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This research focuses on evaluating how social 

media influence affects the mental well-being of 

children in a more intricate digital landscape. A 

systematic review of the literature was carried 

out in accordance with the PRISMA 2020 

standards. Comprehensive literature searches 

were performed across five primary academic 

platforms: Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, 

SpringerLink, and Google Scholar, 

encompassing articles published from 2019 up to 

2025. Out of an initial collection of 245 studies, 

only ten met the criteria for inclusion and 

contributed to the final analysis. The results 

indicate that exposure to social media yields both 

detrimental and beneficial impacts on children's 

mental health. On the other hand, when utilized 

correctly, social media can also offer advantages 

like improved social ties, emotional assistance, 

opportunities for self-expression, access to 

information, and a deeper sense of belonging. In 

summary, the effects of social media on 

children's mental health are intricate and depend 

on the context, shaped by individual traits, usage 

habits, and the nature of online interactions. 

These results underscore the necessity for a 

balanced approach to digital engagement, digital 

literacy, and cooperative initiatives among 

parents, educators, policymakers, and tech 

providers to foster healthier digital interactions 

for children. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The rapid progression of digital technology has fundamentally altered 
how children communicate, learn, and cultivate social connections. Social media 
platforms, including Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and Facebook, have become 
deeply integrated into the daily lives of children worldwide (Keles et al., 2020; 
Valkenburg et al., 2022). These channels offer opportunities for young users to 
engage with peers, obtain information, express their identity, and build broader 
social networks than previous generations could (Odgers & Jensen, 2020; Gudka 
et al., 2023). Nevertheless, the growing intensity of social media usage has raised 
profound concerns regarding its potential repercussions on children’s mental 
health within an increasingly dynamic and intricate digital landscape (Liu et al., 
2024). Contemporary scholarship indicates that social media serves as a primary 
driver shaping children’s psychological development through interconnected 
mechanisms, such as online interactions, content exposure, and identity 
construction (Liu et al., 2024). 

Mental health represents a pivotal dimension of child development, 
underpinning emotional, social, and cognitive well-being. Robust mental health 
empowers children to foster psychological resilience, establish healthy 
interpersonal relationships, and attain optimal academic performance (World 
Health Organization, 2022). Conversely, psychological difficulties during 
childhood can exert long-lasting adverse effects on educational outcomes, social 
functioning, and overall life quality in adulthood (Twenge & Campbell, 2019; 
Viner et al., 2019). Extensive research demonstrates that excessive social media 
consumption correlates with heightened symptoms of depression, anxiety, 
psychological distress, and diminished self-esteem among children and 
adolescents (Kelly et al., 2019; McCrae et al., 2017). Furthermore, the trend toward 
social comparison inherent to online networking sites often amplifies feelings of 
inadequacy, negatively impairing psychological well-being (Valkenburg et al., 
2022). 

Conversely, the connection between social media usage and children's 
mental well-being is not uniformly negative. Numerous studies highlight that 
moderate and purposeful digital engagement can offer emotional support, 
reinforce social connectedness, and nurture a sense of belonging among youth 
(Odgers & Jensen, 2020; Gudka et al., 2023). Additionally, social platforms can 
promote educational opportunities, creative expression, and access to 
developmental learning resources (Best et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2024). 
Consequently, the impact of social media on pediatric mental health must be 
conceptualized as a complex, multidimensional phenomenon shaped by usage 
patterns, platform dynamics, individual traits, family environments, and the 
quality of online interactions (Valkenburg et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2024). 

The complexity of today's digital environment is further heightened by 
the prevalence of personalized algorithms, artificial intelligence-generated 
content, viral trends, and heightened risks of cyberbullying and exposure to 
inappropriate material (Livingstone & Smith, 2014; Saleem et al., 2024). 
Longitudinal inquiries indicate that high levels of social media exposure are 
linked to sleep disruption, body image dissatisfaction, lowered self-worth, and 
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elevated depressive symptoms in adolescents (Kelly et al., 2019; Puukko et al., 
2020). Moreover, spending over three hours daily on social media platforms 
correlates with a higher propensity for experiencing anxiety and depression, 
driven largely by disrupted sleep quality and online peer pressure (Viner et al., 
2019; Saleem et al., 2024). These findings underscore the increasingly intricate 
dynamic between digital media exposure and youth psychological well-being. 

