Factor: 7.088 msiond®

Journal Homepage: http://ijmr.net.in, Email: irjimss@gmail.com
Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal

Patchin, J. W., & Hinduja, S. (2018). Sexting as an emerging concern for adolescent health: A
review of the literature. Pediatrics, 141(1), e20170142. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2017-0142

Twenge, J. M., Joiner, T. E., Rogers, M. L., & Martin, G. N. (2018). Increases in depressive
symptoms, suicide-related outcomes, and suicide rates among U.S. adolescents after 2010 and
links to increased new media screen time. Clinical Psychological Science, 6(1), 3-17.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2167702617723376

Heiman, T. R., Olenik-Shemesh, D., & Heiman, E. (2019). The associations between parents’ and
adolescents’ cyberbullying involvement: The mediating role of adolescents’ perceptions of
parenting styles. Journal of Educational Computing Research, 57(3), 614-639.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0735633118785822

Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. L. (2019). Exploring the relationship between frequency of
Instagram use, exposure to idealized images, and self-esteem. Psychology of Popular Media
Culture, 8(4), 482-490. https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000202

Keles, B., McCrae, N., & Grealish, A. (2020). A systematic review: The influence of social media
on depression, anxiety, and psychological distress in adolescents. International Journal of
Adolescence and Youth, 25(1), 79-93. https://doi.org/10.1080/02673843.2019.15908

45 International Journal in Management and Social Science
http://ijmr.net.in, Email: irjmss@gmail.com



https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.20170142
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000202
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673843.2019.1590851

