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Social Media and Adolescent Mental Health
In the late 1990s, the first emergence of social media platforms began to change the way
humans communicate within society (van Dijck, 2013). Before this time, connecting with others
meant personal telephone calls, emails, letter writing, or face-to-face interactions. Through
modern day social media platforms, it is now possible to be continuously connected, whether by
posting a photo on Instagram, changing a status on Facebook, or networking on LinkedIn.
Because these platforms are so prominent in our current society, it is essential to examine both
the benefits they present as well as the potential costs. Some of these benefits might include ease
of access, new forms of personal expression, and creating new connections. There could also be
impacts on mental health, whether positive or negative. Some of these costs may include body
image difficulties, depression or anxiety (Bányai et al., 2017; Durak, 2018; Ferguson et al.,
2014).
This research focuses on the social media platforms’ impact on adolescent mental health
in particular. According to the World Health Organization (n.d.), the adolescent age group
consists of individuals10-19 years old. I chose this age group because of their unique exposure to
social media. Today’s adolescents were born after the emergence of the first forms of social
media. As a result, they have never known a world in which social media did not exist.
It is essential to understand the way social media is affecting adolescents since it has such
a massive presence in their lives. Research reveals that 95% of adolescents report they either
have a smartphone or have access to one, with 45% saying they are almost always online
(Anderson & Jiang, 2018). If the literature indicates that social media has overall harmful effects
on teens, researchers, and practitioners should consider preventative action and new forms of
treatment. The impacts on mental health will have implications for the way counsellors
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conceptualize therapy for their adolescent clients. Understanding the potential adverse effects
might aid counsellors in developing strategies for dealing with the specific kind of distress their
clients are experiencing. The findings may also have implications for the way parents choose to
raise their teens. It might encourage parents to create more restrictions on social media use.
For this research, social media will include all platforms that adolescents might access,
including Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube and Snapchat. These platforms
allow anyone to join their community and create an online profile (Bányai et al., 2017). Some of
these platforms are catered to a private audience of the user’s choosing (Facebook and Snapchat)
and some allow for public access (Twitter and YouTube) (Franchina et al., 2018). These
platforms involve various activities such as status changes, posting photos, viewing the profiles
of others, “liking” photos of others, commenting on photos of others, requesting “friends,” direct
messaging, group messaging, reading shared articles, and following celebrities. The mental
health effects examined will include impacts on mood, anxiety, body image, substance abuse,
fear of missing out (FoMO), bullying, as well as the potential positive impacts on mental health.
This paper will include a self-positioning statement in which I will discuss any potential
biases that might arise as I complete my research, how I will address them, and how I will
approach the project. I will then begin my discussion of the current literature on the subject. The
literature review will be structured thematically in terms of the effects on mental health because
this approach will present a well-rounded summary of the potential harms and benefits of social
media for adolescents. The articles included are all peer-reviewed and published within the last
five years, with some older seminal articles. The research included is both qualitative and
quantitative, utilizing various forms of data collection.
Self-Positioning Statement
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In conducting this research project, I needed to reflect on how I must review the
literature. I had to consider that there is a significant possibility that my own experiences,
perspective, and opinions might impact my ability to fully and accurately present the results. I
needed to consider this because my biases have the potential to look for things and interpret
things in a certain way. An individual without my experiences might have developed a different
understanding of the literature.
I chose to research this topic because it is both an area of interest in my career and
something I have witnessed in my own life. During my adolescence, I remember the first
emergence of many social media platforms that are popular today. I enjoyed participating in
these platforms, but I occasionally noticed a change in my mood after using social media for
long periods. Sometimes I felt anxious and sometimes I felt lonely, but I did not necessarily
know why.
I also noticed many of my family members and friends of the same age experienced
similar reactions when they were teens. I witnessed many peers interacting with social media in
an almost addictive fashion, being unable to go anywhere without their phones, and feeling the
compulsive need to check their news feeds. A preoccupation with their accounts often
accompanied this sense of addiction. If they did not receive enough likes on their posts or photos,
it would lead to feelings of inadequacy. These reactions made me wonder whether social media’s
harms might outweigh its benefits.
This curiosity has led to an interest in counselling adolescents. I have seen first-hand how
intensely this age group experiences life, and I know there is a need for support. I would be
interested in finding out how social media impacts this population because it would provide me
with additional tools for best supporting them.
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With these factors in mind, I needed to develop a research strategy to prevent searching
for what I predicted might be the result. It was essential to pay attention to the methods I used for
searching. I used neutral terms that did not imply the results I was expecting. For example, I used
words such as “social media” and “adolescent” to show results on any relationship between the
two. This search method ensured that I saw the full picture of research in the area, not just on the
information I expected. I did not search for terms such as “harm”, “negative,” or even “mental
health,” which would create a bias in my search. The results of these searches would likely only
support my hypothesis and rule out anything that might contradict it.
I also focused on being mindful as I researched. I made sure to pay attention to all the
findings presented and not just ones that supported my expectations. If I came across unexpected
results, I made sure to document them in the same way I would anything else. In reading
research articles, it is easy to disregard potential limitations when summarizing results. I read
each of the limitations sections and brainstormed potential limitations myself, which allowed me
to understand that the results I found were not necessarily conclusive.
I have also undertaken personal reflection to anticipate that the results I come across
might not be consistent with my expectations. Just because I had certain emotional reactions
after participating in social media as a teen, it does not necessarily mean that these experiences
were consistent with my peers’ experiences. Teens might feel more connected and accepted after
spending time on social media. There are many possibilities as to what adolescents generally
experience with social media.
I must remind myself that my interpretations of how my family and friends experience
social media may be biased. While I believe many of them experienced difficulties with selfesteem partly resulting from high exposure to social media, this is not necessarily the reality. I do
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not know the entirety of their experience, and they might have been experiencing something
different than what I interpreted. My expectations might have coloured my perception of what
was happening. Even if some of my friends and family experienced low self-esteem and
addiction to social media, this might not be a generalizable experience for all adolescents. It is
also not generalizable to conclude there is a causal connection between social media use and low
self-esteem or social media use and addiction. These results could involve other factors.
I must also be mindful not to let feelings of empathy impact my ability to conduct
impartial research. I am aware that many teens had very negative experiences with social media.
These experiences include cyberbullying, feelings of inadequacy, difficulties with body image,
and increased anxiety. There could be underlying feelings of wanting to justify their experiences
and to ensure they are not alone. However, this potential feeling must be accounted for and
mitigated if it exists. If the results are contrary to these experiences, it does not mean they are
any less valuable or important to share with the community.
Awareness of these biases and implementing strategies for bracketing them was an
essential part of the research process. It ensured my summary of the literature was as objective as
possible. Although my own experiences and interests largely contributed to my desire to
complete this project, I needed to be open to whatever results I came across. The conclusions
made might be contrary to my hopes. Still, it does not mean that this area is any less valuable to
me as a counsellor or to the psychology research community in general.
Literature Review
The following literature review will focus on the effects of social media use on the
mental health of adolescents. It will highlight various themes discovered in terms of the effects
of social media on adolescents. These themes will include both positive and negative impacts on
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mental health. I will discuss the general findings and relevance for each of these mental health
areas.
It is clear from the literature that social media has a significant impact on the well-being
of adolescents. As social media is so current and prevalent, research is abundant in this area. The
categories of research that will be covered in this review include social media’s impact on
existing mental disorders, problematic thinking and behaviours, social interactions, positive wellbeing, as well as evidence-based practice for treatment and prevention of the negative effects.
Because it continues to be so popular, it will likely be an evolving discussion, creating the need
for new research.
Social Media and Existing Mental Disorders
Eating Disorders and Body Image
The current literature in this area generates mixed findings as to whether social media in
its various forms impacts the nature of adolescents’ body image. The impacts of social media on
internalizing body type ideals, dissatisfaction with one’s own body, disordered eating, and even
eating disorders will be examined. It is clear from the literature that the different results
generated have much to do with moderating variables, including competition with peers, selfmonitoring and type of social media behaviour (de Vries et al., 2019; Ferguson et al., 2014;
Salomon & Brown, 2018; Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2016). This finding indicates that it is
likely that social media does not have a direct impact on body image.
A study by Ferguson et al. (2014) found that social media mediates the relationship
between peer competition and body image and eating disorders. They found that peer
competition has an impact on developing body and eating issues. Social media, although weaker,
also played a role in the development of these symptoms. The study found that, over time, social
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media did slightly contribute to more peer competition in the future. This relationship generates
support for the idea that social media itself does not create more disordered eating and negative
body image but contributes to other variables (such as peer competition) that will more likely
result in those thoughts and behaviours (Ferguson et al., 2014).
Another study also lent support for mediating roles of other variables, including body
surveillance and self-monitoring (Salomon & Brown, 2018). Body surveillance involves paying
excessive attention to how one’s body looks. This behaviour is harmful in that the focus is on
body appearance versus body well-being (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997). It also highlighted that
the specific actions adolescents engage in on social media have an impact on the resulting
symptoms (Salomon & Brown, 2018). On social media, teens have a great deal of autonomy and
ability for self-expression. They can choose the nature of what to post and what to engage with.
Salomon and Brown (2018) assessed whether adolescents who engaged in more self-objectifying
behaviour on social media would be more likely to possess shame about their bodies. The study
revealed that self-objectifying behaviour on social media was more likely to predict body shame
than more neutral social media behaviour. This relationship, however, was only the case if the
individual had higher levels of body surveillance. Body surveillance was also more likely to
contribute to body shame for adolescent girls who were more likely to look to others for
approval. From this study, it is apparent that many factors affect the relationship between social
media and harm to body image. It is not simply exposure to social media alone but the interplay
of how adolescents behave online and adolescent characteristics such as body surveillance
(Salomon & Brown, 2018).
Body dissatisfaction may be due to exposure to more traditional types of media, and not
just social media. One study measured appearance comparison and body dissatisfaction after
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using Facebook and magazine covers or advertisements. The researchers described appearance
comparison as the relationship between one’s own standards of appearance and that of society.
