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Abstract

The incredibly quick emergence of social media and digital technology has had a profound impact
on the social landscape for children and young people. Although these technologies offer means for
communication, education and identity development, growing attention has been given to their
potential risks in relation to mental health. This scoping review addresses the following key
question: what do we know from a systematic review of reviews and published primary evidence,
theoretically informed approaches focusing on young people's mental health about the role that
social media and technology effect the mental health of children and adolescents? Areas of focus
are developmental risk vulnerability, neurobiology mechanism, emotions and well-being, social
comparison and types of technology use. Their conclusions are split between positive and negative
effects, suggesting mental health impacts of technology use depends greatly upon the form, function,
and intensity of digital engagement. To provide a balanced and holistic account of the role that social
media plays across different domains in the lives of young people on their psychological well-being,
this paper synthesizes evidence from different disciplines to inform future research, policy and
intervention.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Social media and digital technology have become a ubiquitous part of modern life for young people worldwide.
During the last 20 years a period of extraordinary advances in internet access, smartphone availability and usage,
and social media platform design new ways of communicating have displaced traditional interactions. Social media
like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube are no longer an accessory but the main platform teenagers find their
friends on, ask for validation from, and share themselves with (Anderson & Jiang 2018).

Therefore, naive stereotypes that consider social media as harmful per se tend to become inadequate. A more refined,
evidence-based approach is needed to represent the complexity of digital engagement at growing sensitive ages.
The aim of this paper is to assume a critical review and synthesis of the existing body of research relating to social
media and knowledge use on child and adolescent well-being. Rather than differentiating simply based on screen time,
the current review instead considers psychological and neurobiological mechanisms, patterns and context of use that
underlie mental health outcomes. Through manufacturing evidence from across disciplines, this paper aims to unpack
the evidence base, categorize areas for research and contribute to understanding responsible digital engagement.

2395



TPM Vol. 32, No. S2, 2025
ISSN: 1972-6325
https://www.tpmap.org/

Open Access

From Childhood Experiences to Social Media Addiction

Sy - ‘;) < o ——T
< . . 'S L= e a———

Aty ss

Picture 1: The research process, method, and important results. (Aydin & Géncii, 2025)
2. CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 Developmental Psychology Perspective

From a developmental psychology perspective, childhood and adolescence are times of great emotional, cognitive
and social transformation. In adolescence in particular, there are issues of identity exploration, emotional reactivity
and peer relationship involvement (Erickson, 1968). At this developmental phase, young people are very eager to
belong and be accepted by their peers, so they are especially sensitive and responsive reward feedback from others.
Instead, social media sites cut directly across these developmental processes. Digital spaces offer ongoing
opportunities for self-presentation, comparisons with peers and social judgments. Self-concept is a critical aspect of
identity and plays an important role in the overall well-being of an individual, especially during adolescence when
self-identity continues to develop (Steinberg, 2017). Developmental science indicates that adolescents may not yet
have mature cognitive control over emotional reactions such as rejection, and for failure or criticism online
experiences, which can exacerbate psychological stress.

2.2 Media Effects Theories

Several media effects theories provide valuable insight into the ways social media affects mental health. Social
Comparison Theory claims that people determine their value by comparing themselves to others (Festinger, 1954).
Adolescents on social media, thus, see the most of the time the unrealistic and perfect versions of their peers, which
may encourage them to compare themselves to those who they think are better and feel inferior. In addition, Cultivation
Theory argues that consistent exposure to certain content may influence the perception of reality of the users (Gerbner
et al., 2002). Within social media, seeing over and over again the exposure to unattainable beauty standards, lifestyles,
or success stories may eventually have the effect that teens believe these are normal and desirable, thus producing
dissatisfaction and emotional struggles. Unlike these theories, Uses and Gratifications Theory argues that media
consumers are not passive but rather they are active users who turn to media to fulfill particular psychological needs
e.g., making friends, entertainment or selthood growth (Katz et al., 1973). According to this point of view, social
media can be both a source of good and bad, the reasons for which depend on the motives and the ways the users are
involved.

