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Abstract

Purpose of Review We evaluate the contemporary societal belief that social media use causes mental health problems among
adolescents, such as depressive and eating disorders, and suicide. We alternatively raise the more likely scenario that poor
mental health is what can drive social media use/overuse.

Recent Findings We summarize empirical evidence from longitudinal studies on relations between social media use/overuse
and mental health among adolescents, demonstrating mixed findings and important methodological limitations that preclude
our ability to state that social media use is a major cause of mental disorder. Nonetheless, we discuss the need for government
regulation of social media companies, given that these companies have purposefully promoted excessive social media use in
adolescents, and have inadequately protected against violent content and misinformation on their platforms.

Summary Social media use/overuse is not likely a major cause of mental disorder, but can nonetheless result in other harms.

Keywords Social media use - Problematic social media use - Social networking - Technology addiction - Depression -

Mental disorder

Introduction

News media outlets have increasingly suggested that social
media use causes mental health problems, especially among
adolescents [1, 2]. This view has been further supported by
Jonathan Haidt’s international bestseller “The anxious gen-
eration” [3], a book criticized in a Nature piece mentioning

>4 Jon D. Elhai
contact@jon-elhai.com

Zsolt Demetrovics
zsolt.demetrovics@gmail.com

Silvia Casale
silvia.casale@unifi.it

Christian Montag

cmontag@um.edu.mo

Department of Psychology, University of Toledo, 2801 West
Bancroft Street, Toledo, OH 43606, USA

Department of Neurosciences and Psychiatry, University of
Toledo, 3000 Arlington Avenue, Toledo, OH 43614, USA

Flinders University Institute for Mental Health and
Wellbeing, College of Human Sciences and Culture, Flinders
University, Bedford Park, SA, Australia

Published online: 01 July 2026

that the “repeated suggestion that digital technologies are
rewiring our children’s brains and causing an epidemic of
mental illness is not supported by science.” (p. 29) [4].
Relatedly, governmental bodies have compelled social
media companies to testify about and answer for alleged
mental health harms from adolescent social media use [5].
Furthermore, civil lawsuits have been filed against social
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media companies, claiming harm incurred to adolescents’
mental health [6, 7]. Additionally, minimum age restric-
tions (traditionally, age 13 in the past) have been increased,
requiring younger adolescents to mature by several years
before beginning social media use [8, 9]. In fact, smartphone
bans have been enacted in many school districts around the
world [10, 11].

Specifically, the news media have honed in on social
media use causing depressive disorders, eating disorders,
and suicide among adolescents [2]. But are these assertions
based on scientific evidence? In the present paper, we dis-
cuss theory and research regarding whether social media use/
overuse causes mental health problems among adolescents.
We especially address whether mental disorder is a possible
outcome from social media use, but we also address other
potential, relevant outcomes as well. As we discuss below,
the research literature examining the connection between
social media use and mental health has conflicting findings
and suffers from major methodological limitations.

Relevance of the Youth Mental Health Crisis

Relatedly, at present, there is a youth mental health crisis
globally [12]. Over the last 15 years or so (even before the
COVID-19 pandemic), among youth from many coun-
tries, prevalence rates have in fact significantly increased
for suicide, non-suicidal self-injury, and numerous mental
disorders such as depressive, anxiety, psychotic and eating
disorders [reviewed in 12]. These increasing prevalence
rates have coincided with the rise of social media and smart-
phone use. Therefore, a common belief in society is that the
increased use of modern technologies, especially social
media and smartphone use, has played a major causal role
in the development of this youth mental health crisis [3, 13].

Poor Mental Health Drives Social Media Use/
Overuse

An alternative possibility is that other causes (rather than
social media use) have driven the youth mental health crisis.
Of course, scientists are taught not to confuse correlation
with causation. However, we believe that society has likely
confused cause and effect regarding the connection between
social media use and poor mental health.

In fact, it is more likely that poor mental health causes
increased social media use, rather than the opposite
sequence. For many years, prominent theoretical frame-
works and models have conceptualized mental health
problems as an important and primary cause of increased
Internet (such as social media) use and overuse [14]. In
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these theoretical models, social media use is conceptualized
to serve as a method of alleviating negative emotion among
individuals with emotional problems. Excessive or prob-
lematic social media use (PSMU), involving social media
overuse with adverse consequences to daily functioning, in
particular is conceptualized as a maladaptive mood regula-
tion strategy [15, 16]. We should emphasize that PSMU has
features resembling addiction, but scientific research has
not yet supported PSMU being truly addictive [17]. Fur-
thermore, PSMU might be a potential candidate, but has not
been included as a diagnosis in the latest revisions of the
diagnostic manuals [15].

The theoretical models to which we refer include Uses
and Gratifications Theory [18], Compensatory Internet Use
Theory [19], the Cognitive-Behavioral Model of Patho-
logical Internet Use [20], Cognitive-Behavioral Model of
Generalized Problematic Internet Use [21], and Interac-
tion of Person-Affect-Cognition-Execution (I-PACE) [22].
According to these models, an individual who has mental
health problems (among additional risk factors) may conse-
quently use or overuse the Internet/social media as a conve-
nient method to improve their mood.