The study indicates that it is not the type of media exposure generating greater body
dissatisfaction, but the extent to which adolescents internalize thin-ideals (Cohen &
Blaszczynski, 2015). Other studies conclude that thin-ideal content shows a relationship between
appearance comparison and body dissatisfaction (Kalpidou et al., 2011; van den Berg et al.,
2002). In Cohen and Blaszczynski’s (2015) study, they used thin-ideal content both on Facebook
and the magazines, which may be the factor leading to higher body dissatisfaction and
appearance comparison. These results lend support for the idea that media content more directly
impacts one’s body image than the type of media used.
The research shows that internalizing the ideal appearance as well as monitoring the
attractiveness of others on social media contributes to objectifying oneself and surveying one’s
own body (Chang et al., 2019; Rousseau et al., 2017; Salomon & Brown, 2018; Vandenbosch &
Eggermont, 2016). In Vandenbosch and Eggermont’s (2016) study, this was only evident for
adolescents engaging in sexualizing mass media. These internalized ideals impacted the resulting
standards of these adolescents and altered the type of appearance they wanted to pursue. These
effects were demonstrated through monitoring peers and using sexualized mass media for one
year (Vandenbosch & Eggermont, 2016). This relationship lends support to the idea that the
content impacts individual teens more who partake in particular types of social media behaviours
in terms of adverse effects on their body image. However, exposure to different forms of media
in general also appears to increase self-objectification in adolescents (Slater & Tiggemann,
2014). These forms of media include magazines, TV shows, the Internet and social media. With
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these findings in mind, it could be the case that other factors have an impact on the resulting selfobjectification seen besides sexualization.
A 2019 study by de Vries et al. indicated that the relationship between social media and
body dissatisfaction is dependent on the adolescent’s relationship with their parents. Despite
being contrary to previous evidence, this study discovered a connection between social media
use in general with greater levels of body dissatisfaction in adolescents. However, the extent of
these symptoms depended on the relationship the participant had with his/her mother. In general,
having a more positive relationship with one’s mother helped to prevent developing lowered
levels of body dissatisfaction with social media use. Curiously, the researchers did not find these
effects with the paternal relationship in either gender (de Vries et al., 2019). This finding might
lend support for the idea that adolescents who already have a stronger relationship with their
mothers possess traits that make them more resistant to the harmful effects of social media. It
might also be the case that the relationship specifically helps them to fight these effects. For
example, it could be that mothers can have conversations with their teens about what they are
seeing, which moderates the impact of body dissatisfaction.
Research indicates that the child-parent relationship, in general, is significant in terms of
the long-term impact social media has on adolescents’ body image (Jones et al., 2018; Szalai et
al., 2017; Wansink et al., 2017). Wansink et al.’s (2017) study looked at the perceptions of adult
women as to how their parents spoke to them about their weight and eating habits growing up.
The researchers compared these perceptions to how the woman felt about her body. The findings
reveal that recollections of parental comments on weight related to body dissatisfaction while
recollections of parental comments about diet were not, irrespective of whether the participant
was within a healthy weight range (Wansink et al., 2017). These results suggest that it is also
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possible that parental conversations with their children about body weight can have adverse
long-term effects on body satisfaction. It might be necessary to explore the content of these
conversations and determine how to discuss body image with adolescents without harming body
satisfaction.
Contrary to previous studies, Wilksch et al. (2019) generated support for a correlation
between social media and disordered eating and thinking. The study measured disordered eating
behaviours along with the number of social media accounts each participant had. They found that
the more social media accounts the teens had, the greater the disordered eating behaviours and
thoughts. The study also monitored specific behaviours on social media for each gender. They
found that girls more often posted pictures of people both on Instagram and Snapchat than boys
did. They were also more likely to post pictures of food on their social media platforms. The
researchers postulated from this information that girls might be more consumed with the way
people look as well as with food. They related this to the finding that girls tend to be more at risk
of disordered eating (Wilksch et al., 2019).
Considering the association between social media and eating disorders, McLean et al.’s
(2017) study implemented interventions emphasizing social media competencies for adolescents.
One of these interventions involved classes which catered to social media literacy skills. The
classes focused on allowing adolescents to take a critical perspective, refrain from social
comparisons, and decrease the value of appearance on social media. Exposure to these
interventions resulted in improvements in symptoms relating to eating disorders as well as
increased social media competency. These findings generate support for a connection between a
lack of critical thinking in the face of social media and eating disorder symptoms (McLean et al.,
2017).
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Depression
The currently available literature in this area indicates a certain relationship between
social media use in adolescents and symptoms of depression or low mood. However, the research
does not lead to a direct relationship; certain factors influence the association. These include the
kind of social media behaviour and the baseline mood and mental health of the adolescent
(Bányai et al., 2017; Heffer et al., 2019; Raudsepp & Kais, 2019).
Much of the current research discusses social media use in terms of its addictive nature.
One study addressed the concept of problematic social media use, which involves being
preoccupied with social media so much so that it negatively affects other aspects of life such as
other recreational activities, school work, relationships, and overall well-being (Shensa et al.,
2017). This study assessed problematic social media use utilizing the Bergen Social Media
Addiction Scale (BSMAS; Andreassen et al., 2017). This scale assesses whether the adolescent is
experiencing addiction to social media by evaluating various factors. These include time spent
thinking about social media, intent to change their mood, frequency of urges to use, presence of
negative symptoms without use, presence of conflict as a result of use, and attempts to live
without social media (Andreassen et al., 2017). This study demonstrated that adolescent girls
who rated higher on the BSMAS or with more problematic social media use indicated more
depressive symptoms. However, teen girls with pre-existing problematic social media use did not
necessarily predict depression over a longer period (Raudsepp & Kais, 2019).
Bányai et al. (2017) used the same scale to measure problematic social media use or
addiction. Although the participants did not indicate problematic social media use, some at-risk
participants exhibited higher levels of depression. The researchers discovered this association;
however, the number of participants presenting in the at-risk category was low (4.5%). This
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finding suggests that although few adolescents have addictive social media behaviours, those that
do face negative mental health consequences, including increased risk of depression (Bányai et
al., 2017).
Other specific behaviours that adolescents engage in on social media have the potential to
increase the likelihood of developing depressive symptoms. Some of these behaviours include
the extent to which adolescents compare themselves with others and aim to receive feedback
from their peers (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Nesi and Prinstein (2015) found that these variables
were associated with self-reported depressive symptoms but were also influenced by other
variables. The study demonstrated that the relationship between these online behaviours and
depressive symptoms was even stronger for females. The participants who identified as being
less popular also were more likely to exhibit this relationship. The researchers in this study
indicate the importance of understanding how the ways adolescents with depression interact
interpersonally translate to the online context. It is essential to understand how the online context
could contribute more to these problematic interpersonal ways of relating (Nesi & Prinstein,
2015).
Rosenthal et al. (2016) support that when adolescents have negative experiences on social
media, it is highly likely that they will experience depressive symptoms. The researchers in this
study examined specific negative experiences that adolescents have had on Facebook. These
experiences ranged from bullying to misunderstandings. This research study found that every
reported negative experience on Facebook correlated with measures of depression. These
findings were consistent even when accounting for demographic factors, the amount of support
the adolescent had in their life, and parental psychological distress. This consistency indicates
that when negative things occur on social media, it greatly impacts the resulting mood and
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psychological well-being of adolescents (Rosenthal et al., 2016). The researchers indicated that
the consistency of adverse outcomes suggests a need to consider reducing using Facebook for
those adolescents who are most likely to be exposed to harmful online events or who are likely to
be impacted by these events the most. With this in mind, it would be necessary for future
research to examine whether these events create symptoms of depression or whether they
exacerbate symptoms of depression that adolescents are already experiencing (Rosenthal et al.,
2016).
As depression symptoms appear to increase with addictive social media use, particularly
for those with pre-existing mood disorders, it is necessary to determine the severity of these
symptoms (Bányai et al., 2017; Heffer et al., 2019; Raudsepp & Kais, 2019). Twenge and
Campbell (2019) indicate that there appears to be a link between the time spent on digital media,
including social media, and reduced well-being. Well-being was measured using the WarwickEdinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale. This scale measures depression, suicidality, and overall
happiness. The researchers discovered that heavy users of digital media (e.g., 5 or more hours a
day) were more likely to experience poor mental well-being, including suicide risk factors. Of
significance in this study is that poor mental well-being is only seen with heavy use and
improves with moderate and light use.
A more specific result that occurs for some adolescents on social media is the activation
of feelings of envy. A study by Tandoc et al. (2015) measured feelings of envy by combining
items from previous studies to create a scale of Facebook envy. The researchers asked
participants how much they agreed with various statements related to this construct. When these
feelings arise, particularly on Facebook, it is more likely that adolescents will experience
depressive symptoms. Contrary to other evidence of the correlation of depression with social

15
media use, this study indicates that the correlation would not exist unless adolescents experience
envy (Tandoc et al., 2015). This result was so evident that when the researchers controlled for
Facebook envy, adolescents experienced fewer indications of depression. This finding supports
the idea that Facebook might have a positive impact on mental health, as long as the adolescent
is not struggling with feelings of envy. However, Facebook, as a social media platform, allows
the user to engage in multiple different activities. With this in mind, each activity might have a
different effect on whether the adolescent experiences depressive symptoms. Although this study
looked specifically at surveillance of Facebook, it might be necessary to examine more
specifically, which activities on Facebook lead to which mental health outcomes (Tandoc et al.,
2015).
It appears that the pre-existing mental health of adolescents is an essential factor to
consider when determining the influence of social media. Raudsepp and Kais (2019) found that
adolescent girls with pre-existing high levels of depression indicated more problematic social
media use. Even if the resulting social media use by those individual adolescents with symptoms
of depression is not addictive, it is still more frequent. Another study found this to be the case,
with an association between depressive symptoms and more frequent social media use (Heffer et
al., 2019).