2.3 Digital Well-Being Framework

The digital well, being framework is a balanced way of understanding the use of technology and the impact on mental
health. Instead of only focusing on the reduction of screen time, this framework highlights the quality, the reason, and
the feeling of the digital engagement. Digital well, being is an individual's capacity to use technology in a way that
supports mental health, emotional stability, and makes relationships meaningful (OECD, 2019).

Such a framework acknowledges that the digital experiences of an individual are influenced not only by the personal
decisions but also by larger social systems like families, schools, and tech companies. It is widely believed that
instruction in digital literacy, emotional awareness, and self, control will equip the youth with skills needed for them
to interact with online environments in a safe and correct manner (Odgers & Jensen, 2020).

3. REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

3.1 Historical Evolution of Social Media

The development of social networking was based on the idea that through the internet, people could connect with
others like they had before. The first types of social networking were created during the late 1990s to early 2000s and
were quite simple by today's standards. Early social networking (in the late 1990s to early 2000s) consisted mostly of
electronic bulletin board services (EBBS), chat rooms, and other similar communication systems where users could
communicate with one another in real-time via text only. However, as the internet became more widely available with
the introduction of broadband internet connections and more people began using internet-enabled devices, social
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networks were built using a variety of different coupling technologies (e.g., mobile devices, i.e., smartphones), which
allowed for a greater degree of interaction with the user (Boyd & Ellison, 2007).

Modern social networks continue to develop towards a fully integrated digital experience for users. Currently, social
networking platforms primarily feature designs based on algorithms that aim to attract attention and generate
emotional responses. The impacts of this design feature on adolescent mental health are significant; for instance,
researchers have found that the design characteristics of social networking platforms do not only influence the duration
of time spent online by adolescents, but they also shape the content (type) of information that adolescents are exposed
to. Please see Montag et al., 2019).

3.2 Trends in Adolescent Technology Use

Several research studies demonstrate that adolescents are typically among the highest consumers of digital technology.
Research studies show that a large majority of teenagers use more than one social networking platform and spend
many hours engaged each day on social networks (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Patterns show a shift from time spent
viewing video to time spent passively scrolling through social media, resulting in negative emotional outcomes.
Other studies indicate that teenagers who use technology at night are at risk for a number of negative outcomes,
including sleep disruptions due to excessive screen exposure prior to going to bed. Researchers found that the
disruption of sleep also impacted an individual's ability to regulate their emotions, mood, and academic success
(Twenge et al., 2017). Based on the results of the above-stated studies, it appears that the time of technology use and
the type of technology used are probably more important than the amount of time a person spends on technology.

4. Neurobiological and Psychological Mechanisms

4.1 Brain Development During Adolescence

During adolescence, there are changes occurring in the brain that are important for developing our ability to think,

behave, and control our emotions. As we progress through this stage of life and undergo these changes, the timing of

some of these developments occurs at different times and at different speeds.

For example, parts of our brain that are important for emotion-related responses (limbic system) develop much quicker

than parts of our brain responsible for executive functions (i.e. planning, impulse control, decision making; Casey et

al., 2008).

Consequently, adolescents are more reactive to emotionally charged stimuli and experience less control over their

thoughts and behaviors due to the disparity in development between these two parts of the brain.
Brain System Developmental Status in Adolescence  Impact of social media
Limbic System Highly active Increased emotional reactivity
Prefrontal Cortex Still maturing Reduced impulse control
Dopamine Pathways Heightened sensitivity Habit formation, reward-seeking
Emotional Regulation Networks ESE ity Vulnerability to stress
Casey et al. (2008); Blakemore & Mills (2014); Montag et al. (2019)

Table 1: Neurobiological Mechanisms Linked to Social Media Engagement

This table 1 outlines key brain systems involved in adolescents’ responses to social media. It explains how heightened
reward sensitivity and immature impulse control increase emotional reactivity to online feedback. These mechanisms
help explain adolescents’ vulnerability to digital stressors.