We acknowledge (often addressed by these theories
above) that social media use and PSMU can trigger a nega-
tive mood state (rather than mental disorder); after passive
social media use, 10% of the investigated participants felt
worse emotionally [23]. And such use could exacerbate
(rather than initially cause) mental disorder among those
individuals with existing premorbid mental health symp-
toms. Furthermore, involvement in especially risky or
dangerous social media use, such as being the victim or
perpetrator of cyberbullying [24] or cyberstalking [25],
or witnessing repeated trauma-based imagery [26], can
cause negative mental health consequences. However, it is
unlikely that normal, non-risky social media use/overuse
is a major cause of mental disorder among those individu-
als without a history or vulnerability to disorder. Instead,
other established causes are more likely to influence mental
disorders.

What Really Causes Mental Disorder?

In fact, the current societal notion that social media use
has caused the youth mental health crisis does not fit with
decades of psychiatric epidemiology research on the major
causes of mental illness. Scientific evidence has demon-
strated that the major causes of mental disorder include
genetics and biological divergences, psychological trauma
and adversity, maladaptive child-rearing/parenting prac-
tices, socioeconomic issues such as financial/job strain, and
other factors, reviewed in [27, 28]. Internet/social media/
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Fig. 1 Examples of major causes of mental disorder

screen use or overuse does not fit well within these known
major causes of mental disorder. In fact, prior introductions
of new technology (e.g., the radio, TV, etc.) have never been
seriously considered or found as viable causes of mental
illness. Thus, conceptualizing Internet technology use as
a major cause of mental disorder would upend decades of
conceptualization and science in the field of psychiatric
epidemiology. Figure 1 depicts examples of major causes
of mental disorders (in dark colored boxes); social media
use appears in a light-colored box enclosed with a dotted
rather than solid line, suggesting that while it is not likely
a major cause of mental disorder, it may nonetheless have
some role in certain circumstances. The connection between
social media use and mental disorder is also depicted with
reciprocal arrows, indicating bidirectionality. Icons are from
www.flaticon.com.

So Why do Many People Believe that Social
Media use Causes Mental Disorder?

First, throughout history, as new technology has emerged,
a substantial proportion of the population has engaged in a
backlash against it, focusing on its negative effects rather
than positive benefits [29]. This phenomenon has been also
described as the Sisyphean cycle of technology panics [30].
Social media is an example of a contemporary technology
being dismissed — perhaps because (as mentioned above)
society has confused cause and effect regarding the social
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media use-mental disorder relationship. Second, people
feel relieved if they believe the youth mental health crisis
is due to an identifiable (and potentially changeable) reason
(i.e., social media) rather than being the result of unknown
or perhaps random, unchangeable reasons (e.g., genetics,
prior trauma). This phenomenon is known as the just-world
hypothesis [31]. Without having a culprit to account for the
youth mental health crisis, people would feel helpless to
intervene with today’s youth. Third, we must acknowledge
that, as discussed below, research studying the connection
between social media use and mental health suffers from
major methodological limitations. Thus, the researchers
also bear some responsibility for fueling the assumption that
social media use causes mental disorder.

Despite societal belief; it is important to examine the sci-
entific evidence regarding whether social media use causes
mental disorder.

Nature of the Association Between Social
Media use and Mental Health: The Research
Evidence

A significant body of research has emerged, examining the
relationship between social media use/overuse and men-
tal health. This research question has been investigated
in numerous school-aged adolescent samples (under age
17-18), finding increased social media use related to depres-
sion symptoms primarily with small effects, reviewed [32],
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and to anxiety with small to medium effects, reviewed in
[33]. Social media use is also associated with greater body
dissatisfaction in youth [34]. PSMU symptoms have also
been examined, though in relatively few adolescent sam-
ples, finding small to medium associations with depression
severity [35, 36], and medium to large associations with
anxiety severity [37-39].

Importantly, however, these studies discussed above
were all cross-sectional. Thus, findings cannot be used to
conclude whether social media use/overuse caused mental
health symptoms or if the opposite sequence is supported.
Examining evidence from longitudinal studies would be
needed to address this question (albeit not even longitudinal
study designs per se guarantee valid causal inferences).

Initially, we conducted a literature search in September
2025, which we repeated in February 2026, regarding lon-
gitudinal studies on relations between social media use/
PSMU and mental health symptoms among adolescents.
We used search terms related to social media/network-
ing use, and adolescents/children, and repeated measures/
longitudinal methodology. We focused our search on
adolescent samples rather than college student samples.
We excluded experience sampling/ecological momen-
tary assessment including only short-term data collection
methodology. We also excluded studies that assessed psy-
chological constructs unrelated to mental health symp-
toms. Ultimately, we discovered 21 relevant studies which
we discuss next.

In fact, several studies examined longitudinal relations
between social media use and mental health among ado-
lescents, mostly examining depression, anxiety, and alco-
hol abuse. These studies span numerous countries across
North America, Europe and Asia, the majority of which
had 3 or more waves of data analyzed. However, conflict-
ing findings were observed regarding directionality. Some
work has demonstrated that mental health problems, includ-
ing prior alcohol use [40] and depression symptoms [41],
influenced subsequent social media use levels; depression
also influenced later PSMU levels [42, 43]. Others have
instead found that earlier social media use (and/or PSMU)
influenced subsequent mental health symptoms, including
anxiety, depression or eating disorder symptoms [44—54].
One study found bidirectional relations for social media
use with both alcohol use and internalizing symptoms [55].
While still other studies found no significant longitudinal
association [56—60].