Overall, the literature does not conclude any direct influence of social media use on the
development of depressive symptoms (Heffer et al., 2019). However, O’Reilly et al. (2018) have
indicated otherwise. This study utilized various focus groups where adolescents expressed their
beliefs about the relationship between social media and mental health. From these discussions,
the researchers generated several themes. Overall, these adolescents believed social media to be
harmful to mental well-being. Many believed that participating in social media caused mood
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disorders. More specifically, they indicated that depressive symptoms were more likely the result
of partaking in the comments section of many platforms. Participants relayed that this is where
views are shared, which can often lead to a lowered mood when reading or participating. It is
interesting to note, however, that the participants in this study generally made these attributions
about adolescents in general as opposed to attributing it to themselves. They did not necessarily
speak from experience but described what they felt to be the case for many. The group also
discussed the theme of suicide. Many believed that social media was a direct cause of suicide.
Participants related this to the depressed feelings adolescents can develop from participating in
social media as well as cyberbullying (O’Reilly et al., 2018).
Anxiety
The literature on social media and anxiety levels indicates that social media affects
adolescent anxiety levels. The articles included in this literature review concerning anxiety levels
are mostly qualitative and from the perspectives of parents and adolescents themselves. This fact
is indicative of the possibility that anxiety is a common perceived negative outcome of social
media. The research indicates the presence of different forms of anxiety, including pressure,
social anxiety, and general anxiety (Barry et al., 2017; Durak, 2018; O’Reilly, 2020; O’Reilly et
al., 2018; Woods & Scott, 2016)
It appears that although social media use is high amongst adolescents, this population
tends to believe that it leads to feelings of anxiety (O’Reilly, 2020). This belief about the effect
of social media use is evident in the findings in one study, which indicates that higher numbers
of social media accounts are consistent with parental reports of high anxiety in their adolescents.
The participants with the highest levels of anxiety were those whose parents conveyed that they
had a high number of accounts (Barry et al., 2017). Adolescents tend to agree with this finding.
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They feel the need to be on these sites to stay connected but also experience some pressure while
using them. They think they must perform on social media and get as many “likes” on their
photos as possible. If they do not receive these “likes,” they think they are at risk of being
anxious (O’Reilly, 2020). Some adolescents believe social media can be a direct cause of anxiety
disorders (O’Reilly et al., 2018). Durak (2018) supported this belief but showed a connection
between anxiety and problematic social media use. As discussed above, problematic social media
use is different than the average use of social media because it implies addiction to the sites.
There is a significant relationship between problematic social media use and social anxiety in
teenagers (Durak, 2018). Durak (2018) relates this connection to previous research by Alkis et al.
(2017) stating that adolescents tend to use social media to isolate themselves from real-world
interactions. They feel that this will help them avoid the negative criticism that they might
receive in face-to-face social interactions (Alkis et al., 2017). Adolescents have also indicated
they use social media to be more social, maintain friendships and relieve stress (O’Reilly, 2020).
Social Media and Social Interactions
Cyberbullying
An essential factor to consider when assessing the effects of social media on mental
health for adolescents is the concept of cyberbullying. Cyberbullying has been defined as “an
aggressive, intentional act carried out by a group or individual, using electronic forms of contact,
repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot easily defend him or herself” (Smith et al.,
2008, p. 376). Although it is difficult to determine the prevalence rates with differing definitions
of the topic, some estimates of lifetime victimization rates of cyberbullying are as high as 65%
(Kowalski et al., 2019). In the literature, many adolescents highlighted the negative impact of
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cyberbullying. It is also clear that social media leads to adverse outcomes indirectly through
cyberbullying (Cole et al., 2016).
Teens have indicated in the research that social media has a dangerous side (O’Reilly,
2020). They see social media as the primary source of cyberbullying, and it affects the way they
live day-to-day. They generally feel that because social media is in use every day, cyberbullying
is also present for them just as often. They also assert that online bullies have a significant
impact. Some teens compare what bullies say online to what will happen to them in the real
world. If adolescents are treated negatively online by others, they believe they will always
receive this treatment. There also appears to be a sense of embarrassment and shame in
cyberbullying. Adolescents have indicated that it is often the case that they will not tell their
parents or friends if they experience cyberbullying (O’Reilly, 2020).
These high rates of cyberbullying have implications for adolescents’ mental health. Teens
themselves assert they believe these effects are extreme enough to create negative mental health
symptoms. Participants from O’Reilly et al.’s (2018) focus group study conveyed active
frustration with social media for creating a space for this kind of behaviour to exist. They
describe that because of social media platforms, cyberbullying has become a standard part of
adolescent daily life (O’Reilly et al., 2018).
Historically, researchers found that cyberbullying led to more severe outcomes such as
poor psychosocial adjustment for the victims than in-person bullying (Campbell, 2005; Dooley et
al., 2009; Tokunaga, 2010). More recent research in this area, however, suggests that we cannot
make this conclusion. It appears there are factors aside from being online that more greatly
contribute to the adverse outcomes (Estévez et al., 2019; Litwiller & Brausch, 2013; Sticca &
Perren, 2013). For example, bullying is perceived to have more harmful consequences or victims
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when there is a larger audience and when the bully is anonymous. These harmful consequences
include poor academic standing, deteriorating family relationships, psychosocial challenges and
increased mental disorders (Machmutow et al., 2012; Tokunaga, 2010). There is some evidence
that cyberbullying is worse for victims than in-person bullying, but the evidence is not as strong
as for the previous two circumstances (Sticca & Perren, 2013).
Cole et al. (2016) conclude that cyberbullying has multiple adverse effects on
adolescents’ mental health. They indicate that online bullying can lead to changes in the way
teens think about themselves. Over time, with more exposure to cyberbullying, teens are more
likely to think about themselves in negative terms. This thinking pattern creates a greater
likelihood of developing depressive symptoms. Adolescents who experienced cyberbullying also
led to a greater chance of them reacting as a victim cognitively. For example, participants in the
study reacted to staged bullying situations by identifying more with statements relating to being a
victim. These results persisted even after taking pre-existing depressive symptoms, negative
cognitions, and victim-related thinking into consideration (Cole et al., 2016). It is clear from the
literature that cyberbullying is a common occurrence for adolescents over social media and that it
results in adverse mental health outcomes.
These findings generate the idea that bullying, in general, leads to feelings of depression
and victimization. It might be the case that if these bullying scenarios were face-to-face, the
effects would be the same. It would be useful to identify additional factors that create a
difference. As indicated in the research above, the results might be more dependent on factors
such as exposure to a large audience and anonymity (Sticca & Perren, 2013).
Social Media and Problematic Thoughts and Behaviours
FoMO
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The literature indicates that the FoMO is both a consequence and predictor of social
media use in teens. Franchina et al. (2018) define FoMO as “feelings of anxiety that arise from
the realization that you may be missing out on rewarding experiences that others are having”
(Franchina et al., 2018, Abstract section). This fear can lead to further feelings of pressure and
anxiety (Barry et al., 2017; O’Reilly et al., 2018).
It appears that FoMO is a large motivator for adolescents to use social media.
Researchers postulate that many adolescents choose to engage in these sites more because of
concern that they might be missing out on things socially than out of pleasure and entertainment
(Barry et al., 2017; Franchina et al., 2018). It could be less about gaining benefit from socializing
and more about avoiding isolation (Barry et al., 2017). This aim relates to the finding that FoMO
appears to influence the frequency of adolescent use of private social media platforms (e.g.,
Facebook and Snapchat) as opposed to public platforms (e.g., Twitter and YouTube). This
finding is related to the idea that more private platforms allow users to gain information about
friends they have from the face-to-face world (Franchina et al., 2018).
Not only is FoMO a motivator for social media use, but it also appears to be an effect.
Several studies indicate that the greater the frequency of use, the more resulting FoMO there is
(Barry et al., 2017). This correlation is present in both adolescent and parent self-reports (Barry
et al., 2017; Franchina et al., 2018). In a qualitative analysis, adolescents indicated that FoMO is
a big part of the way they interface with social media. They believed having no access to social
media would have significant implications for their ability to feel a part of their social
community. They thought it would likely result in being seen negatively by others. As a result,
the participants generally felt that social media caused pressure and anxiety (O’Reilly et al.,
2018).
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Alcohol Consumption
In recent literature, researchers concluded that engaging in social media has an impact on
the degree of alcohol consumption for adolescents. They found that specific behaviours on social
media related to alcohol have the most impact on future alcohol use (Critchlow et al., 2019; Pegg
et al., 2018). These behaviours relate to the ways adolescents construct their self-concept and
identify themselves in different social groups (Pegg et al., 2018).
Despite the general findings that future alcohol consumption by teens is related to
specific behaviours on social media, they have also found that social media use, in general, can
contribute. Brunborg et al. (2017) found that the amount of time spent on social media correlated
to an increased risk of episodic heavy drinking in adolescents. This finding is important to note
as it specifically ties to episodic heavy drinking and not drinking in general. To make this
connection, the researchers controlled for other variables that had the possibility of contributing
to episodic binge drinking. These variables included grades in school, the impulsivity of the
participant, the degree of sensation seeking, depression, and difficulties with peers (Brunborg et
al., 2017).
Other studies, however, found an increase in alcohol consumption resulting from
exposure to social media content related to drinking and alcohol (Critchlow et al., 2019; Pegg et
al., 2018). This finding includes adolescents viewing other posts with drinking in the content or
posting pictures themselves related to drinking. Critchlow et al. (2019) indicated that social
media is a platform that allows adolescents to promote alcohol as well as specific brands. These
promotional activities are associated with high-risk alcohol consumption. Although researchers
found that participation in these promotional activities was greater for adolescents who were of
legal drinking age, it also existed in the younger population (Critchlow et al., 2019). The extent
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of the connection between alcohol content on social media and high levels of alcohol use is also
related to the adolescent’s sense of identity. This association was stronger when the adolescent
indicated a greater sense of online social identity. Researchers determined online social identity
by calculating the means of the participants’ responses to three items reflecting the importance
they placed on being a member of their online community (Cameron, 2004). They explained
these findings by relating to recent research suggesting that individuals tend to act in similar
ways to those in their social groups. They do this to maintain their identity within the group
(Pegg et al., 2018). In considering these findings, it appears that adolescents who engage in more
drinking behaviours do so because of their desire to relate to a social community that participates
in drinking.
