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ABSTRACT:  

Background: Social media is a central part of adolescent life, yet its impact on mental health is highly variable.  

Objective: To present a synthesized, three-layer framework explaining how individual traits, social environments, and digital 

behaviors interact to buffer or exacerbate the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health. 

Methods: We analyzed key findings from recent studies (2020-2025) identified via a systematic PubMed search, focusing on 

moderators such as personality, coping styles, social support, and digital literacy. 

Results: An adolescent's experience is shaped by three key layers: The Inner Self (personal traits and coping), the Social 

Environment (interpersonal support), and Digital Engagement (online skills and use patterns). Low self-esteem, maladaptive coping, 

lack of social support, low digital literacy, and younger age are key factors that increase vulnerability to negative outcomes from 

social media use. 

Conclusion: The impact of social media is not uniform but conditional. Effective support requires targeted interventions that build 

self-esteem and coping skills, foster supportive communication, and teach critical digital literacy. This multi-layered approach can 

help teens navigate the digital world with greater resilience. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Social media use is highly prevalent among adolescents, with platforms frequently used for communication, social interaction, 

and accessing information(1,2). This widespread use has led to significant research and public concern regarding its potential impact 

on adolescent mental health, with numerous studies reporting associations with increased symptoms of anxiety, depression, and 

loneliness(3). 

However, research findings are not uniform. While some adolescents experience negative mental health outcomes linked to their 

social media use, others with similar usage patterns do not, and some report benefits from online social support and connectivity(4). 

This inconsistency highlights a key question: what factors determine whether an adolescent is vulnerable or resilient to potential 

mental health risks associated with social media use? 

The answer involves moderating factors—individual and environmental characteristics that can weaken (buffer) or strengthen 

(exacerbate) the relationship between social media engagement and psychological outcomes. The focus is not solely on time spent 

online, but on the user's psychological traits, their social context, and their specific online behaviors. 

This review synthesizes recent evidence (2020-2025) to propose a clear framework for understanding these conditional effects. We 

organize the key moderating factors into three interconnected levels: the Individual Self (personal traits and coping), the Social 

Environment (interpersonal support), and Digital Engagement (online skills and use patterns). This framework aims to move beyond 

generalized statements and provide a structured understanding for identifying at-risk youth and informing targeted interventions. 

Our framework is grounded in established developmental and social-psychological theories. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems 

Theory(5) posits that adolescent development results from interactions between the individual and multiple environmental systems. 
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This aligns with our multi-layered approach, emphasizing that social media’s impact is conditional on interactions between 

the Individual Self, Social Environment, and Digital Engagement. 

Social Comparison Theory(6) helps explain how social media exacerbates self-evaluation processes. The curated nature of online 

content fosters upward social comparisons, which can negatively affect self-esteem and emotional well-being, especially among 

vulnerable adolescents (7). Together, these theories provide a foundation for understanding the conditional and interactive nature of 

social media’s effects on adolescent mental health. 

 

II.  A THREE-LAYER FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING 

To understand the conditional impact of social media, imagine three concentric layers of influence surrounding an adolescent. The 

innermost layer is the core Individual Self they bring to the platform. This is embedded within the Social Circle of their immediate 

environment. Both interact with the outermost layer of the Digital World itself. Strengths or weaknesses in any layer can 

fundamentally alter the online experience. 

A. Layer 1: The Inner Self (Individual Traits and Coping) 

The psychological makeup a teen brings online acts as the primary filter for their social media experience. 

1) Self-Esteem as the Foundation: A robust sense of self-worth is a critical buffer. Studies consistently show that adolescents with 

lower self-esteem are more susceptible to negative outcomes from social media use(8,9). For them, platforms can become 

theaters of "upward social comparison," where curated highlights of peers' lives foster feelings of inadequacy, loneliness, and 

depressed mood(10). This process turns social media from a neutral tool into an active "self-esteem threat." 

2) Personality's Powerful Role: Broader personality dimensions significantly moderate effects. Research by Edler et al. (2022) 

provides compelling evidence (11). In their study of young adults, they found that the association between media use and 

depressive symptoms depended on personality. For instance, neuroticism (a tendency toward emotional instability) amplified 

the negative association between sedentary behavior and depressive symptoms. Conversely, conscientiousness buffered the 

positive link between TV use and depressive symptoms, likely because conscientious individuals maintain life responsibilities 

even with screen time. This demonstrates that personality shapes not just if one uses media, but how one is affected by it. 