These mixed findings make it difficult, if not impos-
sible, to conclude that social media use/overuse is an
important cause of mental disorder. Furthermore, these
longitudinal studies share two major weaknesses. First,
only one of these studies used a standardized clinical
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interview-based measure of mental disorder (for eating
disorder symptoms) [54]; rather, they used brief, self-
report measures to assess mental health symptoms. Yet,
use of structured diagnostic interviews of mental disorder
is the gold-standard for assessing and diagnosing mental
disorder; self-report measures cannot be reliably used to
diagnose mental disorder on their own [61, 62]. Thus,
any significant social media-mental health associations
would merely suggest that higher levels of social media
use correlate with greater reports of negative mood or an
unspecified number of mental health symptoms, but not
necessarily a diagnosable disorder. Furthermore, with-
out structured diagnostic interviews, it is not possible to
rule out the possibility that pre-existing mental disorder
rather than social media influenced later mental health
symptoms. Second, none of these studies objectively
assessed social media use with device-based screentime
estimates. Instead, they all used subjectively reported
estimates of social media use (mostly 1-2 social media
use frequency items). Such subjective estimates of inter-
net use are known to be highly inaccurate when judged
against objective data [63, 64].

Therefore, at the present time, because of mixed findings
and the lack of standardized diagnostic data and objective
social media data implemented, it would be difficult to con-
clude that social media use is an important cause of mental
disorder. Continued use of longitudinal studies, implement-
ing standardized diagnostic interviews and objectively-
measured social media use data relying on mobile sensing
and digital phenotyping [65], would be required to offer
such a conclusion.

More Likely Causes of the Youth Mental
Health Crisis

If we cannot conclude that social media use is a major cause
of mental disorder, what has most likely caused the youth
mental health crisis? Likely, numerous other influencing
factors representing recent adverse societal changes have
caused this crisis. These factors include an earlier puberty
onset, growing economic and social disparities and related
stress, increased academic achievement pressure from par-
ents, overparenting (e.g., helicopter parenting) practices,
increased focus on individualism with less governmental
social service intervention, and social isolation and stress
from the pandemic [12, 66, 67]. Unlike social media use,
these factors fit with the known, major causes of mental dis-
order from the psychiatric epidemiology literature. More-
over, these factors may also be predictors of social media
overuse.
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Social Media Use Offers Benefits

We have so far focused primarily on whether social media
confers negative consequences to mental health. However,
we have not yet mentioned that social media use actually
offers positive benefits to individuals [68]. In fact, social
media use has numerous advantages for adolescents, in pro-
moting social support, building and bridging social capital,
and maintaining in-person relationships, reviewed in [69,
70]. The positive benefits of social media use often become
lost in society’s discussion of whether social media causes
mental health problems.

Adding Nuance in Examining the Social
Media Use-Mental Health Connection

It is important that we offer some caveats about social media
use in connection with mental health. First, we primarily
focus on adolescents here, and how social media use is
likely not a major influence on mental disorder. Certainly,
we do not believe that younger children (e.g., below age 13)
should be using social media. For healthy brain develop-
ment, it is important that children have enough play-time
outside. Fulfilling the inner mammalian need for (rough and
tumble) play is highly relevant in shaping social learning
and motor skills [71]. As long as the social media industry
operates with a data-driven business model aiming at pro-
longation of online time, we think that this stands in stark
contrast to fulfillment of important psycho-developmental
tasks [72]. This argument also needs to be considered for
the psycho-developmental tasks in adolescents including
identity formation.

Second, we must be careful not to treat social media use
as a single, monolithic activity. Different social media plat-
forms may have different effects on adolescents. Also, what
one specifically does on social media matters, with social
and active use being more beneficial to well-being than
non-social, passive use, reviewed in [73]. And as discussed
above, involvement in risky/dangerous social media use can
be harmful to mental health. Excessive exposure to body
appearance-focused content can also worsen body image
and self-esteem for some, which is relevant to eating disor-
ders [74]. Fittingly, recent evidence suggests that abstaining
from social media use on one’s smartphone reduced body
dissatisfaction [75]. And certain types of smartphone and
social media use may impair attention [76]. Third, time
spent on social media is important in conferring well-being
and social benefits. Yet, the relationship between social
media use and well-being/socialization is not linear. Instead,
research has discovered an inverted U-shaped relationship:
very low and very high social media use frequency have

little benefit to well-being, while moderate use confers the
most benefit [77].

If Social Media Use is Not a Major Cause
of Mental Disorder, are the Social Media
Companies Absolved from Wrongdoing?

Despite our arguments and evidence that social media use is
not a major influence on mental disorder, this does not mean
that social media companies are free from blame in causing
harm to adolescents. As we stated earlier, social media use
can still exacerbate mental health symptoms among the vul-
nerable. And we already acknowledged that risky/danger-
ous content on social media can cause mental disorder. Yet
social media companies have not gone far enough in moni-
toring and moderating dangerous, violent content witnessed
by adolescents on their platforms [78, 79]. The social media
industry also does not adequately protect against misinfor-
mation, which can adversely affect democracy [80].