Social Media and Positive Well-Being
Despite the adverse outcomes for mental health discussed above, the literature also
highlights the various benefits that can result from adolescent engagement in social media. These
benefits mostly relate to the social outcomes inherent in this activity. Some sources indicate that
social media use predominantly has positive effects on adolescents, while others argue that
outcomes are balanced (van den Eijnden et al., 2018; Weinstein, 2018).
Based on the literature, it appears that the outcomes afforded through social media can be
both positive and negative. For example, adolescents indicate that their ability to connect with
others on social media can provide a sense of closeness but also a sense of disconnection. They
can express themselves, which often provides affirmations but also can cause them to worry
about the judgments they receive from others. It appears that adolescents see the use of social
media as something that presents many positives, but they are also aware of the consequences
that might result (Weinstein, 2018).

23
Along with many potential adverse outcomes of adolescent social media discussed by
O’Reilly (2020), many positives exist. Overall, social media platforms present an opportunity for
adolescents to thrive socially. Adolescents themselves agree with this, stating they feel less
isolated, have more social skills, can communicate, can maintain friendships, and can avoid
stress by engaging in social media. Daily life is full of stressors, and adolescents often view
social media as an escape and a way of relaxing.
Social media can also provide benefits in terms of increased psychological well-being for
adolescents. This relationship was the strongest for those adolescents with lower levels of mental
resilience. With these results, Ziv and Kiasi (2016) concluded that Facebook could provide a
platform for a supportive environment that some adolescents might not experience in the face-toface world. These individuals might not have the appropriate social skills required within
traditional in-person social circles. Online environments may be more supportive environments
for those adolescents who do not necessarily have the confidence to engage in social situations
otherwise (Ziv & Kiasi, 2016).
Przybylski and Weinstein (2017) propose that the extent to which adolescents experience
harmful mental health effects depends on the amount of exposure to social media. They
examined this idea by measuring mental well-being and screen time in a sample of 15-year-olds.
There did not appear to be harmful effects at every level of screen time. Only those who
indicated high screen time displayed negative impacts on mental well-being. Of further interest is
that time of the week of screen-time affected mental well-being observed. Adolescents could
engage in screen-time longer on the weekends without adverse effects in comparison to weekday
use (Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017). This finding supports the idea that moderate or low levels
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of social media use could not only lack harmful effects on mental well-being but could
conversely contribute to more positive outcomes.
The benefits adolescents receive from social media can depend on the type of site. It
appears that engaging in social media sites that more heavily utilize images can lead to benefits
(Pittman & Reich, 2016). These outcomes include greater feelings of connection, happiness and
satisfaction with life. Pittman and Reich (2016) propose that these positive outcomes are the
result of the sites creating a sense of being in a social environment. It may be the case that
adolescents are more likely to receive mental health benefits from social media if they are also
receiving them in face-to-face interactions. For example, the researchers found that adolescents
with high levels of online socialization had the highest level of self-concept when they also had
in-person social support (Khan et al., 2016). This finding generates support for the idea that
social media use can produce mental health benefits as long as it is in combination with offline
socialization.
The research also supports the idea that social media can be a beneficial platform to reach
adolescents for physical and mental health services (Pase et al., 2018). Pase et al. (2018) discuss
the benefits of using social media and more modern technologies to communicate about health
care. The study involved adolescent participants who were to undergo renal transplants. The
participants received access to a Facebook group providing more information about guidelines
and general health information. Facebook provided adolescents with a platform to share their
experiences, improve communication with their healthcare team, further understand their illness,
and improve their self-esteem. The researchers emphasize the importance of further developing
online platforms to educate teens about health care as these platforms are familiar and accessible
with this age demographic (Pase et al., 2018).
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Researchers also conducted a study to determine how adolescents feel about
communicating through social media with their mental health care providers (van Rensburg et
al., 2016). This communication with mental health care providers through social media is
considered by the researchers as similar to how adolescents would communicate with their
friends and family. This includes sharing thoughts with a broad audience of followers, contacting
others individually or publicly and viewing what others share (van Rensburg et al., 2016). The
participants in the study were teen patients in an outpatient psychiatric program. The
participants’ diagnoses included attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder, mood disorder, major
depressive disorder, anxiety disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, psychosis, learning
disability, and oppositional defiant disorder. The study found that adolescents had a mixed view
of social media as a mental health care communication platform. They indicated that they
appreciated how it allowed for more frequent communication and generated less anxiety than
other forms of communication. However, they also expressed concern about the possibility that
they would not receive responses through the platform as quickly as they would like and that the
communication would be less deep (van Rensburg et al., 2016). Overall, this study shows
evidence for the possibility that social media could be a useful platform for communicating with
psychiatric patients, potentially leading to improvements in their mental health. The researchers
in this study conceptualized social media use between the client and mental health care provider
in the same way as with a friend or family member (van Rensburg et al., 2016). However, future
efforts to use social media in this context could involve Facebook groups as discussed above or
more private forms of communicating (Pase et al., 2018). Because of the potential risks
discussed, however, further research must be done for these communication platforms to be
widely used (van Rensburg et al., 2016).
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The extent of use is an essential consideration for determining the positive impacts of
social media. Many adolescents engage with social media frequently and do not experience
adverse outcomes. These effects are more substantial, however, when social media use becomes
addictive and problematic. As discussed above, even heavy use of social media appears to have a
positive impact on how adolescents perceive themselves socially in some cases. With greater
social media use, researchers found that adolescents believe they have greater competence in the
social arena in some situations. It can lead to the forming of friendships as well as the
maintenance of existing friendships. When adolescents engage in disordered social media use,
these effects are not present (van den Eijnden et al., 2018).
Evidence-Based Practice for Treatment and Prevention
It is essential to also provide a summary of what the literature suggests as interventions
for the above effects. Although the research offers few evidence-based interventions directly
used for social media addiction in teens, it does include interventions for the effects discussed
above. Practitioners can use these interventions in the individual counselling setting with the teen
or parent or the family counselling setting.
Psychoeducation and Media Literacy
One of the interventions supported in the literature is psychoeducation. This intervention
involves teaching parents and children about the effects of social media use and what they can do
to counter the adverse effects and maintain the positive ones. For parents, psychoeducation
efforts should focus on how they can implement effective restrictions on time spent on social
media (Fardouly et al., 2018; Livingstone et al., 2017; Panetta et al., 2014).
Psychoeducation efforts for adolescents would involve both raising awareness of the
positive and negative effects of social media and also teaching media literacy (O’Reilly et al.,
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2018). These efforts allow the adolescents to think more critically about what they see online and
how to develop strategies for interacting with it (Raudsepp & Kais, 2019; Wilksch & Wade,
2009; Wilksch et al., 2015, 2019)
Relationship Building
Another category of intervention for targeting the harmful effects of social media use is
building strong relationships. Having these strong relationships has been shown to protect
against these harmful effects (de Vries et al., 2019; Tandoc et al., 2015). In improving the parentadolescent relationship, mindful parenting can be a useful strategy (Lippold et al., 2015).
Family interventions that aim to improve relationships focus on working as a family to
develop strategies to address their problems and provide a supportive network (Lock et al.,
2010). Interventions involving time away from technology and time spent outdoors have helped
develop adolescent self-esteem and an increased level of trust and closeness in parent-adolescent
relationships (Liermann & Norton, 2016).
Prevention
The research also supports efforts to assess for problematic or addictive social media use,
with the BSMAS being a psychometrically valid option. The research suggests treating some of
the factors often associated with problematic social media use through counselling to prevent
adverse outcomes (Bányai et al., 2017).
Self-Regulation
The literature supports the idea that working on self-regulation skills is a useful tool for
combatting the harmful effects of social media use. Pandey et al. (2018) suggested several
interventions for working on these skills, including physical activity and mindfulness.
Summary of Literature
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There are several conclusions based on this review of the literature in the area of
adolescent social media use and its effects on mental health. It is clear that social media has an
impact on adolescents and their resulting well-being (Barry et al., 2017; Brunborg et al., 2017; de
Vries et al., 2019; Durak, 2018; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015; O’Reilly, 2020; O’Reilly et al., 2018;
Raudsepp & Kais, 2019; Rosenthal et al., 2016; Salomon & Brown, 2018; van den Eijnden et al.,
2018; Weinstein, 2018; Ziv & Kiasi, 2016). The articles discussed, however, differ in terms of
the type of effects on mental well-being. Many studies examine the negative impact that social
media can have, including the potential to cause negative body image, depression, anxiety,
FoMO, problematic drinking behaviours, and cyberbullying. These negative impacts on mental
health, however, often result from the interaction of other variables. Some of these variables
include the frequency of social media use, whether this use is addictive, whether the adolescents
with these resulting outcomes already had pre-existing levels of poor mental health, the presence
of certain personality characteristics, past experiences, and the types of behaviours they engaged
in on social media. The literature suggests a clear connection between social media use and
various adverse mental health outcomes. However, one must interpret these findings within the
context of the individual adolescent. The individual’s unique experience with social media, as
well as pre-existing mental health, can contribute to the extent to which they develop poor
mental health.
Although there may be negative impacts of engaging in social media, the literature also
indicates that there are many positive mental health outcomes possible. Some sources even argue
that the effects are mostly positive (Weinstein, 2018). These outcomes include social connection,
self-expression, affirmation, social competence, improved relationships, and reduced isolation.
These results are also dependent on similar variables discussed above. When an adolescent
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engages with social media so much that it becomes disordered, for example, these positive
effects are not present (van den Eijnden et al., 2018). There are also certain characteristics and
pre-existing experiences that contribute more to some of these positive outcomes (Ziv & Kiasi,
2016).
In general, it appears that there are both positive and negative effects on the mental health
of adolescents resulting from social media use. Based on the literature discussed above, it is
difficult to say whether using social media has more positive or negative outcomes. Many factors
go into determining these outcomes, and the resulting impact greatly depends on the
circumstances surrounding the individual adolescent. The next section will discuss how
understanding the factors that impact an adolescent’s experience with social media is essential in
determining how to best support this population.