The urgency of this investigation lies in the fact that contemporary 
children are growing up in a digital ecosystem fundamentally distinct from that 
of prior generations. Governments, educators, healthcare providers, and parents 
are increasingly alarmed by the broader implications of social media usage for 
children's mental health and psychosocial development (World Health 
Organization, 2022; Liu et al., 2024). Despite a growing body of academic 
literature, empirical findings remain mixed. While some studies underscore the 
adverse consequences of prolonged screen time, others argue that the quality and 
context of digital experiences carry far greater significance than total screen 
duration (Coyne et al., 2020; Odgers & Jensen, 2020). Such inconsistencies 
highlight the need for a more comprehensive investigation into how social media 
exposure impacts children's mental health in an increasingly complex digital age. 

Prior studies have extensively investigated the association between social 
media use and mental health outcomes in children and adolescents. McCrae et 
al. (2017) observed a positive link between social media usage and depressive 
symptoms in youth. Kelly et al. (2019) identified that high social media 
engagement was associated with elevated depressive symptoms through 
mediating variables such as sleep deprivation, cyberbullying, and reduced self-
esteem. Similarly, Puukko et al. (2020) demonstrated a longitudinal connection 
between intensive social media involvement and depressive tendencies. Through 
a systematic scoping review, Liu et al. (2024) concluded that social media can 
induce both beneficial and detrimental effects on pediatric mental health, 
contingent upon contextual variables. Furthermore, Saleem et al. (2024) 
emphasized anxiety and depression as the most frequently documented mental 
health concerns linked to social media use among younger populations. 

Building upon the aforementioned context, this study aims to examine the 
impact of social media exposure on children's mental health within an 
increasingly complex digital era. Specifically, this inquiry seeks to identify the 
positive and negative psychological effects associated with social media use, 
examine the contextual factors that amplify or mitigate these outcomes, and 
deliver a comprehensive understanding of how digital engagement influences 
children's psychological well-being. The insights gained are intended to inform 
the formulation of evidence-based strategies, educational interventions, and 
policy guidelines designed to foster healthier digital environments for children. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Social Media Exposure and Children's Mental Health: Psychological Risks 

Research examining the relationship between social media exposure and 
mental health outcomes consistently points to heightened risks of psychological 
distress, particularly depression and anxiety. In a comprehensive cohort study, 
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Kelly et al. (2019) demonstrated that high levels of social media engagement 
among adolescents were directly associated with an increase in depressive 
symptoms. Their study highlights that the psychological toll of social media is 
heavily influenced by self-esteem levels and online interactions, where 
continuous exposure to curated content often leads to unfavorable social 
comparisons and psychological vulnerability.   
 
The Role of Mediating Mechanisms: Cyberbullying and Sleep Disruption 

The pathway through which social media influences psychological well-
being is frequently mediated by behavioral and environmental factors. Viner et 
al. (2019) examined these underlying mechanisms and identified cyberbullying 
and sleep disturbances as two critical mediators connecting frequent social media 
use with adverse mental health outcomes. Their findings indicate that night-time 
device usage disrupts natural sleep cycles and increases cognitive arousal, while 
persistent exposure to online harassment amplifies emotional distress. 
Consequently, these indirect pathways significantly compound the negative 
impact of digital exposure on young users.  
 
Differential Susceptibility and the Multidimensional Impact 

While much of the literature emphasizes harmful consequences, the effect 
of social media exposure is increasingly recognized as complex and context-
dependent. In an umbrella review, Valkenburg et al. (2022) argued that social 
media use does not impact all individuals uniformly. Instead, outcomes vary 
substantially based on individual susceptibility, usage patterns, and the specific 
nature of online interactions. Their framework suggests that while problematic 
engagement exacerbates mental health risks, moderate and intentional social 
media use can offer positive psychological benefits, such as enhanced social 
connectedness and peer support.   

 
METHODOLOGY   

This study adopted a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodology to 
comprehensively identify, evaluate, and synthesize existing research regarding 
the impact of social media exposure on children's mental health in an 
increasingly complex digital ecosystem. The SLR approach was selected for its 
rigorous, transparent, and replicable structure, providing a sound foundation for 
reviewing scientific literature and deriving evidence-based conclusions from 
prior scholarship (Snyder, 2019; Xiao & Watson, 2019). The review protocol 
strictly adhered to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) framework, which encompasses four essential 
phases: identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and inclusion of relevant 
studies (Page et al., 2021). 