Furthermore, social media companies know exactly
which elements of their platforms (e.g., the Like button,
short-form video reels, etc.) influence their consumers to
excessively engage in use, at the expense of other important
activities such as work, school or socializing [81]. This point
belongs to the discussion around the displacement hypoth-
esis; hence, if young users spend too much time on a social
media platform, they have less time for fulfilling important
psycho-developmental tasks (which then could have det-
rimental consequences to mental health, in particular for
vulnerable users - see above) [72].! The social media com-
panies actively entice their consumers (using these design
elements) to increasingly stay on their platforms for revenue
generation. Prolonged use earns revenue from advertisers,
and by eliciting more consumer data allowing more micro
targeting of ads [82].

We believe that companies should certainly manufacture
the best products that they can, to offer the highest quality to
their consumers. Companies should not be expected to offer
inferior products just so that consumers avoid spending a lot
of time using their products. However, these companies also
have responsibility. Yet, the motivation behind the social
media industry is not only to offer a high-quality product, but
to also use their consumers (and their data) without regard
to (and in fact often promoting) consumer harm. The social
media industry would be wise to recall what happened to the

! Again, we mention that this does not stand in contrast with the

above summarized evidence pointing against social media being a
major driving factor of developing mental disorders. Here, we make
the point again that products aiming merely at prolongation of online
time need to be seen as detrimental, and for some users might have — in
concert with other variables as depicted in Fig. 1 — detrimental effects.
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tobacco industry starting in the 1990s when tobacco compa-
nies were found to purposefully add addictive elements to
their products (and concealed this knowledge) to keep their
consumers addicted to cigarettes — the result were major,
expensive lawsuits that the tobacco industry often lost [83].
In the end, to reduce time spent online, we believe that the
industry (not the user) must change [84].

Conclusions

Despite contemporary societal thinking, theoretical frame-
works, and decades of psychiatric epidemiology research
suggest that poor mental health causes increased social
media use/overuse rather than the opposite sequence.
Furthermore, scientific evidence from longitudinal stud-
ies does not support the contention that social media use
is an important cause of mental disorder in adolescents, at
least not seen from the perspective of a monocausal fac-
tor. Additionally, exposure to appearance-based ideals is
a well-known contributing factor to eating disorders. Yet,
as mentioned above, primarily in vulnerable youth, would
social media use play a role, among other more important
factors, in driving mental disorder. Against this background,
we believe that other adverse societal changes have instead
caused the youth mental health crisis. Nonetheless, social
media companies still have a responsibility to safeguard
harmful content, and heed vulnerable users; a responsibil-
ity the social media companies have largely shirked. These
companies will likely continue to avoid such responsibility
unless government regulations force them to make changes.

We should emphasize that social media in itself is not
necessarily harmful. It is merely a channel or medium, and
the important question is - which content features come
through the medium that may cause harm? The worrisome
content features include (a) general platform elements that
can trigger overuse, and (b) risky/dangerous content that
can trigger mental health harm. These content features are
the real source of social media’s problem, and should be
targets of government regulation.

The youth mental health crisis is legitimate. And society
desperately wants a culprit to blame for this crisis, and a
means of intervention. Social media seems to be an easy cul-
prit because it appears obvious to people that social media
may have caused this crisis. Also, the solutions seem fairly
straightforward — ban social media use among younger ado-
lescents. However, for adolescents who habitually use social
media, abruptly discontinuing use may pose several risks.
And, if our arguments here are correct, and social media
use in fact is not the major driving cause of mental disorder
among adolescents, what will happen when these proposed
solutions are implemented but are not effective? Who will
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we blame next when newly emerging adolescents continue
to struggle emotionally?

Acknowledgements N/A.

Author contributions JDE wrote the original draft; ZD, SC, and CM
reviewed and edited. All authors provided final approval for the ver-
sion to be published. All authors agree to be accountable for all aspects
of the work.

Funding This research did not receive any specific grant from funding
agencies in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.

Data Availability No datasets were generated or analysed during the
current study.

Declarations

Human and Animal Rights and Informed Consent N/A — no data were
used.

Al Statement The authors did not use generative or assistive Al for
article write-up.

Competing interests The authors report no conflicts of interest with
this paper’s study. In addition, the authors report the following: Jon
Elhai has never received funding or payments from the social media
industry. Zsolt Demetrovics has never received funding or payments
from the social media industry. Silvia Casale has never received fund-
ing or payments from the social media industry. Dr. Montag mentions
that he was part of a discussion circle (Digitalitdt und Verantwortung:
https://about.fb.com/de/news/h/gespraechskreis-digitalitact-und-veran
twortung/) debating ethical questions linked to social media, digitali-
zation and society/democracy at Facebook. In this context, he received
no salary for his activities.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format,
as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate
if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright
holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.o
rg/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

1. Austin D. The teen social media crisis is here. What now? USA
Today: USA Today; 2025 [Available from: https://www.usatoda
y.com/story/life/health-wellness/2025/09/03/why-is-social-medi
a-bad-for-teens/85857627007/

2. Beard M. How social media can impact a child’s mental health,
as Australia enacts ban: New York Post; 2025 [Available from: h
ttps://mypost.com/2025/12/13/health/how-social-media-can-impa
ct-a-childs-health/