Based on the above assessment of the literature in this area, it is clear that the impacts of
adolescent social media engagement are varied. They can be either positive or negative and often
depend on the individual. The individual’s mental health history and maternal relationship are
just a few elements that impact these outcomes (de Vries et al., 2019; Raudsepp & Kais, 2019).
This research and the findings generated are essential for counselling practitioners to be aware of
since they have implications for the field of practice.
Implications for Counselling Psychology
With further support and understanding of these findings, it would be possible to tailor
counselling psychology practices to reduce the potential harms of social media and enhance the
benefits for adolescents. Evidence from the literature indicates several implications for
counselling practitioners. These include involving parents in monitoring adolescent social media
use, education for adolescents, parents and counsellors about conceptualizing social media,
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developing positive relationships, implementation of preventative and intervention efforts,
assessing for risk, and using social media to engage adolescents (Bányai et al., 2017; de Vries et
al., 2019; Durak, 2018; O’Reilly, 2020; O’Reilly et al., 2018; Wilksch et al., 2019).
Involving Parents
One element that appears to impact the healthy use of social media for teens is parental
involvement, either concerning parental control of their adolescents’ time spent on social media
or how parents engage in discussions with their adolescents about healthy social media use
(Fardouly et al., 2018; O’Reilly, 2020; Weinstein, 2018; Wilksch et al., 2019; Woods & Scott,
2016). One study, in particular, supports the idea that parents can influence the extent to which
their adolescent children engage in social media (Wilksch et al., 2019). When parents have
greater control over social media use, it leads to higher levels of life satisfaction overall in these
teens (Fardouly et al., 2018). Although this evidence indicates there are positive outcomes of
parental control of social media, there is also evidence in the literature that counters this.
The general findings relating to the outcomes of parental control over adolescent social
media indicate that a balanced approach is beneficial. Although parental control can prevent
some of the adverse effects of adolescent social media engagement, it also has the potential to
eliminate the positive outcomes (O’Reilly, 2020). Potential benefits of restricted access would
remove include digital literacy, relationship building, self-expression, and reduced isolation
(O’Reilly, 2020; Weinstein, 2018). There is also an argument, however, that restricted access
might prevent potential adverse mental health outcomes such as feelings of exclusion
(Weinstein, 2018). A common argument is that there is not enough substantial evidence to
support restricting adolescent engagement with social media (O’Reilly, 2020).

31
Conclusions generated in the literature about parental control of social media have
implications for the practice of counselling psychology. Since the evidence supports both
positive and negative aspects of parental control, it might be useful for counsellors to educate
parents on the information available. Counsellors may advise parents that rules might be helpful,
but that a certain amount of exposure to social media is also beneficial. Exerting this level of
control may be more effective with younger adolescents since their parents can more easily
influence them (Fardouly et al., 2018).
Researchers suggest that educating parents about parenting styles, in general, can help to
lead to more positive outcomes. It appears that authoritative parenting from both the maternal
and paternal side leads to a greater amount of life satisfaction in teens (Panetta et al., 2014). This
parenting style is higher in demandingness and responsiveness (Maccoby & Martin, 1983).
These parenting characteristics may help lead to a greater ability to facilitate appropriate social
media restrictions. Greater adolescent life satisfaction might occur in this case because of the
other ways the parents are implementing higher demandingness and responsiveness (Maccoby &
Martin, 1983; Panetta et al., 2014).
In addition to educational implications for parents, these findings might impact the way
counsellors conduct family counselling sessions. For example, these findings might be
significant in terms of the interventions used in the sessions, which would include both
restrictive and enabling mediation strategies. The restrictive mediation strategies would involve
parental disabling of certain forms of social media. The enabling mediation strategies would
involve having regular conversations with the teen about social media and promoting safe and
healthy use (Livingstone et al., 2017). The benefit of making these rules in the family
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counselling setting is that the counsellor can potentially be a moderator. The counsellor could
ensure the family sets rules that would likely lead to benefits.
Greater expertise in navigating parent-child conflict that results from social media use is
another implication for counsellors. Either a parent or child could seek counselling to address the
conflict arising from different perspectives on social media use. If the counsellor is wellequipped with knowledge about the benefits of a certain degree of parental restriction, they could
address this with the client (Fardouly et al., 2018). The counsellor might encourage the
implementation of both restrictive and enabling mediation strategies in the face of this conflict,
as the research indicates certain benefits of doing so (Livingstone et al., 2017; O’Reilly, 2020;
Pittman & Reich, 2016; Przybylski & Weinstein, 2017; Weinstein, 2018; Ziv & Kiasi, 2016).
Educating Adolescents
It would be helpful to educate adolescents themselves about the potential harms and
benefits of social media to ensure they have a balanced understanding (Woods & Scott, 2016).
Understanding the possible outcomes of engaging in social media could help adolescents change
the way they engage online themselves. One aspect to become aware of could be in
understanding whether it is helpful to make comparisons between social media images and selfimages (Wilksch et al., 2019). This education might also come in the form of adolescents
learning to take responsibility for their actions on social media. The research has supported the
idea that adolescents tend to place blame on social media for directly contributing to the adverse
outcomes in their lives. It would perhaps be useful to educate adolescents as to how the
interactions they have with social media contribute to their mental health and that they are not
merely passive participants (O’Reilly et al., 2018).
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This idea has implications for counselling psychology in that it might emphasize the need
for psychoeducation about social media and its interaction with mental health. Adolescents seem
to be lacking an understanding of how adverse mental health outcomes arise from social media,
and providing them with this information might be beneficial. It would emphasize what kind of
behaviours are helpful on social media and which are harmful (Raudsepp & Kais, 2019). It is
also necessary to provide psychoeducation about mental health in general. Young people need to
understand what it means to have mental health difficulties, how to prevent them, and what to do
if they receive a diagnosis (O’Reilly et al., 2018).
Awareness of the mental health difficulties resulting from the over-use of social media is
also essential for ensuring safety. The research indicates that adolescents who heavily use social
media are more likely to experience suicide risk. These risk indicators include depression
symptoms, past suicide attempts, or suicidal ideation (Twenge & Campbell, 2019). Educating
adolescents about potential harms could help to prevent use in general. This education could
have implications for reducing the rates of adolescent suicidality. This safety risk also has the
potential to draw further attention to intervention efforts.
There might also be implications for how counsellors can integrate this into their practice
with adolescents. Without understanding the research about social media, counsellor bias could
come into play. This bias might centre around the counsellor’s personal experience with social
media or their judgment about the effects. With knowledge of the research, one can utilize
interventions that are backed by the research. It might be necessary for counsellors to investigate
evidence-based interventions around this kind of psychoeducation.
Developing Positive Relationships
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The research in this area also supports the idea that social relationships create a buffer
against the harmful effects of social media (de Vries et al., 2019). These harmful effects often
relate to the messages adolescents receive through social media about body image and
appearance. Having a strong relationship with one’s mother, for example, might help to prevent
poor body image and the harms that come with it. Tandoc et al. (2015) mentioned the idea that
subordination is a common underlying feeling associated with depression. For cases in which
adolescents experience depression symptoms related to social media engagement developing a
strong social support network would be advised (Tandoc et al., 2015).
The finding that a stronger maternal relationship helps the adolescent maintain a positive
body image in the face of harmful social media message has implications for the interventions
that could be used (Tandoc et al., 2015). Interventions should focus on improving the adolescentmother relationship. Researchers propose mindful parenting to improve communication between
the teen and the parent (Lippold et al., 2015). This parenting strategy involves multiple
components. The first component involves paying close and careful attention to what the
adolescent is saying in every interaction. The second is the parent’s ability to pay attention to the
reaction they have to their adolescent’s behaviour and choose parenting strategies with intention.
The third is for parents to raise awareness of their adolescent’s emotions and their own during
interactions. The fourth involves the parent building a level of acceptance of both their own and
their child’s characteristics and behaviours. The final element is for the parent to develop a sense
of genuine regard for the child's well-being and their journey as a parent (Duncan et al., 2009).
Cultivating the techniques presented could help to improve communication and the motheradolescent relationship, leading to a greater amount of resilience against the harmful messages
about body images shown in social media.
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The idea that positive relationships help treat the harmful effects of adolescent social
media use has implications for counselling psychology (de Vries et al., 2019; Tandoc et al.,
2015). Counsellors need to utilize this information to both educate and encourage teens. One of
the strategies might be to use family therapy-based approaches for treating the teen. One study
found support for family-based interventions on treating body image difficulties (Lock et al.,
2010). This family intervention might also be helpful, given that positive relationships may limit
the negative impacts of harmful messages about appearance on social media. This intervention
focuses on removing parental responsibility for the harms generated, focusing on the things they
did well, developing family strategies for how to resolve problems, and how to build healthier
parent-child relationships (Lock et al., 2010). These approaches would allow for the
development of stronger relationships within the family and support the adolescent.
A family therapy program that could be beneficial for families with adolescents with
problematic social media use is Intercept, based out of Voyageur Outward Bound School
(Liermann & Norton, 2016). This program involves wilderness missions that focus on the ability
of adolescents to develop independence. It also focuses on helping teens to develop a sense of
self-esteem. Parents join the program in the final few days and are involved in discussions with
their adolescents about the skills learned. As discussed in the study, parents indicated
experiencing better communication and improved trust within the family as a result of
participating in the program (Liermann & Norton, 2016). Research shows that developing
positive relationships within the family should be a focus to improve the adverse effects seen
from excessive social media use (de Vries et al., 2019). Thus, this program could be beneficial
for families. Based on the benefits seen as a result of this program, other wilderness programs
besides Intercept could have similar benefits.
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Another strategy is to encourage the adolescent to engage with others, work on their
relationships, and seek others out for support. Psychoeducation efforts might also be useful in
this case and would involve explaining to the adolescent the value of social relationships in
protecting and treating social media's harmful effects. Suppose the adolescent is experiencing
depression as a result of active social media use, for example. Here it might be helpful to explain
to the teen that subordination is often related to depression and that having healthy, encouraging
relationships helps to reduce this feeling (Tandoc et al., 2015).