The literature search was executed between January and March 2026 across 
five major academic databases: Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, 
SpringerLink, and Google Scholar. These platforms were chosen due to their 
extensive indexing of peer-reviewed publications within psychology, education, 
health sciences, and digital media disciplines. The search strategy combined 
targeted keywords and Boolean operators, such as “social media exposure,” 
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“social media use,” “children’s mental health,” “child psychological well-being,” 
“adolescent mental health,” “digital era,” and “social networking sites.” To 
ensure the capture of contemporary empirical evidence reflecting present-day 
digital environments and social media trends, the search parameters were 
restricted to articles published between 2019 and 2025. 

During the identification phase, a total of 245 records were gathered across 
all databases: 72 from Scopus, 48 from Web of Science, 56 from ScienceDirect, 29 
from SpringerLink, and 40 from Google Scholar. All retrieved references were 
migrated into a reference manager for systematic auditing. Following duplicate 
resolution, 35 duplicate records were removed, yielding 210 unique studies for 
subsequent screening. 

The screening stage entailed evaluating article titles, abstracts, and 
keywords to determine their alignment with the core research topic. Studies were 
excluded if they omitted social media usage, lacked mental health parameters, 
focused exclusively on adult populations, or constituted non-empirical literature. 
At this juncture, 140 articles were removed due to irrelevance to the relationship 
between social media exposure and youth mental health, leaving 70 papers for 
full-text evaluation. 

The eligibility assessment phase comprised a thorough full-text appraisal of 
the remaining 70 articles. To be included, studies had to meet the following 
criteria: (1) focus on pediatric or adolescent populations aged 6–18 years; (2) 
examine the influence of social media exposure or usage on mental health 
outcomes, including anxiety, depression, psychological well-being, self-esteem, 
emotional distress, or social functioning; (3) be published in peer-reviewed 
journals; (4) offer full-text access; and (5) be written in English. Studies were 
excluded if they were conference proceedings, book chapters, editorials, opinion 
articles, dissertations, methodologically inadequate studies, or research centered 
broadly on general internet use without specific focus on social media. During 
this stage, 60 papers were excluded for specific reasons: 21 lacked a dedicated 
focus on social media, 15 targeted adult cohorts, 12 omitted relevant mental 
health outcomes, 7 were unavailable in full text, and 5 failed to meet 
methodological quality benchmarks. 

Following the PRISMA selection workflow, a final set of 10 articles met all 
inclusion criteria and were synthesized in the systematic review. These studies 
spanned diverse geographic regions, methodological designs, and theoretical 
frameworks, offering a multifaceted understanding of social media's impact on 
children's mental health. The selection pipeline is summarized as follows: 245 
records identified, 35 duplicates removed, 210 records screened, 140 records 
excluded during title/abstract screening, 70 full-text articles assessed for 
eligibility, 60 articles excluded post full-text evaluation, and 10 studies included 
in the final synthesis. Data extraction was conducted using a standardized matrix 
capturing author details, publication year, country of study, study design, 
sample demographics, social media variables, mental health indicators, and core 
findings. To maintain analytical consistency, all selected publications were 
systematically coded according to predefined categories. The extracted data 
underwent thematic analysis involving open coding, thematic development, 
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pattern recognition, and cross-study comparison. This process facilitated the 
synthesis of key thematic domains, providing a comprehensive appraisal of both 
the constructive and adverse psychological dimensions of social media 
engagement in today's digital landscape. 

 

   
Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram 

 

RESULTS  
Adhering to the literature selection protocol outlined in the PRISMA 2020 

guidelines, an initial pool of 245 records was retrieved from five academic 
databases: Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, SpringerLink, and Google 
Scholar. Following the removal of 35 duplicate entries, 210 unique articles 
advanced to the screening phase. During the preliminary title and abstract 
evaluation, 140 papers were excluded due to lack of thematic relevance, absence 
of focus on pediatric mental health, or inclusion of adult cohorts. Subsequently, 
70 full-text articles underwent rigorous eligibility assessment. Of these, 60 studies 
were omitted because they lacked specific investigation into social media usage, 
omitted key mental health outcome variables, were inaccessible in full-text 
format, or failed to satisfy the established methodological quality thresholds. 
Upon completing the selection pipeline, 10 studies fulfilled all inclusion criteria 
and were included in the final narrative synthesis. 
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The finalized selection of studies encompasses diverse geographic regions 
and incorporates various empirical designs, including longitudinal inquiries, 
quantitative cross-sectional surveys, systematic reviews, scoping reviews, and 
narrative reviews. Collectively, these investigations explore the relationship 
between social media engagement and multiple psychological indicators in 
children and adolescents, such as depression, anxiety, psychological well-being, 
self-esteem, sleep disruption, and the consequences of cyberbullying. A 
comprehensive summary detailing the characteristics of these included studies is 
provided in Table 1. 