3. Haidt J. Anxious generation. New York: Penguin Press; 2024.


https://about.fb.com/de/news/h/gespraechskreis-digitalitaet-und-verantwortung
https://about.fb.com/de/news/h/gespraechskreis-digitalitaet-und-verantwortung
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/life/health-wellness/2025/09/03/why-is-social-media-bad-for-teens/85857627007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/life/health-wellness/2025/09/03/why-is-social-media-bad-for-teens/85857627007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/life/health-wellness/2025/09/03/why-is-social-media-bad-for-teens/85857627007/
https://nypost.com/2025/12/13/health/how-social-media-can-impact-a-childs-health/
https://nypost.com/2025/12/13/health/how-social-media-can-impact-a-childs-health/
https://nypost.com/2025/12/13/health/how-social-media-can-impact-a-childs-health/

Current Addiction Reports

(2026) 13:62

Page70f9 62

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

Odgers CL. The great rewiring: is social media really behind an
epidemic of teenage mental illness. Nature. 2024;628:29-30.
Kerr D. Lawmakers grilled TikTok CEO Chew for 5 hours in a
high-stakes hearing about the app: NPR; 2023 [Available from: h
ttps://www.npr.org/2023/03/23/1165579717/tiktok-congress-hea
ring-shou-zi-chew-project-texas

Jamali L. Instagram and YouTube owners built ‘addiction
machines’, trial hears 2026 [Available from: https://www.bbc.co
m/news/articles/c3wlpqpe2z4o

Ortutay B. Social media companies face legal reckoning over men-
tal health harms to children: Associated Press; 2026 [Available
from: https://apnews.com/article/social-media-trials-meta-zuckerbe
rg-youtube-tiktok-addiction-85c4d813c42845aeb31913ec8f2f3e86
PBS News. French lawmakers approve ban on social media for
kids under 15: PBS News; 2026 [Available from: https://www.p
bs.org/newshour/world/french-lawmakers-approve-ban-on-socia
l-media-for-kids-under-15

Jamali L, Turnbull T. Australia’s social media ban for children has
left big tech scrambling: BBC; 2025 [Available from: https://ww
w.bbc.com/news/articles/ce86381p70eo

Montag C, Elhai JD. Do we need a digital school uniform? Argu-
ments for and against a smartphone ban in schools. Societal
Impacts. 2023;1:100002.

The Associated Press. Students face new cellphone restrictions
in 17 states as school year begins: The Associated Press. 2025
[Available from: https://apnews.com/article/schools-cellphone-b
ans-social-media-parents-d6464fbfdfae83189¢752fe0c40fd060
McGorry P, Gunasiri H, Mei C, Rice S, Gao CX. The youth
mental health crisis: analysis and solutions. Front Psychiatry.
2024;15:1517533.

Weigle PE, Shafi RMA. Social media and youth mental health.
Curr Psychiatry Rep. 2024;26(1):1-8.

Tunney C, Rooney B. Using theoretical models of prob-
lematic internet use to inform psychological formulation: a
systematic scoping review. Clin Child Psychol Psychiatry.
2023;28(2):810-30.

Demetrovics Z, Czako A, Potenza M, Griffiths M, Fineberg N,
Stein D, Ekhtiari H, Brand M, Montag C, Lin C-Y, Li L, Elhai JD,
Kiraly O. Are you on the internet or using screen-based devices?
Revisiting the concepts of ‘internet addiction’ and ‘smartphone
addiction’. J Behav Addict. in press.

Fineberg NA, Menchon JM, Hall N, Dell’Osso B, Brand M, Potenza
MN, et al. Advances in problematic usage of the internet research - a
narrative review by experts from the European network for prob-
lematic usage of the internet. Compr Psychiatry. 2022;118:152346.
Brand M, Antons S, Bothe B, Demetrovics Z, Fineberg NA,
Jimenez-Murcia S, et al. Current advances in behavioral addic-
tions: from fundamental research to clinical practice. Am J Psy-
chiatry. 2025;182(2):155-63.

Katz E, Blumer JG, Gurevitch M. Uses and gratifications research.
Public Opin Q. 1973-1974;37(4):509-23.

Kardefelt-Winther D. A conceptual and methodological critique
of internet addiction research: towards a model of compensatory
internet use. Comput Human Behav. 2014;31:351-4.

Davis RA. A cognitive-behavioral model of pathological Internet
use. Comput Human Behav. 2001;17(2):187-95.

Caplan SE. Theory and measurement of generalized problem-
atic Internet use: a two-step approach. Comput Human Behav.
2010;26(5):1089-97.

Brand M, Muller A, Wegmann E, Antons S, Brandtner A, Muller
SM, Stark R, Steins-Loeber S, Potenza MN. Current interpre-
tations of the I-PACE model of behavioral addictions. J Behav
Addict. 2025;14(1):1-17.

Beyens I, Pouwels JL, van Keijsers DII, Valkenburg L. The effect
of social media on well-being differs from adolescent to adoles-
cent. Sci Rep. 2020;10:10763.

24.

25.

26.

217.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

Camerini A-L, Marciano L, Carrara A, Schulz PJ. Cyberbullying
perpetration and victimization among children and adolescents:
a systematic review of longitudinal studies. Telemat Inform.
2020;49:101362.

Stevens F, Nurse JR, Arief B. Cyber stalking, cyber harassment,
and adult mental health: a systematic review. Cyberpsychol
Behav Soc Netw. 2021;24:367-76.

Pfefferbaum B, Newman E, Nelson SD, Nitiema P, Pfefferbaum
RL, Rahman A. Disaster media coverage and psychological out-
comes: descriptive findings in the extant research. Curr Psychia-
try Rep. 2014;16(9):464.