Prevention and Intervention Strategies
The research generated in this area also emphasizes the potential utility of developing
tools for assessing adolescents who might be more likely to engage in problematic social media
use (O’Reilly, 2020). Determining the adolescents who are more at risk would allow for the
development of preventative measures as well as interventions (Bányai et al., 2017). The
BSMAS could be a helpful tool. Since it has been shown to have appropriate psychometric
utility, it could be a valuable tool for assessing problematic social media use (Bányai et al.,
2017). Using tools such as these could help practitioners become aware of some of the traits or
attributions that are likely to put adolescents at risk.
Practitioners could develop prevention efforts to suit this population and address these
vulnerabilities. It would also be possible to understand what intervention efforts might be
necessary (Bányai et al., 2017). As shown by Bányai et al. (2017), some of the typical traits
associated with problematic social media use are low self-esteem, high levels of depression, and
more time spent online. Knowing that these traits are more often problematic, it might be
necessary to develop interventions to address these items specifically. These interventons might
come in the form of group therapy, individual counselling, or other efforts (Bányai et al., 2017).
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Another key for generating preventative and intervention efforts is to engage the
adolescents themselves in developing programs and strategies (O’Reilly et al., 2018). Doing so
would likely improve engagement and use methods that would resonate with the population. The
adolescents’ active involvement in these interventions could also help educate them about
utilizing social media in a way that does not negatively impact mental health (O’Reilly et al.,
2018).
These interventions and preventative efforts would ideally include the development of
skills that would help the adolescent. These skills could include self-regulation. When
adolescents are less able to use self-control to put limits on social media use, they are at greater
risk of becoming addicted. Implementing counselling efforts to focus on these skills might help
to prevent or eliminate these addictive behaviours (Durak, 2018). Multiple interventions to
improve self-regulation have been researched and developed (Pandey et al., 2018). Pandey et al.
(2018) identified the categories of curriculum, physical activity, mindfulness, family, and social
and personal skills to differentiate these interventions. Curriculum interventions are used in the
classroom and involve activities such as role-playing and group therapy sessions. Physical
activity interventions focus on utilizing exercise to improve self-regulation. Mindfulness
interventions utilize mindfulness and yoga and appear to improve self-regulation. Family
interventions include activities such as meetings with the family, skill-building, after-school
programs, and individual parent meetings. Finally, the social and personal skills interventions are
completed in small groups and focus on taking responsibility, improving behaviours, and
handling conflict (Pandey et al., 2018). There are many other risk factors for addictive social
media behaviours. These include being single, being female, belonging to a lower age group,
having a lower SES, having less education, having a negative self-concept, and being narcissistic
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(Andreassen et al., 2017). With these factors in mind, preventative efforts might be most helpful
to implement with those who meet some of the above criteria.
In developing interventions aimed at the reduction of cyberbullying behaviours,
practitioners need to understand the different forms that cyberbullying can take. Cyberbullying
presents itself in unique ways depending on the age group. Practitioners should be mindful that
there may be unique skills to work on for each age category. Along with differences in
cyberbullying presentation, different age groups also have unique risks and protective factors
(Kowalski et al., 2019). Being aware of these factors will also dictate the nature of the
interventions.
The research also suggests certain evidence-based practices for addressing these mental
health concerns. One of these interventions focuses on the need for adolescents to develop
strategies for interacting with various forms of social media (Wilksch et al., 2015; Wilksch &
Wade, 2009). The literature refers to this as “media literacy.” This intervention involves asking
adolescents questions about the possible intent behind social media content. These questions
might be about the utility of comparing oneself to others online, questioning how “real” the
images might be, or what the individual posting the photo might want to achieve. These
questions aim to encourage adolescents to develop their own beliefs about social media and how
they wish to interact with it in the future (Wilksch et al., 2015; Wilksch & Wade, 2009).
Engaging with Social Media
As discussed in the previous section of this project, there are certain benefits associated
with adolescent social media use (O’Reilly, 2020; van den Eijnden et al., 2018; Weinstein, 2018;
Ziv & Kiasi, 2016). It can help to develop more positive social relationships, teach social skills,
and provide an outlet for self-expression (O’Reilly, 2020; van den Eijnden et al., 2018;
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Weinstein, 2018). These findings have implications for counselling psychology in that social
media could be a tool for more positively engaging with adolescents. Instead of making it a
space for negativity, it might be possible to utilize the positive aspects of the sites to improve
their mental health. One consideration would be to continue to promote positive well-being
online (O’Reilly et al., 2018). A current example is online mental health supports such as the
Kids Help Phone. This service provides children and adolescents with the option to receive
support over text (Kids Help Phone, n.d.). Many other mental health services are now utilizing
social media to share mental health information (Miller, 2013). Online mental health services
have the potential to be widely accessed by the adolescent population as a result of the large
proportion who have access to these technologies (Aschbrenner et al., 2019).
There are also possibilities for implementing mental health initiatives through social
media. The research indicates that adolescents prefer forms of mental health care available
online. For individuals experiencing anxiety, it is sometimes a more comfortable medium
(Durak, 2018).
As adolescents are already frequently engaging with these platforms, using them for
mental health promotion as well as educational purposes should be further considered (Durak,
2018). This idea lends support for developing the advancement of mental health initiatives
through social media (O’Reilly, 2020). There are situations in which counselling practitioners
might promote social media use.
Counsellors might promote social media to help a teen achieve certain positive outcomes
in their lives. For example, Facebook use can provide a community of support, especially for
those lacking social skills in face-to-face interactions. Social media might provide a platform for
these individuals to gain the necessary confidence to engage in person (Ziv & Kiasi, 2016).
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Counsellors might encourage individuals lacking these social skills to engage in online
communities that are consistent with their interests. This behaviour might help to turn the
negative social media narrative into one that is more positive and contributes to healthier
outcomes.
Limitations of Implications
There are many possible implications of this research for the field of counselling
psychology. However, it is crucial to consider these with a critical perspective and to understand
that any potential research limitations would affect the validity of these implications. Some
studies referenced in this project have indicated the need for further research in the area (de Vries
et al., 2019; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015; Rosenthal et al., 2016). Some indicate that further research
is needed to learn more about the association between variables (Wilksch et al., 2019).
Some studies indicate that there is an association, but they do not imply causality. For
example, Wilksch et al. (2019) found an association between social media use and higher levels
of disordered eating and highlighted the importance of more research on the temporal
relationship between the two. The researchers also suggested further research on what particular
elements of social media use contribute to the increase in disordered eating (Wilksch et al.,
2019). Other sources indicate a need to have further research in the area to provide support for
the conclusions made (de Vries et al., 2019; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). Another point presented is
that there are likely interactions between social media use and other variables that impact the
mental health of adolescents. These additional variables may be contributing to the poor mental
health of adolescents, not social media use alone (O’Reilly, 2020).
It is essential to consider the implications of these research limitations for counselling
psychology. Although these studies present ideas for changing practices, the data is not
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necessarily valid and reliable. The research may not consider some imperfections and other
factors. The findings may have undiscovered alternative explanations. There could also be
research variables such as sample size or certain methods that could limit the generalizability of
the results (Heffer et al., 2019). To generate more support for the implications discussed, further
research into these topics is necessary. Despite the limitations, the research in question still
provides value for developing new practices in counselling psychology. The conclusions made
should simply be taken with a critical, open mind.
Next Steps for Research
With the first developments of social media platforms beginning in the late 1990s, it is
clear that social media is a relatively new concept (van Dijck, 2013). There are still many
unknowns about the effects and long-term impacts. Adolescents today are the first age cohort to
grow up with a social media presence. As a result, the field requires more research evidence for
the topic in question. Future research should involve looking into alternative variables,
implementing different research methods, and generating further support for the conclusions
already made.
One step for future research is to further examine temporal relationships between the
variables (Wilksch et al., 2019). This research would generate support for the causal relationship
between the two. If positive or negative mental health variables increase right after prolonged
exposure to social media, it will develop further support for the relationship between the
variables. The longer the amount of time between the two variables, the less certain the
relationship link is.
Some researchers indicate that the use of different methodologies is a requirement for
future research. For example, some have noted that their studies' effect sizes are too small to
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generate causality (Heffer et al., 2019). In consideration of this, future research should be
mindful of ensuring a sample size that is large enough and perhaps diverse enough to increase
this effect size (de Vries et al., 2019; Ferguson et al., 2014; Salomon & Brown, 2018; Wilksch et
al., 2019).
Future research also needs to explore other possible variables that could be impacting the
effects shown. In Ferguson et al.’s (2014) study, the adverse outcomes measured were not the
result of social media exposure but rather peer competition in teens. Social media did have a
minor contribution, but not enough to imply causality. Social media use had a slight predictive
relation with peer competition but did not directly lead to adverse outcomes (Ferguson et al.,
2014).
The research in this area needs to further examine the particular type of social media
content and what kind of outcomes they produce. Certain types of content online could be more
positive and beneficial to mental health than others. For example, Salomon and Brown (2018)
conclude that self-objectifying social media use predicts higher levels of body shaming in teens.
The self-objectifying nature of the content could have been what caused a higher level of body
shame, not social media in general.
As discussed above, the effects adolescents experience from social media depend on how
they use it. When adolescents use social media in a way that is addictive or problematic, more
negative outcomes occur. Adolescents who experience social media addiction or problematic
social media use are more likely to be depressed and have low self-esteem (Bányai et al., 2017;
Heffer et al., 2019; Raudsepp & Kais, 2019). Although these effects have been shown, future
research on additional effects of addictive and problematic social media use would be useful.
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Using social media to access community support generally leads to positive outcomes for
youth (Ziv & Kiasi, 2016). Understanding different kinds and elements of social media that
adolescents engage in and the impacts they have would be helpful for future mental health
practices. These practices could include educating adolescents about different social media
platforms and the risks and benefits of them. It would also allow practitioners to understand what
types of social media could be beneficial for their clients based on particular needs. “Likes” is a
potential concept to examine in more detail. Researchers could explore whether utilizing types of
social media that include the ability to “like” photos or posts lead to more positive or negative
outcomes for teens than others. Another element to consider is the kind of content that
adolescents are viewing. For example, does viewing posts of their peers create different
outcomes than viewing the posts of celebrities?
