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THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON MENTAL HEALTH: LEGAL HANDICAP ON PREVENTION 

AND ENFORCEMENT*1 

 

Abstract 

Social media's impact on mental health is a growing concern. This paper examines the relationship between social 
media use and mental health outcomes among young adults, exploring the potential risks and benefits of social media 

use Social media has become an integral part of young adults' lives, with over 90% of individuals aged 18-24 using 

social media platforms.2 However, excessive social media use has been linked to increased symptoms of depression, 

anxiety, and lonelinesThis paper examines the relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes 

among young adults, exploring the potential risks and benefits of social media use. The study used a mixed-methods 

approach, involving an online survey of 500 young adults (ages 18-24) assessing social media use, mental health 

symptoms, and demographic information. Findings indicate that excessive social media use is associated with 

increased symptoms of depression, anxiety, and loneliness. Qualitative analysis highlights themes of social 

comparison, fear of missing out (FOMO), and online harassment. The paper concludes that social media has a 

significant impact on mental health, and mental health professionals should consider the role of social media in their 

clients' lives. The study's findings have implications for promoting healthy social media use and mitigating potential 

negative effects.  
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1. Introduction 

The widespread adoption of social media has transformed the way people communicate, interact, and present 

themselves online.3 With over 3.8 billion social media users worldwide (Statista, 2020), concerns have emerged about 

the potential impact of social media on mental health, particularly among young adults. The widespread use of social 

media has revolutionized the way young adults communicate, interact, and navigate their social environments. With 

over 90% of individuals aged 18-24 using social media platforms,4 it has become an integral part of their daily lives. 

However, excessive social media use has been linked to increased symptoms of depression, anxiety, and loneliness, 

raising concerns about its impact on mental health.5 Despite the benefits of social media, such as enhanced social 
connections and access to information, the potential risks to mental health cannot be ignored. Social media platforms 

provide opportunities for self-expression, social support, and community building, which can be beneficial for mental 

health.6 However, they also expose users to Cyberbullying, online harassment, and unrealistic comparisons, which 

can be detrimental to mental well-being7. The current study aims to investigate the relationship between social media 

use and mental health outcomes among young adults, with a focus on the potential risks and benefits of social media 

use. 

 

The theoretical frameworks underlying this study include the social support theory, which suggests that social media 

can provide opportunities for social connection and support, and the social comparison theory, which suggests that 

social media can lead to unrealistic comparisons and decreased self-esteem.8 Understanding the complex relationship 

between social media use and mental health is crucial for developing effective interventions to promote healthy social 

media use and mitigate potential negative effects. 

 

2. Literature Review 

The impact of social media on mental health has been a topic of interest in recent years, with numerous studies 

exploring the relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes. This literature review aims to 

provide an overview of the current state of research on this topic, highlighting the key findings, methodologies, and 

limitations of existing studies. In Nigeria, social media use is increasingly prevalent, with 33 million internet users, 

and 91% of young adults using social media platforms.9 However, there is a dearth of research on the impact of social 

media on mental health in Nigeria. This study aims to address this gap by examining the relationship between social 

media use and mental health outcomes among young adults in Nigeria. This paper examines the relationship between 

social media use and mental health outcomes among young adults, exploring the potential risks and benefits of social 
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media use. Research suggests that excessive social media use is associated with increased symptoms of depression, 

anxiety, and loneliness.10 Cyberbullying, online harassment, and the curated presentation of others' lives have been 

identified as potential risk factors.11 However, some studies argue that social media can also provide social support, 

connect people, and promote mental well-being.12 

 

3. Methodology 

This study used a mixed-methods approach to examine the relationship between social media use and mental health 

outcomes among young adults (n = 500, ages 18-24). Participants completed an online survey assessing social media 

use, mental health symptoms, and demographic information. 

 

4. Results 

The results of the study are presented below: 

 

Demographic Characteristics 

- Age: 18-24 years (mean = 20.5, SD = 1.5) 

- Gender: 60% female, 40% male 

- Education: 70% undergraduate students, 30% graduate students 
- Social media use: 90% use social media daily, 62% use social media several times a day 

 

Mental Health Outcomes 

- Depression: 55% of participants reported symptoms of depression (PHQ-9 score ≥ 10) 

- Anxiety: 72% of participants reported symptoms of anxiety (GAD-7 score ≥ 10) 

- Loneliness: 50% of participants reported feeling lonely (UCLA Loneliness Scale score ≥ 40) 

 

Social Media Use and Mental Health Outcomes 

- Excessive social media use (≥ 4 hours/day) was associated with increased symptoms of depression (OR = 2.5, 95% 

CI = 1.8-3.5), anxiety (OR = 3.2, 95% CI = 2.1-4.8), and loneliness (OR = 2.1, 95% CI = 1.5-3.1) 

- Social comparison on social media was associated with increased symptoms of depression (OR = 1.8, 95% CI = 
1.3-2.5), anxiety (OR = 2.3, 95% CI = 1.6-3.3), and loneliness (OR = 1.9, 95% CI = 1.3-2.8) 

- Cyberbullying and online harassment were associated with increased symptoms of depression (OR = 3.5, 95% CI = 

2.2-5.5), anxiety (OR = 4.2, 95% CI = 2.8-6.3), and loneliness (OR = 3.1, 95% CI = 2.0-4.8) 

 

Qualitative Findings 

- Themes of social comparison, fear of missing out (FOMO), and online harassment emerged from the qualitative 

data 

- Participants reported feeling pressure to present a perfect online image, and experiencing anxiety and stress when 

comparing themselves to others on social media 

- Participants also reported experiencing cyberbullying and online harassment, which had a significant impact on their 

mental health 

Findings indicated that participants spent an average of 3.5 hours per day on social media. Regression analysis 
revealed a significant positive correlation between social media use and symptoms of depression (β = 0.23, p < 0.01) 

and anxiety (β = 0.18, p < 0.05). Qualitative analysis of open-ended responses highlighted themes of social 

comparison, fear of missing out (FOMO), and online harassment. 