Arango C, Dragioti E, Solmi M, Cortese S, Domschke K, Mur-
ray RM, et al. Risk and protective factors for mental disorders
beyond genetics: an evidence-based atlas. World Psychiatry.
2021;20(3):417-36.

Kirkbride J, Anglin D, Colman I, Dykxhoorn J, Jones P, Patalay
P, et al. The social determinants of mental health and disorder:
evidence, prevention and recommendations. World Psychiatry.
2024;23(1):58-90.

Nichols TP, Logan C, Garcia A. Generative Al and the (re)turn to
luddism. Learn Media Technol. 2025;50(3):379-92.

Orben A. The Sisyphean cycle of technology panics. Perspect
Psychol Sci. 2020;15(5):1143-57.

Nudelman G. The belief in a just world and personality: a meta-
analysis. Soc Justice Res. 2013;26(2):105-19.

Ivie EJ, Pettitt A, Moses LJ, Allen NB. A meta-analysis of the
association between adolescent social media use and depressive
symptoms. J Affect Disord. 2020;275:165-74.

Piteo EM, Ward K. Review: social networking sites and asso-
ciations with depressive and anxiety symptoms in children and
adolescents - a systematic review. Child Adolesc Ment Health.
2020;25(4):201-16.

Sharma A, Vidal C. A scoping literature review of the associa-
tions between highly visual social media use and eating disor-
ders and disordered eating: a changing landscape. J Eat Disord.
2023;11(1):170.

Kircaburun K, Griffiths MD, Billieux J. Trait emotional intelli-
gence and problematic online behaviors among adolescents: the
mediating role of mindfulness, rumination, and depression. Pers
Individ Dif. 2019;139:208-13.

Wang P, Wang X, Wu 'Y, Xie X, Wang X, Zhao F, et al. Social net-
working sites addiction and adolescent depression: a moderated
mediation model of rumination and self-esteem. Pers Individ Dif.
2018;127:162-7.

Kilingel S, Muratdagi G. Evaluation of factors affecting social
media addiction in adolescents during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Ann Clin Anal Med. 2021;12(04):447-51.

Kim MR, Oh JW, Huh BY. Analysis of factors related to social
network service addiction among Korean high school students. J
Addict Nurs. 2020;31(3):203-12.

Yildiz Durak H. Modeling of variables related to problematic
internet usage and problematic social media usage in adolescents.
Curr Psychol. 2018;39(4):1375-87.

Brunborg GS, Skogen JC, Burdzovic Andreas J. Time spent on
social media and alcohol use among adolescents: a longitudinal
study. Addict Behav. 2022;130:107294.

Puukko K, Hietajarvi L, Maksniemi E, Alho K, Salmela-Aro K.
Social media use and depressive symptoms: a longitudinal study
from early to late adolescence. Int J Environ Res Public Health.
2020;17(16):5921.

Liu P, Wang J, Zuo Q, Han T, Zhang J. Depression and social
media addiction among teenagers in a longitudinal study with
dual moderation. Sci Rep. in press.

Ji W, Ding L, Li X, Wu Y, Li H. Why is problematic social
media use more prevalent among Chinese adolescents with prob-
able depression than their non-depressed peers? A longitudinal

@ Springer


https://www.npr.org/2023/03/23/1165579717/tiktok-congress-hearing-shou-zi-chew-project-texas
https://www.npr.org/2023/03/23/1165579717/tiktok-congress-hearing-shou-zi-chew-project-texas
https://www.npr.org/2023/03/23/1165579717/tiktok-congress-hearing-shou-zi-chew-project-texas
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c3wlpqpe2z4o
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c3wlpqpe2z4o
https://apnews.com/article/social-media-trials-meta-zuckerberg-youtube-tiktok-addiction-85c4d813c42845aeb3f913ec8f2f3e86
https://apnews.com/article/social-media-trials-meta-zuckerberg-youtube-tiktok-addiction-85c4d813c42845aeb3f913ec8f2f3e86
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/french-lawmakers-approve-ban-on-social-media-for-kids-under-15
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/french-lawmakers-approve-ban-on-social-media-for-kids-under-15
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/french-lawmakers-approve-ban-on-social-media-for-kids-under-15
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ce86381p70eo
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ce86381p70eo
https://apnews.com/article/schools-cellphone-bans-social-media-parents-d6464fbfdfae83189c752fe0c40fd060
https://apnews.com/article/schools-cellphone-bans-social-media-parents-d6464fbfdfae83189c752fe0c40fd060

62

Page 8 of 9

Current Addiction Reports (2026) 13:62

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51,

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

examination of the mediating roles of peer acceptance and loneli-
ness. Addict Behav. 2026;177:108640.

Gingras MP, Brendgen M, Beauchamp MH, Seguin JR, Trem-
blay RE, Cote SM, et al. Adolescents and social media: lon-
gitudinal links between types of use, problematic use and
internalizing symptoms. Res Child Adolesc Psychopathol.
2023;51(11):1641-55.

Kim H-s. The impact of online social networking on ado-
lescent psychological well-being (WB): a population-level
analysis of Korean school-aged children. Int J Adolesc Youth.
2016;22(3):364-76.