Social media platforms, such as Facebook and Instagram, replicate the neurodevelopmental characteristics of the
adolescent brain. Social media allows for interaction and engagement with others via quick social feedback (likes,
comments, shares), which may then be associated with social acceptance/rejection and can impact mood and self-
esteem negatively for adolescents. Online social media feedback can create emotional attachment to peers, which can
heavily influence mood and behaviors and can create feelings of stress, anxiety, and sadness (Blakemore & Mills,
2014). Therefore, an adolescent's negative online experience may produce greater negative psychological effects
during this stage of development.

4.2 Dopamine and Reward Pathways

Neuroscience shows that social media taps right into the brain’s reward system by triggering dopamine the chemical
that fuels motivation, pleasure, and the urge to learn from what feels good. Each like, new follower, or notification

gives you a little hit of dopamine, which makes you want to come back for more (Montag et al., 2019).
Social Media Exposure

U

Psychological Processes
(Social Comparison, FOMO, Validation Seeking)

!

Emotional Outcomes
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(Anxiety, Depression, Loneliness)

!

Moderated By

(Parental Support, Digital Literacy, Self-Regulation)
Chart 1: Conceptual Relationship Between Social Media Use and Mental Health

This chart 1 illustrates how social media influences mental health through processes such as social comparison and
FOMO. It also shows the moderating role of protective factors. The model emphasizes indirect rather than direct
effects.

It’s not all bad news, though. Dopamine-driven engagement isn’t always harmful. In moderation, these reward cycles
can boost learning, spark creativity, and help teens connect with others. But when online approval becomes their main
source of self-worth, things get tricky. Teens can end up depending on digital feedback to feel good about themselves,
which leaves them more vulnerable to anxiety or mood swings.

4.3 Emotional Regulation and Impulse Control

Adolescents further develop changing through regulation of their emotions. (Steinberg 2017). Moreover, many
adolescents also experience enhanced emotional reactions to situations based upon how they are due to the fact they
have not yet fully matured, particularly in fast-moving or social settings. Social Media platforms create more exposure
due to social comparisons, immediate reactions, and exposure to others' conflicts, criticisms, or wrongdoing than
adolescents have in their everyday lives; therefore, when that occurs, adolescents experiencing Online conflict and
criticism will often feel overwhelmed by their inability to emotionally self-regulate; they will then have increased
levels of anxiety, depression, ongoing excessive worrying, and potentially many other difficulties (Odgers and Jensen
2020).

Excessive posting and scrolling contribute to many of the health challenges associated with electronic media and sleep
disruption, with little else. Research indicates that adolescents who gain an ability to develop emotion awareness,
insight into their thoughts and feelings, as well as develop different coping skills ultimately become aware of the
social-emotional difficulties they encounter when using technology. This is a great case for teaching adolescents’
emotional education and developing their self-regulation skills as a means for providing them with protection against
the adverse effects of digital media use.

5. Social Media Use and Emotional Well-Being

5.1 Anxiety and Depression

Teen anxiety and depression's connection to social media have been examined lengthily. Many studies show that
excessive scrolling or compulsive checking increases stress and worsens mood in teens (Keles et al. 2020). Inexorable
online self-presentation and social comparison erode well-being over time. A major cause appears to be the difference
between teens' online personas and their actual lives. The inconsistency between curated online personas and offline
reality fuels feelings of shortage (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). It hits even harder for teens who already struggle with their
emotions long-term studies show that these kids are especially at risk.

