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THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON TEEN 
MENTAL HEALTH: A MIXED-METHOD 
INTERVENTION

Kelsey Sugita

ABSTRACT:This mixed-method study investigates how social media interactions—particularly 
social comparison and online validation—affect adolescent mental health. With smartphones and 
social media now deeply embedded in teen life, concerns have grown about their psychological 
impact, including links to depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem. While existing research 
suggests that reducing social media use can improve well-being, little is known about how specific 
engagement behaviors (likes, comments, shares) influence mental health outcomes.

This study will recruit 150–200 high school students (ages 13–17) in Renton, Washington, to 
explore these dynamics through surveys, journal entries, and interviews. Mental health will be 
assessed using various scales measuring depression, anxiety, and self-esteem, while qualitative data 
will capture personal experiences with social media. Statistical analysis will identify correlations 
between engagement patterns and mental health, while thematic coding will uncover emotional 
and behavioral responses.

The findings may reveal that certain types of social media interactions—especially those tied 
to comparison and validation—negatively impact teen mental health. This research could inform 
interventions, such as digital mindfulness tools or policy changes, to promote healthier online 
habits. While self-report biases and sampling limitations exist, this study lays groundwork for 
future longitudinal research on social media’s evolving role in adolescent development.

Research Proposal

Background & Introduction

Over the years of technological evolution 
and increased social media usage, various 
mental health issues among teenagers have 
risen. Studies have found that 95% of American 
teenagers have a smartphone, and 45% of them 
use their phone ‘constantly’ for over six hours 
daily (Ghaemi, 2020). This extensive usage 
underscores the significant role smartphones 
play in teenagers’ daily lives and raises concerns 
about the potential mental health impacts of 
such prolonged screen time. With the rise of 
technology usage, we have also seen a correlation 
to mental health disorders, such as depression, 
anxiety, and various psychiatric symptoms, 
which include lower levels of self-esteem, life 

satisfaction, and perceived happiness. It has 
been found that 22% of adolescents have shown 
depressive symptoms (Ghaemi, 2020). This 
suggests that nearly one in four teens may be 
struggling with depression, emphasizing the 
need to investigate contributing factors such 
as social media usage. Many teenagers have 
even expressed negative attitudes about their 
experience with social media while also being 
“highly motivated to use aspects of social 
media by aspects they experienced as positive” 
(Hjetland, 2021). This duality highlights the 
complex relationship teenagers have with 
social media, where the benefits often coexist 
with significant drawbacks. With technology 
growing, we must find a balance between using 
social media while also finding ways to be 
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disconnected in an attempt to eliminate these 
negative outcomes (Hjetland, 2021). Social 
media interactions, particularly those involving 
social comparison and online validation, 
significantly impact adolescent mental health 
outcomes. By examining these relationships, we 
can develop targeted interventions to mitigate 
the negative effects of social media on teenagers’ 
well-being.

Social Media

Social media has become a growing norm 
among teenagers and young adults over the 
years, especially during the pandemic. In a 2021 
study, it was found that nine out of ten youths 
use social media daily on various platforms, 
such as YouTube, Snapchat, Facebook, and 
Instagram (Henzel, 2021). This immense growth 
over the years has left us with many questions 
about its mental health effects. In a 2020 survey, 
users most used YouTube at 85%, Instagram 
at 72%, Snapchat at 69%, Facebook at 51%, 
and Twitter at 32% (Ghaemi, 2020). These 
statistics illustrate the dominance of visual and 
interactive platforms in teenagers’ social media 
habits, which may have unique implications 
for their mental health. This information could 
also eventually help us understand if there is a 
specific platform that may be the most harmful. 
“TikTok has also experienced an exponential 
increase of 7.5 million users during COVID-19” 
(Lambert, 2022). This reveals the large impact 
of social media use during the pandemic and 
how many may turn to this as a remedy for 
loneliness. In a 2021 study, it was found that 
50-74% of participants showed high levels of 
emotional distress and high-frequency use of 
social media after the COVID-19 outbreak. 
They examined how high-frequency social 
media users had poorer mental health via 
General Health Questionnaire ratings (Geirdal 
et al., 2021). This wide range suggests that a 
significant majority of individuals may have 
turned to social media as a coping mechanism 
during the pandemic, potentially exacerbating 
mental health challenges. This further proves 

that social media was one of the main causes 
of poor mental health and how this issue may 
have worsened due to the pandemic. Therefore, 
understanding this complex relationship is 
crucial to mitigate negative effects, especially 
following this pandemic. Social media can have 
a number of negative effects on mental health, 
one of them being self-worth through social 
comparison.