Lachaab M. Trends, risk factors and interventions for some men-
tal health problems in the US children and adolescents: evidence
from the National Survey of Children’s Health, 2016-2022. J
Public Ment Health. 2016;23(3):229—42.

Raudsepp L. Brief report: problematic social media use and sleep
disturbances are longitudinally associated with depressive symp-
toms in adolescents. J Adolesc. 2019;76:197-201.

Shoshani A, Kor A, Bar S. The impact of social media use on psy-
chiatric symptoms and well-being of children and adolescents in
the Post-COVID-19 era: a four-year longitudinal study. Eur Child
Adolesc Psychiatry. 2024;33(11):4013-27.

Thorisdottir IE, Sigurvinsdottir R, Kristjansson AL, Allegrante
JP, Lilly CL, Sigfusdottir ID. Longitudinal association between
social media use and psychological distress among adolescents.
Prev Med. 2020;141:106270.

Viner RM, Gireesh A, Stiglic N, Hudson LD, Goddings AL,
Ward JL, et al. Roles of cyberbullying, sleep, and physical
activity in mediating the effects of social media use on mental
health and wellbeing among young people in England: a second-
ary analysis of longitudinal data. Lancet Child Adolesc Health.
2019;3(10):685-96.

Shen C, Girela-Serrano BM, Di Simplicio M, Spiers A, Dumon-
theil I, Thomas MSC, et al. Social networking site use, depressive
and anxiety symptoms in adolescents: evidence from a longitudi-
nal cohort study (SCAMP). BMC Med. 2026;24:Article Number
139.

Nagata JM, Otmar CD, Shim J, Balasubramanian P, Cheng CM,
LiEJ, Al-Shoaibi AAA, Shao IY, Ganson KT, Testa A, Kiss O, He
J, Baker FC. Social media use and depressive symptoms during
early adolescence. JAMA Netw Open. 2025;8(5):¢2511704.
Livet A, Boers E, Laroque F, Afzali MH, McVey G, Conrod PJ.
Pathways from adolescent screen time to eating related symp-
toms: a multilevel longitudinal mediation analysis through self-
esteem. Psychol Health. 2024;39(9):1167-82.

Chu J, Ganson KT, Testa A, Al-Shoaibi AAA, Jackson DB, Rod-
gers RF, et al. Screen time, problematic screen use, and eating
disorder symptoms among early adolescents: findings from the
Adolescent Brain Cognitive Development (ABCD) Study. Eat
Weight Disord. 2024;29(1):57.

Zheng X, Yang M, Li R, Li W, Lis N, Lin HC. Reciprocal rela-
tionships among youth social media use, internalizing symptoms,
and substance use. Drug Alcohol Depend. 2026;278:113018.
Coyne SM, Rogers AA, Zurcher JD, Stockdale L, Booth M. Does
time spent using social media impact mental health?: an eight year
longitudinal study. Comput Human Behav. 2020;104:106160.
Ferguson CJ. Longitudinal associations between social media
use and mental health outcomes in sample of Irish youth: a brief
report. Commun Rep. 2024;37(1):75-86.

Plackett R, Sheringham J, Dykxhoorn J. The longitudinal impact
of social media use on UK adolescents’ mental health: longitudi-
nal observational study. J Med Internet Res. 2023;25:e43213.
Schemer C, Masur PK, Geif3 S, Miiller P, Schéfer S. The impact
of internet and social media use on well-being: a longitudinal
analysis of adolescents across nine years. ] Comput-Mediat Com-
mun. 2021;26(1):1-21.

@ Springer

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

69.

70.

71.

72.

73.

74.

75.

76.

Pang Y, Wang J, Li W, Mao S, Song C. Social network sites usage,
cyberbullying perpetration, and adolescent depression: a cross-
lagged panel analysis. Psychol Trauma. 2025;17(Suppl 1):S14-21.
Summerfeldt LJ, Ovanessian MM, Antony MM. Structured and
semistructured diagnostic interviews. In: Antony MM, Barlow
DH, editors. Handbook of assessment and treatment planning for
psychological disorders. 3rd ed. New York, New York: Guilford
Press; 2020. p. 74-115.

Aboraya A, Rankin E, France C, El-Missiry A, John C. The reli-
ability of psychiatric diagnosis revisited: the clinician’s guide to
improve the reliability of psychiatric diagnosis. Psychiatry (Edg-
mont). 2006;4(1):41-50.

Ellis DA, Davidson BI, Shaw H, Geyer K. Do smartphone usage
scales predict behavior? Int J Hum Comput Stud. 2019;130:86-92.
Parry DA, Davidson BI, Sewall CJR, Fisher JT, Mieczkowski H,
Quintana DS. A systematic review and meta-analysis of discrep-
ancies between logged and self-reported digital media use. Nat
Hum Behav. 2021;5:1535-47.

Montag C, Rumpf HJ. The potential of digital phenotyping and
mobile sensing for psycho-diagnostics of internet use disorders.
Curr Addict Rep. 2021;8(3):422-30.

Wiederhold BK. The escalating crisis in adolescent mental health.
Cyberpsychol Behav Soc Netw. 2022;25(2):81-2.