The field requires further research on variables such as individual characteristics, traits,
and experiences of the adolescents sampled. Taking these variables into consideration might
impact the effects of social media use found (de Vries et al., 2019; Salomon & Brown, 2018).
Neuroticism may potentially have an impact on these outcomes. Researchers postulate that
neurotic personality traits might be related to thin ideals in social media as opposed to preexisting body image difficulties as previously proposed (Ferguson et al., 2014). Having a further
understanding of the individual differences between adolescents that contribute to these results
could highlight which teens are more resilient and more at risk of social media's harms. This
research could have implications for counsellors that would allow them to become aware of
which of their clients might be at greater risk and might, therefore, need additional attention or
interventions.
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Another consideration for further research is to dig deeper into understanding the value of
positive relationships. Research supports that these relationships are helpful buffers in protecting
against the potential harms of social media, but not necessarily why this is (de Vries et al., 2019).
Further research into this area would be a helpful avenue to determine what about these
relationships provide these effects. The development of other protective mechanisms might then
be possible.
Although some studies have looked at the effects of engaging in social media for
individuals who already have a mental health diagnosis, more research is necessary in this area
(O’Reilly, 2020; Raudsepp & Kais, 2019). Research suggests that adolescents with pre-existing
high levels of depression can experience even greater levels of problematic social media use than
those without a diagnosis (Heffer et al., 2019; Raudsepp & Kais, 2019). This finding is indicative
of the idea that symptoms of depression, such as loss of interest in things, trouble concentrating,
and sad mood, increase an adolescent’s attraction to social media in some way (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). Not only does use increase, but it is also excessive and
problematic. This pre-existing diagnosis and its relationship to social media use and reasons for
the connection should be an area of further research.
Researchers should also explore other pre-existing diagnoses as a result of the connection
between pre-existing depression symptoms and increased social media use (Raudsepp & Kais,
2019). Adolescents who have been diagnosed with other mental illnesses such as anxiety
disorders or eating disorders might have a pre-existing inclination to engage in social media
platforms. Researchers should consider the distinction between which variable preceded the
other in future studies. It could be a potential limitation of the current research if levels of
variables such as anxiety or depression existed regardless of social media use. The levels of these
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symptoms could be difficult to accurately determine given the limited ability to measure the
timing of exposure to social media. Thus, it would be challenging to examine mental health
concerns independent of social media. Developing a methodology for this will be essential to
consider in the future.
Recommendations for Practice
Considering the various implications for counsellors’ changes to practice might be
necessary. One opportunity might be to further involve parents in the lives of adolescents
(O’Reilly, 2020; Weinstein, 2018; Wilksch et al., 2019; Woods & Scott, 2016). This
involvement could mean exercising control over access or becoming more involved in the
relationship (de Vries et al., 2019). The research suggests, however, that parental involvement or
control over social media might be more effective for younger adolescents. As adolescents grow
up, efforts from parents to exert control become less effective (Wilksch et al., 2019). Further
education of adolescents is also necessary to generate an understanding of the potential harms
and benefits of social media (O’Reilly et al., 2018; Tandoc et al., 2015; Wilksch et al., 2019;
Woods & Scott, 2016). Making efforts to change the nature of adolescent social media use is also
a general implication of this research (Durak, 2018; O’Reilly, 2020; O’Reilly et al., 2018;
Tandoc et al., 2015; Ziv & Kiasi, 2016). Benefits of engaging in social media exist for
adolescents, and practitioners should harness them to develop preventative efforts and reduce the
potential harm that can arise. There are several suggestions for counselling practice to consider.
This research area is new and appears to have mental health implications for adolescents
(Cole et al., 2016; van Dijck, 2013; Woods & Scott, 2016). Discussing these forms of technology
in the therapeutic setting is vital for adolescents, making it necessary to integrate this content into
training for mental health practitioners (Barth, 2014). In psychology Master’s programs, for
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instance, courses on adolescents might incorporate this research into the curriculum. Having a
well-rounded understanding of the role social media plays in adolescents' lives would allow for a
wider lens for interpreting their mental health concerns. It would also be beneficial to include
knowledge of this topic as a prerequisite for becoming a licensed psychologist.
Workshops for Practitioners
In addition to implementing content in Master’s programs and requirements for
registration, a comprehensive workshop could be beneficial for practitioners. This workshop
would involve various modules that would prepare counselling professionals for addressing the
issue with their adolescent clients. The first module would include education about the research
findings. This may take the form of an informative presentation about what the research says
about the negative and positive mental health effects of social media for adolescents (Barry et al.,
2017; Brunborg et al., 2017; de Vries et al., 2019; Durak, 2018; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015;
O’Reilly, 2020; O’Reilly et al., 2018; Raudsepp & Kais, 2019; Rosenthal et al., 2016; Salomon
& Brown, 2018; van den Eijnden et al., 2018; Weinstein, 2018; Ziv & Kiasi, 2016).
The second module would focus on helping practitioners learn how to assess for
problematic or addictive social media use in adolescents. It would include training on how to use
the BSMAS, along with information about what behaviours are indicative of addiction
(Andreassen et al., 2017; Bányai et al., 2017). It would also provide information about what
factors might indicate teens who are more at risk of social media addiction, such as depression
(Bányai et al., 2017; Raudsepp & Kais, 2019).
The workshop would also include a module about cyberbullying. The literature indicates
that cyberbullying can present itself in unique ways for different age groups (Kowalski et al.,
2019). Thus, different interventions and conversations are necessary for each teen. It would also
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highlight how cyberbullying can lead to different outcomes than in-person bullying. The research
indicates that it is the different characteristics of cyberbullying and in-person bullying that create
these outcomes. For example, it appears that victims experience the most damaging
consequences when the bully is anonymous or when there is a large audience (Sticca & Perren,
2013). An awareness of these conditions would help the practitioner understand the unique
nature of online bullying.
The next module would present the interventions discussed in this paper and how to
effectively carry them out (Lippold et al., 2015; Livingstone et al., 2017; Lock et al., 2010;
Pandey et al., 2018; Panetta et al., 2014; Wilksch et al., 2015; Wilksch & Wade, 2009). The
explanation of these interventions would also come with a description of how they address the
mental health effects of social media.
Finally, the last module would focus on a discussion of how practitioners can begin to use
their social media accounts to promote mental well-being. As a result of adolescents’ familiarity
with this platform, they are often comfortable using it to access mental health services (Durak,
2018). This finding could, therefore, be an effective way to increase the positive outcomes and
reduce the negative.
Workshops for Adolescents
As psychologists and psychology students become more knowledgeable about this topic,
developing educational and practical workshops for teen clients might be the next step. These
workshops could involve both adolescents and parents to create broader, more systemic-based
learning. Adolescents participating in these workshops would first receive psychoeducation
about the effects of adolescent social media engagement. As the research stands now, there are
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both positive and negative outcomes. This education would adequately provide this population
with an understanding of the impact of what they are engaging in daily.
The workshop would also provide adolescents with strategies for how to mitigate these
effects. Explaining the positive side of social media and the way it creates a sense of community
and gives its users a voice would help to encourage participants to focus on engaging in social
media to ensure these benefits are realized (Weinstein, 2018; Ziv & Kiasi, 2016). One of these
strategies might involve asking clients to find groups to join online that promote a shared
interest.
Adolescents would also learn about potential adverse outcomes that can result from using
social media. This workshop would share information about the risk of feeling as if they were
missing out, having a lowered mood, and having heightened anxiety (Heffer et al., 2019;
O’Reilly, 2020; O’Reilly et al., 2018). This information might help to normalize experiences that
some adolescents have already had as a result of engaging in social media. As discussed above,
one portion of the workshop would involve completing the BSMAS (Andreassen et al., 2017;
Bányai et al., 2017). Upon receiving the results, the participants could reflect on the degree of
addiction they are experiencing, thus creating an impetus for changing their online behaviours.
The workshop could potentially suggest strategies for adolescents to monitor the time they spend
online and how to check-in with their mood.
The workshop would also teach self-regulation interventions as a strategy to control their
use (Durak, 2018). If adolescents can practise this skill, it might prevent the problematic and
addictive nature of the use. These interventions would involve role-playing, group therapy,
physical activity, mindfulness, and social skills training (Pandey et al., 2018).
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Another element of the workshop would involve discussing the positive sides of social
media based on the participants’ perspectives and the research. This discussion would increase
adolescents’ consciousness of how to use the platforms positively. In addition to what the
participants share, the conversation would revolve around social media’s ability to promote
positive relationships and self-expression, as well as the option to join social groups that have
shared interests (O’Reilly, 2020; van Eijnden et al., 2018; Weinstein, 2018; Ziv & Kiasi, 2016).
Media literacy would also be a focus of the workshops. This intervention would help
adolescents learn to look at social media from a more critical perspective. It would involve
asking questions about individual posts' intent and understanding whether making social
comparisons is helpful (Wilksch et al., 2015; Wilksch & Wade, 2009).
The workshop's next element would focus on allowing adolescents to brainstorm and
discuss potential strategies for ways to address problematic and addictive social media use. The
research emphasizes that involving adolescents in solutions is essential in creating change
(O’Reilly et al., 2018).
Workshops for Parents
It would be beneficial to have parents join their teens in these workshops so they can
understand the benefits and harms of their social media use. Workshops solely for parents could
also provide them with an education about the topic and strategies for supporting their teen. One
of the aspects of this workshop would be discussing the parental role in controlling use. The
research presents mixed findings about this. One study points out that higher levels of parental
control over adolescent social media use results in increased life satisfaction in the teens
(Wilksch et al., 2019). Other sources indicate that parental control over social media use poses
the risk that these adolescents will not gain the benefits that it has to offer. These missed benefits
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include digital competency, friendship interactions, and social skills (O’Reilly, 2020; Weinstein,
2018; Ziv & Kiasi, 2016). The workshop would emphasize the need for parents to be aware of
their adolescent’s social media use while implementing restrictions only when the use becomes
problematic. One aspect of the workshop would teach parents about the different parenting styles
and their effectiveness (Panetta et al., 2014). The workshop would explain how the high
demandingness and responsiveness of the authoritative parenting style could come in to play
when considering social media restrictions for their teens (Maccoby & Martin, 1983; Panetta et
al., 2014)
The workshop might also provide information for parents on the utility of engaging with
their child and building a strong relationship to help prevent the harmful effects sometimes seen
because of social media (de Vries et al., 2019). The intervention discussed about mindful
parenting would be implemented in the workshop as well (Lippold et al., 2015). The idea behind
this portion of the workshop would be to create a foundation for improving the parent-adolescent
relationship.