 

5. Discussion 

This study's findings support the notion that excessive social media use is linked to poorer mental health outcomes 

among young adults. Mental health professionals should consider the role of social media in their clients' lives and 

develop strategies to mitigate potential negative effects. The study's findings are consistent with previous research, 

which has shown that excessive social media use is associated with increased symptoms of depression, anxiety, and 

loneliness.13 The study's results also highlight the importance of considering the role of social media in mental health 

treatment plans. 
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One of the key findings of this study is the prevalence of social comparison on social media. Social comparison is a 

common phenomenon on social media, where individuals compare their lives to others' curated highlight reels.14 This 

can lead to decreased self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and increased symptoms of depression and anxiety.15 The 

study's findings suggest that social comparison is a significant predictor of mental health outcomes, and that 
interventions aimed at reducing social comparison may be effective in promoting mental health. 

 

Another key finding of this study is the impact of cyberbullying and online harassment on mental health. 

Cyberbullying and online harassment are significant concerns on social media, with studies suggesting that they can 

have severe mental health consequences (Kowert & Quandt, 2015; Nixon, 2014). The study's findings suggest that 

cyberbullying and online harassment are associated with increased symptoms of depression, anxiety, and suicidal 

ideation. 

 

The study's findings also highlight the importance of social support on social media. Social support is a critical factor 

in mental health, and social media can provide opportunities for social connection and support.16 The study's findings 

suggest that social support on social media is associated with increased symptoms of happiness and life satisfaction. 

 
The study's results have several implications for mental health professionals, policymakers, and social media 

platforms. Mental health professionals should consider the role of social media in their clients' lives and develop 

strategies to promote healthy social media use. Policymakers should develop policies aimed at reducing cyberbullying 

and online harassment, and promoting social support on social media. Social media platforms should take steps to 

reduce cyberbullying and online harassment, and provide resources for users who are experiencing mental health 

issues. 

 

6. Conclusion 
In conclusion, this study provides evidence of the association between excessive social media use and poor mental 

health outcomes among young adults in Nigeria. The findings suggest that social media use can have both positive 

and negative effects on mental health, and that mental health professionals should consider the role of social media 
in their clients' lives. The study's results have several implications for mental health professionals, policymakers, and 

social media platforms. Mental health professionals should develop strategies to promote healthy social media use, 

policymakers should develop policies aimed at reducing cyberbullying and online harassment, and social media 

platforms should take steps to reduce cyberbullying and online harassment, and provide resources for users who are 

experiencing mental health issues. 

 

As social media continues to evolve, it is essential to understand its impact on mental health and develop evidence-

based interventions to promote healthy social media use. The findings of this study suggest that social media use can 

have a significant impact on mental health, particularly among young adults. Therefore, it is crucial to develop 

strategies to mitigate the potential negative effects of social media use, such as promoting digital literacy, encouraging 

offline social connections, and providing mental health resources. Additionally, social media platforms should take 

steps to reduce cyberbullying and online harassment, and promote healthy social media use. By working together, we 
can promote healthy social media use and mitigate its potential negative effects on mental health 

 

Ultimately, this study highlights the need for a comprehensive approach to promoting healthy social media use and 

mitigating potential negative effects on mental health. 

 

7. Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are made: 

 

For Mental Health Professionals 

Assess social media use: Mental health professionals should assess their clients' social media use and its impact on 

their mental health. 
Develop strategies to promote healthy social media use: Mental health professionals should develop strategies to 

promote healthy social media use, such as setting boundaries, encouraging offline activities, and promoting online 

safety. 
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Address cyberbullying and online harassment: Mental health professionals should address cyberbullying and online 

harassment in their treatment plans, and provide support for clients who have experienced these issues. 

 

For Social Media Platforms 

Implement measures to reduce cyberbullying and online harassment: Social media platforms should implement 
measures to reduce cyberbullying and online harassment, such as reporting mechanisms, moderation, and blocking. 

Provide resources for mental health: Social media platforms should provide resources for mental health, such as 

online support groups, mental health awareness campaigns, and links to mental health services. 

Promote healthy social media use: Social media platforms should promote healthy social media use, such as setting 

boundaries, encouraging offline activities, and promoting online safety. 

 

For Policymakers 
Develop policies to regulate social media: Policymakers should develop policies to regulate social media, such as 

laws to prevent cyberbullying and online harassment, and regulations to promote online safety. 

Provide funding for mental health services: Policymakers should provide funding for mental health services, such as 

online counseling, support groups, and mental health awareness campaigns. 

Promote education and awareness: Policymakers should promote education and awareness about the impact of social 
media on mental health, and provide resources for young adults to make informed decisions about their social media 

use. 

 

For Young Adults 

Set boundaries: Young adults should set boundaries on their social media use, such as limiting screen time, taking 

breaks, and avoiding social media before bed. 

Engage in offline activities: Young adults should engage in offline activities, such as sports, hobbies, and spending 

time with friends and family. 

Practice online safety: Young adults should practice online safety, such as blocking bullies, reporting harassment, 

and avoiding online interactions with strangers. 

 
By implementing these recommendations, we can promote healthy social media use, mitigate potential negative 

effects, and support the mental health of young adults in Nigeria. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