 
Table 1. Characteristics of Selected Studies 

No

. 
Author(s) Year Country 

Research 

Design 

Sample/Pa

rticipants 
Main Findings 

1 Kelly et al. 2019 United 

Kingdo

m 

Longitudinal 

Study 

10,904 

adolescents 

High social media 

use was associated 

with increased 

depressive 

symptoms through 

sleep disruption, 

cyberbullying, and 

low self-esteem. 

2 Viner et 

al. 

2019 United 

Kingdo

m 

Longitudinal 

Study 

Adolescent

s aged 13–

15 years 

Cyberbullying and 

sleep disturbances 

significantly 

mediated the 

relationship 

between social 

media use and 

mental health 

problems. 

3 Twenge 

and 

Campbell 

2019 United 

States 

Secondary 

Data 

Analysis 

National 

adolescent 

datasets 

Increased screen and 

social media use 

were associated with 

lower psychological 

well-being. 

4 Keles et 

al. 

2020 Internati

onal 

Systematic 

Review 

13 

empirical 

studies 

Social media use 

was consistently 

associated with 

anxiety, depression, 

and psychological 

distress among 

adolescents. 

5 Odgers 

and 

Jensen 

2020 Internati

onal 

Annual 

Research 

Review 

Multiple 

studies 

The effects of social 

media varied across 

individuals and 

contexts, producing 
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both positive and 

negative outcomes. 

6 Puukko et 

al. 

2020 Finland Longitudinal 

Study 

Adolescent

s aged 13–

18 years 

Intensive social 

media use predicted 

increased depressive 

symptoms over 

time. 

7 Valkenbur

g et al. 

2022 Internati

onal 

Umbrella 

Review 

Multiple 

review 

studies 

Social media 

impacts differed 

substantially 

depending on 

individual 

susceptibility and 

usage patterns. 

8 Gudka et 

al. 

2023 Internati

onal 

Systematic 

Review 

118 studies Social media may 

contribute positively 

to social 

connectedness, 

belongingness, and 

psychological 

flourishing. 

9 Liu et al. 2024 Internati

onal 

Systematic 

Scoping 

Review 

72 studies Social media 

produced both 

beneficial and 

harmful effects on 

children's mental 

health depending on 

contextual factors. 

10 Saleem et 

al. 

2024 Internati

onal 

Systematic 

Narrative 

Review 

Multiple 

studies 

Anxiety and 

depression were the 

most frequently 

reported mental 

health outcomes 

associated with 

social media use. 

 
As detailed in Table 1, the majority of the analyzed studies were published 

between 2019 and 2024, highlighting that the impact of social media on children's 
mental health remains a rapidly evolving and highly pertinent domain of 
inquiry. Methodologically, longitudinal designs and various forms of systematic 
or scoping literature reviews predominated. Overall, the empirical evidence 
consistently demonstrated robust associations between social media exposure 
and several psychological outcomes, notably depression, anxiety, sleep 
disturbances, lowered self-esteem, and general psychological distress. 

However, the reviewed literature also revealed that digital engagement is 
not inherently harmful. A subset of studies identified positive outcomes, such as 
heightened social support, an elevated sense of belonging, enhanced social 
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connectedness, and avenues for psychological flourishing when platforms are 
utilized in a balanced and constructive manner. These findings indicate that the 
influence of social media on youth psychological well-being is nuanced, 
multidimensional, and conditioned by individual characteristics, social 
dynamics, and digital environmental variables. Consequently, understanding 
both the vulnerabilities and benefits associated with social media exposure is 
essential for crafting targeted interventions aimed at promoting healthier digital 
practices among children and adolescents. 

The thematic synthesis of the ten selected studies yielded five core themes 
regarding the impact of social media exposure on pediatric mental health within 
an increasingly complex digital era: (1) Social Media Exposure and Depressive 
Symptoms, (2) Social Media Exposure and Anxiety Disorders, (3) Cyberbullying 
and Psychological Distress, (4) Sleep Disturbance as a Mediating Mechanism, and 
(5) Positive Psychological Outcomes of Social Media Engagement. These themes 
emerged consistently across the reviewed literature, offering a balanced 
appraisal of both the adverse and beneficial dimensions of youth social media 
usage. 