Messaging, posting, Higher social support, Burke & Kraut (2016); Best et
content creation emotional expression al. (2014)

Scrolling, viewing without | Increased loneliness, envy Verduyn et al. (2017); Appel et
interaction al. (2016)

Compulsive checking, Anxiety, depression, sleep Kuss & Griffiths (2017); Elhai
dependency problems et al. (2020)

Screen exposure before Poor sleep quality, fatigue Woods & Scott (2016);

sleep Levenson et al. (2017)

Table 2: Patterns of Social Media Use and Associated Mental Health Outcomes

This table 2 categorizes social media use into active, passive, problematic, and nighttime patterns. It shows that active
use is generally associated with positive outcomes, whereas passive and compulsive use are more strongly linked to
emotional distress. The table reinforces that usage patterns matter more than overall screen time.

5.2 Fear of Missing Out (FOMO)

FOMO describes the mental distress that arises when an individual feels like he/she is missing out on an enjoyable or
fun experience that multiple other people participated in together. In recent years, social media has enhanced the
effects of FOMO because they allow users continuous access to peer-to-peer updates in real time (Przybylski et al.,
2013).
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Consequently, FOMO negatively influences how often someone engages with a website and/or application through
compulsive checking, resulting in difficulty using the website or app to disconnect, and creating an increase in stress
levels. For these reasons, there are specific groups that have been identified as likely to be impacted by FOMO the
most, specifically adolescents, as these individuals experience pressure to remain connected at all times, which
negatively affects sleep patterns and creates fewer opportunities to recover from emotions through emotional
processing (Elhai et al., 2020).

Studies also indicate that FOMO serves as a mediating factor between an individual's use of social media and negative
emotional experiences with regard to the affected individuals; therefore, FOMO is related not so much to technology
itself, but rather due to its psychological effects.

6. Social Comparison, Body Image, and Self-Esteem
Teens care a lot about their looks and what people think, probably more than anyone. Social media makes it tougher
by showing tons of perfect photos and setting crazy standards for looks and lifestyles. (Fardouly &amp; Vartanian,
2016).
. 0 Prote N ) \
Emotional intelligence, self-awareness
Parental involvement
00 Poor digital literacy Media literacy education

0 Algorithmic comparison Privacy and safety controls
Table 3: Risk and Protective Factors Influencing Mental Health Outcomes
This table 3 presents major risk and protective factors across individual, family, school, and platform levels. It shows
that emotional skills, parental involvement, and digital literacy can reduce negative mental health effects. The table
supports a prevention-focused approach.

divid Low self-esteem, emotional dysregulation

Lack of supervision

D
a

7. Cyberbullying and Online Harassment
Cyberbullying is a huge mental health problem for teens on social media. Unlike old school, College bullying, this
can be happened 24/7, and it plants a digital footprint that's tough to get rid of. Kids who are beleaguered often feel
anxious, depressed, or just totally harassed out (Kowalski et al., 2014).

Limited
Occasional

Small peer group

Physical separation

Table 4: Comparison of Traditional vs Digital Social Stressors
This table 4 compares offline and online social stressors. It highlights how digital stressors are more continuous,
visible, and difficult to escape. These features help explain the stronger emotional impact of online stress.

Public and permanent
Continuous

Wide online audience
Constant accessibility

8. Comparative Analysis of Social Media Impacts

Discoveries from prior empirical studies were produced and compared across key psychological areas.

Peer support, community
belonging

Loneliness, exclusion

Best et al. (2014); Nowland et al.
(2018)

Emotional expression,
coping

Anxiety, depression

Keles et al. (2020); Odgers &
Jensen (2020)

Self-exploration,
creativity

Low self-esteem,
comparison

Valkenburg & Peter (2013); Nesi
& Prinstein (2015)

Access to information

Distraction, poor sleep

Twenge et al. (2017); Levenson et
al. (2017)

Awareness, online help-
seeking

Cyberbullying exposure

Hamm et al. (2015); Rideout et al.
(2018)