Social Comparison Theory

A large component of social media may have 
to do with social comparison theory. This theory 
suggests that individuals evaluate their own 
opinions and desires by comparing themselves 
to others (Festinger, 1954). An example of this 
would be teens comparing ‘follower’ numbers 
to their peers, which may result in them feeling 
like they are not enough. Comparison comes 
in two forms: upward and downward. Upward 
comparisons occur when people compare 
themselves with others who are deemed socially 
above them in some way and downwards act 
in the opposite direction (APA, 2018). In the 
context of social media, constant exposure to 
others who have an ‘idealized follower or like 
‘count’ may lead to low self-esteem (upward), 
and comparing oneself to those with a ‘low 
following count’ may temporarily raise self-
esteem (downward). This low self-esteem can 
have a large impact on mental health, including 
depression and anxiety.

Mental Health in Teenagers

Teenagers and young adults struggle with 
various mental health challenges, which have 
become more common every day. Around the 
world, one in seven 10-19-year-olds experiences 
a mental health disorder (WHO, 2024). This 
statistic underscores the widespread nature of 
mental health challenges among teenagers and 
the urgent need for effective interventions to 
address these issues. The commonality of this 
issue can be alarming at such a young age, 
which can play a larger role in their future, such 
as substance abuse, chronic health problems, 
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and suicide. Poor mental health may also lead 
to a lack of academic motivation, leading to 
absences or dropping out, social problems 
leading to loneliness, and substance abuse, 
which can result in health issues in the future 
or even overdose. Poor mental health may also 
cause a lack of healthy habits such as hygiene, 
eating, and more, which can have long-term 
effects. A study that measured emotional 
symptoms, conduct problems, peer relationship 
problems, and hyperactivity or inattention that 
surveyed participants every year for 10 years 
found that poor mental health scores increased 
every year (Plackett, 2023). Although this may 
be due to various reasons such as childhood 
trauma, this growth has sparked interest in 
whether the increase in social media usage and 
mental health issues is associated. 

Connection Between Mental Health and 
Social Media

Various past studies have further proved 
the correlation between mental health and 
social media by using questionnaires and 
interventions. An intervention involving a 
week-long break from social media revealed 
significant improvements in the intervention 
group’s well-being, depression, and anxiety 
levels. Using the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental 
Well-being Scale, the group’s well-being score 
improved to 55.93, while their depression and 
anxiety scores, measured by the Patient Health 
Questionnaire-8 and Generalized Anxiety 
Disorder Scale-7, decreased to 4.84 and 3.88, 
respectively. In contrast, the control group’s 
scores remained unchanged at 45.05, 6.95, and 
5.94 (Lambert, 2022). This suggests that even 
this small break from social media positively 
impacted the participants’ mental well-being. 
To be more specific, it was found that those 
who frequently posted and viewed social media 
posts had more mental health problems than 
those who rarely viewed or posted on social 
media, with 0.31 scores higher on the General 
Health Questionnaire (Yu, 2024). This finding 
highlights the potential risks of high social 

media engagement and underscores the need for 
further research into the mechanisms driving 
these outcomes. This also suggests that we 
may be able to combat this issue with further 
regulations.

Regulation

There are various ways we can fight this 
issue, which does not include getting rid of 
social media. A study found that “mindfulness-
based mobile apps led to a reduction in students’ 
anxiety and enhancement of well-being” (Sun, 
2023). Given this information, we can consider 
implementing this application into teenagers’ and 
young adults’ phones as a step to aid their well-
being. This proves that smartphone applications 
can be used positively, and we can apply this 
to future interventions. While these apps may 
play a positive role in users’ lives, breaks from 
smartphones entirely are very beneficial. As 
previously acknowledged, taking breaks from 
social media is good for your mental health. 
This information plays a critical role in finding 
the next steps to take in terms of regulation and 
intervention. Parents can contribute to stopping 
this issue by further monitoring social media 
use until they are adults and also by promoting 
healthy social media habits. Policymakers can 
help by implementing policies that further 
protect the youth from social media. 