 
Social Media Exposure and Depressive Symptoms 

A prominent finding across the reviewed literature is the positive 
association between social media exposure and depressive symptoms in 
pediatric and adolescent cohorts. Kelly et al. (2019) demonstrated that 
adolescents reporting higher levels of social media engagement exhibited a 
greater likelihood of experiencing depressive symptoms relative to their less 
engaged peers. Similarly, Puukko et al. (2020) observed that intensive social 
media usage predicted increases in depressive symptoms over time, suggesting 
that prolonged digital exposure may compound psychological vulnerability. 
Twenge and Campbell (2019) likewise reported an inverse relationship between 
screen-based activities—including social media—and overall adolescent 
psychological well-being. 

The systematic review by Keles et al. (2020) further substantiated that 
excessive social media consumption is systematically linked to depression and 
psychological distress. Several studies posited that depressive tendencies stem 
from underlying mechanisms such as social comparison, fear of missing out 
(FOMO), and exposure to idealized portrayals of peer experiences. These 
dynamics often foster negative self-evaluations and feelings of inadequacy 
among young users. Consequently, depression represents one of the most critical 
mental health outcomes associated with social media exposure in contemporary 
literature. 

 
Social Media Exposure and Anxiety Disorders 

The second primary theme concerns the relationship between social media 
engagement and anxiety disorders. Multiple studies indicated that frequent 
platform use can elevate anxiety levels, particularly among adolescents who 
exhibit high reliance on virtual interactions. Saleem et al. (2024) underscored 
anxiety as one of the most frequently documented psychological outcomes 
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associated with youth social media use. Likewise, Keles et al. (2020) identified 
consistent empirical evidence linking social media activity with heightened 
anxiety manifestations. 

The reviewed body of work suggests that anxiety may be triggered by 
structural aspects of digital platforms, including constant connectivity demands, 
pressure to maintain an active online presence, fear of negative peer appraisal, 
and concerns regarding online acceptance. Adolescents frequently experience 
distress when comparing their lives to curated online images or attempting to 
meet perceived digital social standards. Furthermore, the rapid flow of 
information and continuous content streams can induce cognitive overload and 
emotional exhaustion, thereby increasing susceptibility to anxiety-related 
symptoms. 

 
Cyberbullying and Psychological Distress 

Cyberbullying emerged as another critical theme compromising youth 
mental health within digital environments. Viner et al. (2019) identified 
cyberbullying as a key mediating factor linking social media usage to adverse 
mental health outcomes. Children subjected to online harassment, social 
exclusion, or verbal abuse reported higher rates of depression, anxiety, emotional 
distress, and compromised self-esteem. Similarly, Kelly et al. (2019) established 
that cyberbullying significantly mediated the link between high social media 
consumption and depressive symptoms. 

The reviewed literature emphasized that cyberbullying differs from 
traditional offline bullying due to its pervasive, unbounded nature, reaching 
victims anywhere and at any time. Social media platforms enable anonymous 
harassment, public shaming, and rapid dissemination of harmful content, 
compounding psychological harm. Protracted exposure to cyberbullying often 
engenders feelings of isolation, helplessness, social withdrawal, and diminished 
psychological resilience. Thus, cyberbullying represents one of the most severe 
hazards tied to youth digital participation. 

 
Sleep Disturbance as a Mediating Factor 

Another salient theme identified in the review is the mediating role of sleep 
disruption in connecting social media use to mental health problems. Both Kelly 
et al. (2019) and Viner et al. (2019) documented that excessive social media 
involvement correlates with compromised sleep quality, shorter sleep duration, 
and irregular sleep schedules among adolescents. These sleep deficits 
subsequently elevated the risk of developing depression, anxiety, and emotional 
dysregulation. 

Several underlying mechanisms account for this pathway. First, nocturnal 
social media use directly displaces essential sleep time. Second, exposure to 
stimulating content and nighttime interactions heightens cognitive and 
emotional arousal, hindering sleep onset. Third, the blue light emitted by digital 
screens suppresses melatonin secretion, disrupting natural circadian rhythms. 
These findings collectively demonstrate that sleep disturbance functions as an 
indirect pathway through which social media exposure compromises mental 
health outcomes. 



East Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (EAJMR)  

Vol.  5, No. 9, 2026:  3907 - 3924                                                                               

                                                                                           

  3917 
 

 
Positive Psychological Outcomes of Social Media Use 

While significant academic focus centers on adverse outcomes, several 
studies also highlighted the constructive possibilities of social media for youth 
mental health. Gudka et al. (2023) demonstrated that social media can foster 
social connectedness, emotional support, and a sense of belonging when used 
mindfully. Similarly, Odgers and Jensen (2020) argued that digital media effects 
are not uniformly negative, varying considerably based on individual traits, 
usage context, and platform features. 

Liu et al. (2024) further noted that social media can offer educational 
opportunities, platforms for self-expression, peer support networks, and access 
to mental health resources. For certain individuals, online spaces provide a safe 
environment for sharing experiences, seeking advice, and maintaining 
interpersonal bonds. Valkenburg et al. (2022) underscored that social media 
effects exhibit substantial individual heterogeneity, with some users reaping 
psychological benefits while others experience harm. These insights indicate that 
social media should be conceptualized not merely as a risk factor, but as a 
complex digital ecosystem capable of yielding both positive and negative 
psychological impacts. 

The synthesis of these ten selected studies illustrates that social media 
exposure exerts a profound impact on children's mental health through multiple 
interconnected pathways. The literature consistently identifies depression, 
anxiety, cyberbullying, and sleep disruption as primary risk factors linked to 
excessive or problematic digital consumption. Simultaneously, social media 
offers meaningful psychological benefits, including social support, 
connectedness, and opportunities for self-expression. Overall, the findings 
suggest that the psychological impact of social media on youth is highly context-
dependent, underscoring the necessity of balanced digital habits alongside 
informed guidance from parents, educators, and policy makers. 
 
DISCUSSION  
Social Media Exposure and Depression Symptoms 

The findings of this review indicate that depression is one of the most 
consistently documented psychological outcomes linked to social media exposure 
among pediatric and adolescent demographics. Studies by Kelly et al. (2019), 
Puukko et al. (2020), Twenge and Campbell (2019), and Keles et al. (2020) 
collectively establish that elevated engagement with social media platforms 
correlates with higher levels of depressive symptoms. These empirical insights 
reinforce the premise that continuous exposure to curated and idealized online 
content fosters upward social comparison mechanisms, which can impair self-
esteem and psychological well-being. Children and adolescents exhibit heightened 
vulnerability to these dynamics due to their ongoing identity consolidation and 
evolving emotional regulation capacities. 

The relationship between social media engagement and depression can also 
be framed through the lens of Social Comparison Theory. Social networking 
platforms predominantly showcase highly selective, positive portrayals of users' 
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lives, prompting young individuals to compare themselves with peers who appear 
more accomplished, physically attractive, or socially connected. Such comparisons 
frequently induce feelings of personal inadequacy, self-dissatisfaction, and 
lowered self-worth. Furthermore, the persistent pursuit of digital validation via 
likes, comments, and follower metrics can heighten emotional reliance on virtual 
interactions, thereby intensifying susceptibility to depressive symptoms. 
Consequently, the evidence suggests that depression is not merely a product of 
cumulative screen time, but rather an outcome of the underlying psychological 
processes triggered during online interactions. 
 
Social Media Exposure and Anxiety Disorders 

The review also demonstrates a robust association between social media 
usage and anxiety-related manifestations among children and adolescents. 
Aligned with the findings of Saleem et al. (2024) and Keles et al. (2020), frequent 
social media exposure appears to escalate psychological pressure, particularly 
among young users who attribute substantial significance to online presence and 
peer validation. Anxiety may stem from apprehension surrounding social 
inclusion, fear of negative appraisal, and the perceived obligation to maintain a 
favorable digital persona. 

The construct of Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) offers a compelling 
framework for explaining this phenomenon. Social media channels afford 
continuous visibility into peer activities, accomplishments, and social gatherings. 
As a result, youth may experience heightened anxiety over potential exclusion 
from social events or missed shared experiences. Additionally, the unrelenting 
inflow of digital notifications and content streams can induce cognitive overload 
and emotional exhaustion. These insights indicate that the digital domain has 
introduced novel forms of psychological stress that diverge significantly from 
conventional offline social dynamics. 

 
Cyberbullying and Psychological Distress 

Cyberbullying emerged as a pivotal determinant mediating the connection 
between social media involvement and adverse mental health outcomes. The 
empirical evidence from Viner et al. (2019) and Kelly et al. (2019) confirms that 
cyberbullying substantially drives depression, anxiety, emotional distress, and 
compromised self-esteem in children and adolescents. In contrast to traditional 
bullying, cyberbullying operates persistently across digital networks, reaching 
victims irrespective of temporal or geographic constraints. 