McCoy SS, Dimler LM, Rodrigues L. Parenting in overdrive: a
meta-analysis of helicopter parenting across multiple indices of
emerging adult functioning. J Adult Dev. 2024;32(3):222-45.
Stevens MWR, Radunz M, Kiraly O, Griffiths MD, Delfabbro P,
Demetrovics Z, Czako A, King DL Beyond the debate: toward
pragmatic evaluation of Australia's social media age restrictions.
Lancet Reg Health - Western Pac. 2026;68:101818. . https://doi.o
rg/10.1016/j.lanwpc.2026.101818.

Williams JR. The use of online social networking sites to
nurture and cultivate bonding social capital: a systematic
review of the literature from 1997 to 2018. New Media Soc.
1997;21(11-12):2710-29.

Gudka M, Gardiner KLK, Lomas T. Towards a framework for
flourishing through social media: a systematic review of 118
research studies. J Posit Psychol. 2023;18(1):86—105.

Panksepp J, Scott EL. Reflections on rough and tumble play,
social development, and attention-deficit hyperactivity disorders.
In: Meyer ML, Gullotta TP, editors. Physical activity across the
lifespan: Prevention and treatment for health and well-being.
New York: Springer; 2012. p. 23—40.

Montag C, Demetrovics Z, Elhai JD, Grant D, Koning I, Rumpf
HIJ, et al. Social media use in childhood and adolescence: Mini-
mizing its adverse effects through corporate social responsibil-
ity and European Union regulations. In: Christakis DA, editor.
Handbook of children, adolescents, and screens: Digital media,
development, and well-being from birth through adolescence.
New York, New York: Springer; 2025. p. 477-84.

Godard R, Holtzman S, Lin TJ-H. Are active and passive social
media use related to mental health, wellbeing, and social sup-
port outcomes? A meta-analysis of 141 studies. ] Comput Mediat
Commun. 2024;29(1):zmad055.

Bonfanti RC, Melchiori F, Teti A, Albano G, Raffard S, Rodg-
ers R, et al. The association between social comparison in social
media, body image concerns and eating disorder symptoms: a sys-
tematic review and meta-analysis. Body Image. 2025;52:101841.
de Hesselle LC, Montag C. Effects of a 14-day social media absti-
nence on mental health and well-being: results from an experi-
mental study. BMC Psychol. 2024;12(1):141.https://doi.org/10.1
186/s40359-024-01611-1

Castelo N, Kushlev K, Ward AF, Esterman M, Reiner PB. Block-
ing mobile internet on smartphones improves sustained atten-
tion, mental health, and subjective well-being. PNAS Nexus.
2025;4(2):pgaf017.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lanwpc.2026.101818
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lanwpc.2026.101818
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-024-01611-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-024-01611-1

Current Addiction Reports

(2026) 13:62

Page9of9 62

71.

78.

79.

80.

Galeotti T, Canale N, Marino C, Lenzi M, Pastore M, Bersia
M, Pierannunzio D, Lazzeri G, Vieno A. This is why they are
called social media! Nonlinear associations between time spent
on social media and psychosocial well-being in a representative
Italian sample. Psychology of Popular Media. in press.

Booth R. ‘Gruesome videos’: social media pushes distressing
news to children, experts say: The Guardian; 2025 [Available
from: https://www.theguardian.com/society/2025/oct/16/grueso
me-videos-social-media-distressing-news-children-survey
Billieux J, Andronicos M, Baggio S, Flayelle M. Social media
promote psychological distress in times of crisis: A call for regu-
lation. Int J Ment Health and Addict. In press.

Aimeur E, Amri S, Brassard G. Fake news, disinformation and
misinformation in social media: a review. Soc Netw Anal Min.
2023;13(1):30.https://doi.org/10.1007/s13278-023-01028-5

81.

82.

83.

84.

Montag C, Hegelich S, Sindermann C, Rozgonjuk D, Marengo
D, Elhai JD. On corporate responsibility when studying social-
media-use and well-being. Trends Cogn Sci. 2021;25(4):268-70.
Montag C, Elhai JD. On social media design, (online-)time well-
spent and addictive behaviors in the age of surveillance capital-
ism. Curr Addict Rep. 2023;10:610-6.

Vernick JS, Rutkow L, Teret SP. Public health benefits of recent
legislation against the tobacco industry. JAMA. 2007;298(1):86-9.
Montag C, Thrul J, van Rooij AJ. Social media companies or their
users-which party needs to change to reduce online time? Addic-
tion. 2022;117(8):2363-4.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to juris-
dictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

@ Springer


https://www.theguardian.com/society/2025/oct/16/gruesome-videos-social-media-distressing-news-children-survey
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2025/oct/16/gruesome-videos-social-media-distressing-news-children-survey
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13278-023-01028-5

	﻿Social Media use is Associated with, but is not a Major Cause of Mental Disorder among Adolescents
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Introduction
	﻿Relevance of the Youth Mental Health Crisis
	﻿Poor Mental Health Drives Social Media Use/Overuse
	﻿What Really Causes Mental Disorder?
	﻿So Why do Many People Believe that Social Media use Causes Mental Disorder?
	﻿Nature of the Association Between Social Media use and Mental Health: The Research Evidence
	﻿More Likely Causes of the Youth Mental Health Crisis
	﻿Social Media Use Offers Benefits
	﻿Adding Nuance in Examining the Social Media Use-Mental Health Connection
	﻿If Social Media Use is Not a Major Cause of Mental Disorder, are the Social Media Companies Absolved from Wrongdoing?
	﻿Conclusions
	﻿References


