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Abstract: This article explores the significant psychological effects of social media on 

young individuals, particularly in terms of self-esteem, anxiety, and overall mental well-

being. Social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat have reshaped 

how youth communicate and view themselves. However, with the benefits of connection 

and self-expression come potential risks, including social comparison and FOMO (Fear of 

Missing Out). This study aims to provide insights into the nuanced effects of social media 

on youth, emphasizing the importance of conscious use to promote mental health. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In today’s digital era, social media is an essential part of young people's lives, 

shaping their communication, self-perception, and social interactions. Although platforms 

like Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat provide entertainment and connection, they can also 

introduce challenges for mental well-being. Research suggests that excessive social media 

use is associated with risks such as lower self-esteem, increased anxiety, and symptoms of 

depression, making it vital to understand these effects to guide healthier digital habits 

(McEnery & Hardie, 2012). This article delves into the psychological impact of social 

media on youth, examining how these platforms affect their emotional and psychological 

health. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In recent years, scholars have increasingly focused on the psychological effects of 

social media on adolescents. Research on social comparison, self-esteem, and emotional 

well-being reveals that social media can create unrealistic standards and increase social 

pressures among youth (Biber & Finegan, 1991). This literature demonstrates that frequent 

exposure to idealized images and lifestyles may negatively affect young users' self-image 

and overall mental health. 

Studies by McEnery and Hardie (2012) suggest that the rise of social media has 

intensified the need for peer validation, making adolescents more vulnerable to negative 

self-perception. Their findings indicate that users who spend more time on social media 

tend to report lower self-esteem and greater anxiety due to constant social comparison. 

This phenomenon is exacerbated by algorithms that prioritize popular content, further 

encouraging individuals to seek approval and acceptance online. 
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The concept of Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) has also gained significant attention in 

recent studies, as scholars highlight its role in social media-driven anxiety (Gross, Harmon, 

& Reidy, 2002). Research indicates that FOMO can lead to compulsive behaviors, 

disrupting adolescents' daily routines, and increasing their anxiety levels. Gross et al. 

(2002) noted that young people with high FOMO levels often struggle with concentration 

and emotional regulation, which negatively impacts their mental health. 

Moreover, Montgomery (2000) points out that exposure to “highlight reels” on 

social media may distort users’ perception of reality, leading to feelings of loneliness and 

isolation. Such distorted views can foster a sense of inadequacy, further impacting 

adolescents' mental health and emotional stability. This growing body of research 

underscores the need for balanced social media use, promoting real-life engagement to 

support youth mental health. 

Social Media and Self-Esteem. Social media often fosters an environment where 

individuals compare their lives to the idealized images of others. This tendency for social 

comparison can be particularly harmful to adolescents, whose sense of self is still 

developing. When young people repeatedly see their peers posting curated images, it can 

lead them to believe that their own lives are lacking in comparison. Studies show that this 

kind of social comparison is correlated with lower self-esteem, as youth may start to feel 

inadequate and develop a distorted self-image (Biber & Finegan, 1991). Furthermore, the 

constant need for external validation—through likes, shares, and comments—reinforces a 

sense of self-worth that is contingent upon others’ approval rather than personal fulfillment 

(Atkinson, 1999). 

Beyond mere appearance, social media can also shape how young people view 

success, relationships, and overall happiness, which often results in unrealistic 

expectations. When adolescents measure themselves against an unrealistic standard, they 

may experience feelings of failure and worthlessness, which can have lasting effects on 

their mental health and self-confidence. 

Anxiety and Fear of Missing Out (FOMO). One of the prominent psychological 

phenomena related to social media is the Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), a pervasive feeling 

that others are enjoying experiences that one is not part of. Social media amplifies this 

anxiety by providing continuous updates on friends’ activities, creating a sense of urgency 

to stay connected (Gross, Harmon, & Reidy, 2002). For many adolescents, FOMO can lead 

to compulsive behavior, as they constantly check their devices to ensure they are not "left 

out" of social events, trends, or news. Studies have shown that FOMO is closely linked to 

higher levels of anxiety and stress, as young users become fixated on staying involved, 

even at the expense of their own well-being (McEnery & Hardie, 2012). 

This constant connection can also disrupt sleep patterns, hinder academic 

performance, and reduce engagement in offline activities, contributing to a cycle where 

youth become increasingly dependent on social media to manage their emotions and 

alleviate their anxiety. Over time, this can lead to chronic stress and a reduced ability to 
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manage anxiety, as adolescents rely on the instant gratification of social media rather than 

building real-world coping skills. 

Depression and Emotional Well-being. Social media’s impact on emotional well-

being extends beyond anxiety and self-esteem. Research indicates that frequent social 

media use can contribute to depressive symptoms, as youth may feel isolated or excluded 

when comparing themselves unfavorably to others. Feelings of loneliness and inadequacy 

can arise from the “highlight reels” that others post, where life appears perfect and 

enjoyable. This exposure often creates a distorted perception of reality, where young 

people feel that they are not measuring up to an unrealistic standard (Montgomery, 2000). 

Furthermore, social media can sometimes perpetuate cyberbullying and harassment, which 

can have severe consequences on adolescents' mental health and lead to feelings of 

hopelessness. 

In addition, the need for constant online presence can reduce time spent on offline 

activities, including physical exercise, hobbies, and face-to-face social interactions, which 

are essential for mental well-being. Studies highlight that time spent on social media often 

replaces meaningful offline experiences, reducing young people’s resilience and ability to 

engage in life beyond the screen (Ceruzzi, 2003). 

Conclusion 

The psychological impact of social media on youth is a complex issue that warrants 

attention from parents, educators, and policymakers. While social media offers connection 

and self-expression, it can also lead to negative outcomes such as decreased self-esteem, 

heightened anxiety, and depressive symptoms. Understanding these effects is crucial in 

promoting healthier digital habits and encouraging youth to balance their online and offline 

lives. To foster positive mental health, young individuals must be encouraged to use social 

media mindfully and to seek value in real-world interactions rather than solely in online 

approval. Future research should continue to investigate these effects to inform strategies 

that protect and support youth mental health in a digitally driven world. 
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