The pervasive nature of cyberbullying intensifies its psychological severity. 
Hostile messaging, online harassment, digital exclusion, and the rapid 
dissemination of derogatory content can engender profound helplessness and 
social alienation. In many instances, victims endure repeated exposure without 
adequate avenues for avoidance or emotional recovery. This highlights the 
imperative for robust digital safety protocols, expanded digital citizenship 
education, and heightened parental and institutional oversight of children's online 
activities. Mitigating cyberbullying is essential not only for alleviating 
psychological distress but also for establishing safer digital spaces for youth. 
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Sleep Disturbance as a Mediating Mechanism 
Another salient finding of this review is the role of sleep disturbance as an 

indirect mediating pathway connecting social media exposure to psychological 
difficulties. Both Kelly et al. (2019) and Viner et al. (2019) identified poor sleep 
quality and diminished sleep duration as primary channels through which 
excessive social media use fuels depression and anxiety. This suggests that social 
media's impact on mental health is frequently indirect, operating through 
behavioral and physiological disruptions. 

Several mechanisms account for this relationship. First, nocturnal 
engagement with smartphones and social media applications directly displaces 
vital sleep duration. Second, emotionally stimulating digital interactions heighten 
cognitive and affective arousal, hindering sleep latency. Third, blue light emissions 
from electronic devices suppress melatonin synthesis and disrupt circadian 
rhythms. Restorative sleep is fundamental to emotional regulation, cognitive 
function, and psychological resilience; thus, chronic sleep disruption exacerbates 
the adverse mental health impacts of digital exposure. These findings underscore 
the necessity of promoting healthy digital hygiene, particularly regarding pre-
bedtime device usage. 

 
Positive Psychological Outcomes of Social Media Use 

While much of the literature emphasizes digital risks, this review also 
identifies several beneficial psychological outcomes. Inquiries by Gudka et al. 
(2023), Odgers and Jensen (2020), Liu et al. (2024), and Valkenburg et al. (2022) 
indicate that social media can foster social connectedness, provide emotional 
support, facilitate self-expression, and broaden access to valuable information. For 
numerous young individuals, digital platforms serve as vital arenas for 
maintaining friendships, seeking peer advice, and engaging with affinity groups. 

These insights challenge the reductionist assumption that social media is 
inherently destructive. Instead, the evidence indicates that social media's impact is 
contingent upon how, why, and under what circumstances engagement occurs. 
Constructive use—characterized by supportive interactions, positive 
relationships, and educational pursuits—can foster psychological flourishing. 
Conversely, problematic use involving excessive duration, toxic social 
comparison, and exposure to harmful content amplifies psychological risks. 
Therefore, a balanced framework is required when assessing social media's role in 
youth development. 

 
Comparison with Previous Literature 

The findings of this review align with prior literature establishing that social 
media engagement yields both constructive and adverse mental health outcomes 
in children and adolescents. Earlier scholarship consistently identified depression, 
anxiety, cyberbullying, and sleep disruption as primary liabilities associated with 
excessive platform use (Kelly et al., 2019; Keles et al., 2020; Viner et al., 2019). The 
present review reinforces these conclusions by demonstrating that these themes 
remain highly prominent across recent empirical inquiries across diverse contexts. 
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Concurrently, this review aligns with contemporary paradigms 
highlighting the heterogeneity of media effects (Odgers & Jensen, 2020; 
Valkenburg et al., 2022). Rather than producing uniform psychological impacts, 
social media affects individuals differently based on personal dispositions, social 
environments, and usage patterns. This perspective transcends binary debates 
framing digital media as strictly harmful or beneficial, emphasizing instead the 
intrinsic complexity of digital experiences. Consequently, future research should 
continue investigating moderating and mediating variables that elucidate why 
certain children thrive within digital spaces while others experience adverse 
psychological outcomes. 

 
Practical Implications 

The outcomes of this review offer meaningful implications for parents, 
educators, healthcare providers, and policymakers. Parents should actively 
monitor online engagement and cultivate balanced digital habits while 
maintaining open discourse regarding online experiences. Educators can embed 
digital literacy and online safety modules within school curricula to foster critical 
evaluation of online content and social interactions among students. 