Gaps in Knowledge

While this research has revealed various 
correlations between social media usage and 
mental health outcomes, there is little information 
on how specific types of engagement—such as 
likes, comments, shares, and views—impact 
mental health. Understanding how these 
interactions influence anxiety, depression, 
self-esteem, and self-worth is critical because 
it can help identify the specific mechanisms 
contributing to the mental health outcomes 
associated with social media usage. This gap 
in knowledge highlights the need for further 
research to explore these nuanced relationships.
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Research Question and Hypothesis

The rapid growth of social media usage 
has raised concerns about its impact on teens’ 
mental health. In a 2021 study, it was found 
that time spent on instant messaging services 
and psychological distress were positively 
correlated (Henzel, V., & Håkansson, 2021). 
This is significant because this distress can 
lead to various mental health issues that can 
have a lasting impact on teens’ future and 
growth, including academic performance, 
social relationships, career opportunities, and 
substance abuse. Despite this information, 
we still lack an understanding of the impact 
of specific interactions on social media, such 
as ‘likes’ and comments. This leads us to ask, 
how do social media interactions, particularly 
those involving social comparison and online 
validation, impact adolescent mental health 
outcomes? This mixed-method study will be 
conducted by recruiting teenage participants in 
various high schools in the area. Quantitative 
data will be collected through surveys to 
measure levels of mental health symptoms 
and social media engagement. Qualitative 
data will be collected through interviews and 
journal entries to explore personal experiences 
and emotional responses. These methods will 
be integrated to provide a bigger picture: the 
quantitative data will help show patterns and 
correlations, while the qualitative data will offer 
deeper insights into how and why social media 
affects teens’ mental health. I believe that this 
study will reveal a strong correlation between 
social media interactions and mental health.

Research Approach

Research Design

This study will take a mixed-method 
research approach to explore the relationship 
between social media interactions, particularly 
‘likes,’ and mental health outcomes with the 
consideration of the social comparison theory. 

This theory hypothesizes that people evaluate 
their abilities and attitudes in relation to those of 
others in a process that plays a significant role 
in self-image and subjective well-being (APA, 
2018). A mixed-method design combines both 
quantitative and qualitative research methods in 
a single study to provide a more comprehensive 
understanding of an issue. This design allows 
for an in-depth understanding of teenagers’ 
personal experiences as they navigate social 
media among fellow content creators. 

Study Population and Sampling

Participants will be aged 13-17 recruited from 
high schools in Renton, Washington, who post 
on social media and are willing to participate 
in the study. The sample group will consist of 
150-200 participants to maintain a diverse range 
of teenagers while also ensuring a thorough 
understanding of each participant. This study 
will also be using a simple random sampling 
approach by having a computer randomly 
selecting students from the schools’ registry and 
send emails asking if they would like to take 
part. If accepted, emails to parents will then be 
administered. This ensures equal chance among 
the population, a wide variety of participants 
and eliminates bias. 

Organization and Measurement

This study will be made up of three phases. In 
the first phase, participants will be asked to post 
on social media and document their feelings and 
thoughts every day for a week. At the end of the 
week, phase two will begin, where participants 
will then take a remote online survey asking 
them various questions about their latest 
social media post interactions and how it made 
them feel in terms of self-esteem and anxiety. 
Mental health outcomes will be measured 
through various questionnaires and scales to 
examine each one. Depression will be measured 
through the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 
(PHQ-9), Anxiety will be measured through 
the Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-
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7), and self-esteem will be assessed using the 
Rosenberg Self-Esteem scale. The initial survey 
format allows participants to be comfortable 
with their answers without the intimidation of 
an interviewer. In the third phase, participants 
will then be called in a couple of days after they 
have taken the survey to talk to an interviewer. 
This allows us to gain more insight and ask 
follow-up questions if needed. 

Data Collection

Data will be collected through journal entries 
that participants will fill out throughout the 
week with their thoughts and feelings on the 
interactions on their social media posts. After 
the week is over, emails will be sent out with 
surveys for participants to fill out, which 
consist of 3 questions for each of the measures 
mentioned previously. These questions will gain 
quantitative data via number scales. Interviews 
will then be conducted the following week, 
which will consist of qualitative questions based 
on survey answers. 