Finally, the workshop would discuss restrictive and enabling mediation strategies and
how to find a balance between the two. This strategies would involve limiting the teen’s social
media use to an extent but also creating space to have conversations about how to use it in
positive ways (Livingstone et al., 2017).
The workshop discussed above could incorporate some of the interventions that have
been useful in treating problematic social media in the past. A study by Manwong et al. (2018)
assessed a group therapy program aimed at preventing addictive social media behaviours and
related mental health problems in adolescents. Developed by child and adolescent and clinical
psychologists, the program involved three phases. The first phase involved education and
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discussion about social media and self-assessments to determine the adolescents’ social media
addiction level. This first phase encouraged the teens to think about their social media use and
consider changing their potentially addictive behaviours. The next step focused on how the
adolescents might change this behaviour. The final stage emphasized motivation to follow
through on their goals for change. The implementation of this program lowered the amount of
social media use for the group and decreased their emotional behaviours and depression. This
study is significant as it could help to lay the groundwork for the development of future
preventative or intervention workshops. Future workshops could include similar discussions but
would also include elements such as administering the BSMAS, psychoeducation about the
mental health consequences, brainstorming about potential solutions, self-regulation
interventions, and media literacy (Bányai et al., 2017; O’Reilly et al., 2018; Pandey et al., 2018;
Wilksch et al., 2015; Wilksch & Wade, 2009).
Group Therapy
Implementing new strategies for adolescent group therapy might also be useful. These
strategies might involve creating new practices to implement or creating a group therapy
experience based entirely on social media. Expanding on the methods used by O’Reilly (2020),
group processes around this topic would ask adolescents about their experiences with social
media. Group members might share stories of good and bad experiences and how they dealt with
those. Hearing the stories of others might help group members realize they are not alone in their
experiences and come to understand the perspectives of others. This realization relates to the idea
of universality discussed by Yalom and Leszcz (2005). The researchers indicate that in the initial
stages of the group, members are often relieved to discover their problems are not unique to
themselves. The group experience would also provide adolescents with psychoeducation about

52
the harms and risks involved. According to Yalom and Leszcz, providing this information is also
an essential part of group therapy. Finally, it would help adolescents learn to interact with social
media in more positive, healthy ways. These skills might involve homework assignments or insession activities that help the teen understand when the use might be turning problematic or
addictive, enforce self-regulation skills, or utilize media literacy (Bányai et al., 2017; Pandey et
al., 2018; Shensa et al., 2017; Wilksch et al., 2015; Wilksch & Wade, 2009)
Family Therapy
Family therapy interventions might be necessary for engaging in positive relationships.
These interventions might involve discussing social media for families with adolescents.
Questions might include asking about the frequency, how it makes them feel, and what kind of
rules there are in the family about use. These questions might bring up differing family opinions
on the impact it is having on the family. Counsellors would use interventions to emphasize
parental engagement with the child. As previously discussed, healthy, positive relationships can
help adolescents to be more resilient in the face of stressful social media interactions (de Vries et
al., 2019). The nature of these relationships might involve being able to have an open discussion
with family members about what is online and the impact that it is having.
Reflexive Self-Statement
Before this research project, I knew little about the actual impact social media has on
adolescents. Based on my own experience as an adolescent and my perception of other
adolescents around me, I assumed that social media was harmful to mental health. Although I
always appreciated being able to stay connected to my peers, I often felt anxious. I believed I
needed to continuously be checking and staying on top of others’ posts. After engaging in
conversations with adolescent friends and family members about social media and its presence in
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our lives, I could sense a general sentiment of anxiety. People were concerned about receiving
“enough” likes on photos, worrying about having enough followers, or feeling left out. I assumed
the results generated in the research would be consistent with my own experience. I did not
consider that social media can provide many benefits for adolescents. The association I had made
between social media and poor mental health was so strong that I had neglected the positive
experiences I had as an adolescent with social media and how it may have benefitted me.
This reflection on the literature and my personal experience has also allowed me to
consider the vast variability in human experience. It is easy to assume that one’s own
experiences are universal and considered the norm. One might think that having a positive or
negative reaction to something must mean that everyone else is experiencing the same thing.
Shared experiences are often bonding and helpful as they can increase feelings of sympathy.
However, experiences may not always be universal. Making this assumption can do damage to
relationships and the ability to understand society as a whole. Thinking critically and opening my
mind to evidence contrary to my existing beliefs has prompted me to reflect on other aspects of
my life where I might have assumed my experiences were the same as others. We must be
mindful of differences in human individuality and experience before making these assumptions.
The research findings were not what I initially expected. The effects of social media on
adolescent mental health seem to be varied and greatly dependent on a variety of factors.
Although refraining from use creates the possibility of avoiding negative mental health
symptoms, it also presents the chance of missing some of the benefits afforded. I had not
imagined the possibility that the benefits might outweigh the costs of social media engagement
and that it could be encouraged by practitioners.
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These realizations have impacted my overall perception of how to engage with
adolescents regarding social media. Before this project, my belief that social media causes harm
to adolescent mental health might have created a bias in my counselling. This bias could have
resulted in interventions aimed at reducing social media use altogether. I now feel confident that
my approach moving forward will be inclusive of the research-based evidence that the harms
generated from social media are conditional and that benefits also exist. For instance, some
clients might benefit from social media in ways that personal interactions cannot provide for (Ziv
& Kiasi, 2016). I believe I am also more equipped to provide parents of adolescents with
adequate knowledge of what social media exposes their children to. This education would help
parents be aware of the potential risks and understand that social media has positive attributes for
teens.
Many of the specific results of using social media for adolescents were also ones that I
had not considered before. For example, drinking behaviours in adolescents were not something
I thought to be influenced by social media. However, dangerous drinking behaviours can result
from viewing related behaviours online (Critchlow et al., 2019; Pegg et al., 2018). This
awareness has helped me to understand the degree of the influence social media has on
adolescents.
Another unanticipated aspect of the research was the extent to which pre-existing mental
health concerns would have an impact on the way the individual engaged with social media. It
appears that those with existing depression may use social media in a more problematic way than
others. This discovery suggests that social media does not necessarily cause depression but can
interact with pre-existing levels to produce continuing symptoms (Raudsepp & Kais, 2019). I
have come to understand that there are multiple characteristics and experiences that can impact
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the extent, nature, and results of social media use (Barry et al., 2017; Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). It
is not a simple cause and effect relationship where social media use directly causes mental health
issues.
Reflecting on what I discovered in the literature review, social media and adolescent
mental health is a complex topic with many factors influencing the effects seen. There are many
different kinds of mental health consequences, including depression, anxiety and eating disorders
(Barry et al., 2017; Brunborg et al., 2017; de Vries et al., 2019; Durak, 2018; Nesi & Prinstein,
2015; O’Reilly, 2020; O’Reilly et al., 2018; Raudsepp & Kais, 2019; Rosenthal et al., 2016;
Salomon & Brown, 2018; van den Eijnden et al., 2018; Weinstein, 2018; Ziv & Kiasi, 2016).
With this in mind, it was only possible to examine the broad types of social media as well as the
broad effects seen. Although the results were impactful and informative, it might also have been
useful to examine one form of social media and one possible disorder or outcome.
Conclusion
Social media has a massive presence in our lives. For many, it is a part of everyday life,
whether it is checking an Instagram feed, reading an article someone has posted on Facebook, or
filming a Snapchat story. It has changed the way we communicate, thus changing our
relationships in the process. Considering the presence social media has in our lives, one can only
wonder the impact it might be having on our overall well-being.
Of great importance is the consideration of the way it is impacting the lives of our youth.
Adolescents frequently engage in social media, and it is a large part of their social worlds. This
fact is unique from previous generations of adolescents who did not grow up in the world of
social media. We must address the effects on young people as this population is still in the stage
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of development. The effects on them could be more permanent and harmful. However, if positive
outcomes occur, it could also have implications for growth and identity development.
That is why this topic of research is essential to understand. If there are dangers for
adolescents as a result of engaging in social media, we must be aware of this. If there are
benefits, we could capitalize on these and ensure positive growth in this age group. This research
is essential for the field of counselling psychology as it will shed light on the possibility of future
interventions to address these findings. It has the potential to inform practice in a social mediainformed way.
The conclusions generated in this research are widespread. It appears that social media
can have a significant impact on adolescents in terms of their risk for developing mental
disorders, changing their thinking and behaviours and impacting their social interactions (Cole et
al., 2016; Ferguson et al., 2014; Franchina et al., 2018). These impacts, however, are not
conclusively causal. There seem to be many factors that go into whether adolescents experience
benefits or harms from social media. The outcomes are dependent on factors such as individual
characteristics, personal experiences, pre-existing mental health, nature of use and relationships.
These factors come together and can provide protective factors, risk factors, or factors enabling
positive benefits.
It appears social media is neither all bad nor all good for teens. Adolescents can benefit
from social media. Using social media to maintain social connectivity is a demonstrated benefit.
To achieve these positive outcomes, however, adolescents need to learn about the potential risks
of use. If adolescents are aware of the consequences of overuse or reliance on social media, it
may help them to engage with these technologies in a healthier way.
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Counselling practitioners can be helpful with psychoeducation efforts, development of
new interventions involving social media, and emphasizing the development of healthy
relationships. Counsellors have the potential to allow teens to thrive while engaging in social
media. The research conducted to date provides helpful insights for the development of these
future initiatives. However, the limitations of the research studies should be kept in mind. The
need for more diverse, more generalizable studies in this area is needed. More research in this
area will allow us to come closer to understanding the lived experiences of adolescents and to
fostering an understanding of what can be done to best support them.
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