Policymakers and technology developers must collaborate to strengthen 
child safeguarding protocols on digital platforms. Features designed to curb 
cyberbullying, restrict exposure to harmful content, and incentivize healthy digital 
behaviors can improve psychological outcomes. Furthermore, mental health 
practitioners should routinely evaluate social media engagement as a relevant 
clinical parameter when assessing pediatric mental health. 

 
Theoretical Implications 

Theoretically, the findings support multidimensional frameworks 
conceptualizing social media as both a risk factor and a protective asset for mental 
health. This review demonstrates that media effects cannot be captured solely by 
usage frequency, but must incorporate contextual determinants such as interaction 
quality, social support, individual vulnerability, and digital literacy. These 
findings contribute to the expanding literature advocating for ecological and 
developmental approaches to digital media research. 

Furthermore, the review underscores the utility of foundational 
frameworks—such as Social Comparison Theory, Uses and Gratifications Theory, 
and the Differential Susceptibility to Media Effects Model—in explaining 
differential youth responses to social media exposure. Future theoretical 
advancements should continue integrating psychological, social, and 
technological dimensions to provide a more holistic understanding of how digital 
environments shape psychological well-being during childhood and adolescence.. 

 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This systematic literature review evaluated the impact of social media 
exposure on pediatric mental health within an increasingly complex digital era by 
synthesizing empirical evidence from ten peer-reviewed studies published 
between 2019 and 2024. The review demonstrates that social media exerts a 
profound and multifaceted influence on children's psychological well-being, 
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engendering both positive and adverse outcomes contingent upon the nature, 
frequency, and context of digital interaction. The synthesized findings consistently 
highlight depression, anxiety, cyberbullying, and sleep disruption as the primary 
mental health concerns linked to excessive or problematic social media 
consumption. Furthermore, social comparison processes, the fear of missing out 
(FOMO), continuous exposure to curated online content, and uninterrupted digital 
connectivity were identified as key psychological mechanisms driving negative 
mental health outcomes in children and adolescent. 

At the same time, the review highlights that social media should not be 
viewed solely as a source of psychological risk. When used constructively and in 
moderation, social media can foster social connectedness, emotional support, self-
expression, access to information, and a sense of belonging. These positive 
outcomes demonstrate that the effects of social media are highly dependent on 
individual characteristics, patterns of use, the quality of online interactions, family 
support, and broader social contexts. Therefore, the relationship between social 
media exposure and children's mental health is neither universally harmful nor 
universally beneficial, but rather dynamic, complex, and context-dependent. 

The findings further emphasize the critical role of mediating factors, 
particularly cyberbullying and sleep disturbance, in shaping mental health 
outcomes. Children exposed to online harassment and disrupted sleep patterns 
appear especially vulnerable to depression, anxiety, and psychological distress. 
Consequently, efforts to promote children's mental well-being in digital 
environments should extend beyond merely limiting screen time and instead focus 
on improving the quality of digital experiences, strengthening digital literacy, 
encouraging healthy online behaviors, and fostering supportive social 
environments. 

From a practical perspective, the review underscores the importance of 
collaborative efforts among parents, educators, healthcare professionals, 
policymakers, and technology companies. Effective strategies should include 
parental guidance, digital citizenship education, cyberbullying prevention 
programs, age-appropriate platform regulations, and the development of safer 
online environments for young users. Such interventions can help maximize the 
benefits of social media while minimizing its potential psychological risks. 

Finally, future research should move beyond simple measurements of 
social media usage duration and investigate the underlying mechanisms, 
contextual influences, and individual differences that shape children's responses 
to digital media exposure. Longitudinal and cross-cultural studies are particularly 
needed to better understand how evolving digital technologies influence mental 
health across different developmental stages. By adopting a more nuanced and 
evidence-based understanding of social media use, stakeholders can develop more 
effective approaches to support children's mental health and well-being in an 
increasingly interconnected digital world.   
 
FURTHER STUDY 

Future research should examine the long-term effects of social media 
exposure on children's mental health by considering differences in age, gender, 
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patterns of use, types of digital content, and platform characteristics. Further 
studies are also encouraged to investigate the roles of parental supervision, 
family support, digital literacy, and school environments as potential protective 
factors against negative psychological outcomes. In addition, longitudinal and 
cross-cultural research could provide a deeper understanding of how prolonged 
exposure to social media influences anxiety, depression, self-esteem, sleep 
quality, social relationships, and emotional development over time. Future 
research should also explore the potential benefits of social media, including 
social connection, emotional expression, and access to educational resources, to 
develop balanced and evidence-based strategies for creating safer and healthier 
digital environments for children. 
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