Table 5: Comparative Effects of Social Media Use on Adolescent Mental Health

This table 5 summarizes both positive and negative mental health outcomes associated with social media use. It
highlights that social media can support social connection and emotional expression, while excessive or maladaptive
use is linked to anxiety, loneliness, and sleep problems. The comparison emphasizes the dual nature of digital
engagement.
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9. Results Synthesis

Positive Use -------——--——-—-—-- Balanced Use --------—----—-—-—-—- Negative Use

(Support, Learning) | (Intentional Engagement) | (Compulsion, Comparison)

Chart 2: Balance Model of Social Media Impact
This chart 2 presents social media use along a continuum from positive to negative. It highlights balanced use as the
healthiest form of engagement. The chart supports moderation rather than restriction.

10. DISCUSSION

This study gives us a more balanced look at how teens use social media. All the fuss about social media being bad
isn't really the best way to think about it. What these platforms do to your head depends on a bunch of things, like how
old you were when you started using them, what kind of platform it is, how much you use it, and, most importantly,
if you're already prone to mental health stuff. Since teen brains are super tuned in to what their friends think and to
getting rewards, they can get pretty emotional when they're on social media. This can make them feel more anxious,
compare themselves to others more, and just feel more unstable, especially with those algorithms pushing certain
content at them. Conversely, the very same platforms can create opportunities for establishing friendships, expressing
creativity, and providing support when used by adolescents in an intentional manner.

Age Group Sensitivity Level Key Vulnerability
Childhood (6-10) Moderate Emotional understanding
Early Adolescence (11-14) | High Peer validation

Late Adolescence (15-18) | Moderate—High Identity consolidation
Chart 3: Developmental Sensitivity Across Age Groups

This chart 3 shows how sensitivity to social media varies across childhood and adolescence. Early adolescence appears
most vulnerable due to peer validation needs. The chart supports age-appropriate guidance and interventions.

11. Limitations of Existing Research

Thus, despite our studies, we nevertheless ran some obstacles. Many studies only inquire about people's tech usage;
let's be honest, people's memories are not always correct. Moreover, since several research are just a snapshot in time,
it's difficult to determine what is driving what. Studies have trouble keeping up since technology moves so rapidly.
One more item? Much of the data originates from Western nations; hence, it might not be appropriate for people from
other cultures or with varied financial conditions. Frequently, too, researchers don't really investigate the variations
across platforms, material, or why consumers even use technology.

12. Future Research Directions

Future studies should prioritize:

1. Longitudinal designs examining developmental trajectories

2. Neurobiological research linking digital engagement to brain development

3. Cross-cultural investigations

4. Platform-specific analyses

5. Intervention-based studies assessing digital literacy and emotional regulation programs

Collaboration between researchers and technology companies is essential to improve data transparency and ethical
platform design.

13. CONCLUSION

This analysis sheds light on how technology and social media can impact the mental health of teenagers and children,
both in positive and negative ways. It’s not just about the technology itself; what truly matters is how young people
engage with it, who’s using it, and what’s happening in their lives at that moment.

To truly enhance adolescent mental health in today’s digital world, we need to take an unbiased approach and focus
on what the data tells us. This means prioritizing education for kids, nurturing their emotional growth, and ensuring
that everyone plays their part. Instead of trying to eliminate technology, we should empower teens to use it in smart,

healthy, and meaningful ways.
Review Type \ Key Conclusion

Systematic Reviews Moderate association with mental distress
Longitudinal Studies Vulnerable youth most affected
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Neuroscience Studies Reward sensitivity increases engagement

Policy Reports Balanced use recommended

Table 6: Summary of Key Findings Across Major Reviews

This table 6 synthesizes conclusions from different types of research evidence. It shows consistent findings that
vulnerable adolescents are most affected and that balanced use is recommended. The table strengthens the reliability
of the review’s conclusions.

N —

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.

15.
16.

17.

18.

19.

20.
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