Data Analysis

Pearson correlation, linear regression, and 
t-tests will be used to assess quantitative data. 
Qualitative data will undergo thematic analysis. 
Transcripts from interviews and journal entries 
will be documented digitally, which will 
then be filtered and labeled with various key 
phrases and grouped into categories with open 
coding. Researchers will then find patterns 
in participants with various ‘like-to-follower 
ratios.’ All data will also be thoroughly analyzed 
by 3 different researchers separately to ensure 
quality and consistency. 

Ethical Considerations

This research will also need to be sent and 
approved by the Institutional Review Board 
(IRB). Each participant will be able to withdraw 
from the study at any time if needed. Prior to 
consent, participants will be given a clear idea 

of what will be conducted. Written and verbal 
informed consent will be required from both 
participants and parents or guardians of those 
participants in order to take part in the data 
collection. All data will remain confidential, 
and results will be deidentified before the 
research section of this study. Prior to the 
study, participants will be reminded of their 
confidentiality and their right to withdraw at any 
point. If at any point participants would like to 
withdraw after the data collection is complete, 
all statistical data will be scrapped. As the 
participants are minors, parents or guardians 
may also be able to withdraw their child at any 
given point.

Discussion

Significance

This study is important because it targets a 
more specific topic of the impact of social media 
on teenagers’ mental health. With the growing 
evidence to prove the negative impact of social 
media, it is important that we take steps to find 
the ‘why?’ of this issue. This study will be going 
into the idea of engagement and comparison. 
Researching these specific aspects of social 
media will contribute to future regulations that 
may be implemented in order to eliminate the 
negative effects of social media. Mental health 
affects millions of teenagers everywhere, and it 
is crucial that this is not overlooked as a ‘minor 
issue.’ This is also critical in informing parents, 
guardians, educators, and policymakers of what 
to look for and how to approach this going 
forward.

Limitations

There are several limitations that should be 
considered when conducting this study. One is 
response bias, which occurs when participants do 
not provide fully accurate and honest responses. 
Since this study relies on self-reported surveys 
and journal entities, participants may feel 
pressured to give responses that they believe are 
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socially acceptable in fear of looking bad rather 
than telling the truth. Another is sampling bias, 
which is the fact that the uneven variability of 
participants may falsely represent the teenage 
population due to sampling methods. Self-
selection bias may also be present in this study, 
as participants who choose to volunteer might 
not represent the broader teenage population. 
For example, teenagers who are less concerned 
about social media engagement or who use 
social media infrequently may be more likely 
to participate, while those who are heavily 
invested in social media might avoid the study. 
This could skew the results, as the sample 
may overrepresent lighter social media users. 
To mitigate this, the study will emphasize 
confidentiality and encourage participation 
from a diverse range of social media users, 
including those who are highly active on these 
platforms. Volunteer bias is another potential 
limitation, as participants who choose to join 
the study may differ from those who do not. 
For instance, teenagers who volunteer might be 
less invested in social media or less affected by 
its negative aspects, such as social comparison. 
This could lead to an underrepresentation 
of heavy social media users or those who 
experience significant mental health challenges 
related to social media. To fight some of these 
biases, ensuring confidentiality can encourage 
participants to answer honestly. In an attempt 
to eliminate sampling bias, we chose Renton, 
Washington, as the location due to its diverse 
population, representing various races, 
incomes, and backgrounds. By acknowledging 
these limitations, we can contribute to a more 
comprehensive understanding of the complex 
relationship between social media and mental 
health.

Future Directions

The data collected from this study will be 
used to further research the long-term effects of 
social media engagement, such as changes in the 
relationship between social media and users as 
they get older. A longitudinal study—a research 

design that follows the same participants over 
an extended period—could provide valuable 
insights into these trends. By tracking teenagers 
over several years, researchers can observe 
patterns in social media usage and mental 
health outcomes, identifying critical periods 
when social media may be most damaging. For 
example, such a study could reveal whether 
early adolescence, ages 11-14, or later teenage 
years, ages 15-18, are more vulnerable to the 
negative effects of social media. This will help 
parents or guardians find out when social media 
should be introduced to their children and what 
regulations they should implement in the future, 
such as time limits, usage monitoring, and 
having open conversations about the potential 
risks of social media.
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