3) Coping Style: The Stress Spillover: Perhaps the most illustrative evidence comes from cluster analysis research. Adolescents 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, were identified with distinct stress and coping profiles(12). This cluster reported dramatically 

higher rates of mental health problems (e.g., suicidal ideation) and behavioral issues like excessive social media and internet 

gaming. This powerfully shows that a teen's general approach to handling life stress, their coping style. spills directly into their 

digital life. Adolescents who rely on maladaptive coping are far more vulnerable to problematic use and negative psychological 

outcomes online(13). 

B. Layer 2: The Safety Net (social environment and support) 

The support system surrounding a teen, which can include online networks and resources, can absorb some of the shocks of negative 

online experiences or, in its absence, amplify them(14). 

1) Parental Support: A General Buffer, not a Specific Shield: Parental involvement is widely acknowledged as crucial for 

monitoring digital activity, setting healthy boundaries, and providing emotional guidance, which collectively help buffer 

adolescents against the potential negative impacts of social media(15). Adolescents with rare parental support have significantly 

higher odds of psychological distress(16). This suggests that strong parental support is a broad protective factor for adolescent 

mental health, creating a more resilient individual (Layer 1), rather than a specific antidote to social media toxicity. Its absence, 

however, is a clear marker of vulnerability(17). 

2) The Role of Peers and School: Beyond parents, a supportive peer network and a positive school climate can provide alternative 

sources of validation and belonging, potentially reducing dependence on social media for social needs and buffering against the 

effects of online negativity like cyberbullying(18). 

C. Layer 3: The Digital Interface (Skills and Behaviors) 

This level focuses on teens' skills and behaviors when using social media. 

1) Digital Literacy: The Essential Toolkit: Digital literacy involves knowing how to use an app; it involves the critical skills 

to navigate the online world safely and skeptically. Digital literacy involves more than just knowing how to use an app; it 
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includes the critical skills needed to navigate the online world safely. This includes understanding privacy settings, 

recognizing misinformation, and analyzing influencer content critically(19). In social media culture, where idealized lives 

are presented, digital literacy helps teens recognize these images as curated performances, not realistic standards for 

comparison(20). A lack of these skills is a significant vulnerability. 

2) Problematic Use Patterns: Certain engagement patterns are not just outcomes but active exacerbators. Research 

highlights "addictive" social media use, characterized by loss of control, preoccupation, and use despite negative 

consequences(21,22). This pattern creates a vicious cycle. Negative mood may drive compulsive use, which leads to sleep 

deprivation, social neglect, and exposure to more harmful content, thereby worsening the initial mood. This disordered use 

pattern itself becomes a powerful risk factor, trapping teens in a negative feedback loop(23). 

3) The Vulnerability of Younger Adolescents: Younger adolescents are particularly at risk for experiencing negative mental 

health effects from social media use. Research shows that the negative link between heavy social media use and 

psychological distress is stronger in early adolescence (ages 11–14) than in later teen years(24). Developmentally, this 

stage involves greater brain sensitivity, social awareness, and identity exploration, which can make younger teens more 

vulnerable to harmful social comparisons, peer influence, and the engaging design of social platforms(25). 

 

III. DISCUSSION 

Integrating the three-layer model reveals that vulnerability to negative social media outcomes is rarely due to a single factor. The 

adolescent most at risk is one caught in a confluence of risk factors across all layers. 

A. The highest-risk Profile includes: 

1) Individual Risks (Layer 1): Low self-esteem (26), neurotic tendencies (27), and reliance on maladaptive coping strategies 

like self-blame(28). 

2) Social Risks (Layer 2): Minimal parental support and weak peer connections (29). 

3) Behavioral Risks (Layer 3): Poor digital literacy and engagement in compulsive, problematic use patterns(30). 

This profile is particularly prevalent among younger adolescents(31), whose developmental stage makes them more susceptible to 

these compounding risks. Each layer amplifies the others: a teen with low self-esteem (Layer 1) is more likely to seek validation 

online (Layer 3), and without parental guidance (Layer 2), they lack the support to navigate this safely. 

B. The Protectiv 

e Role of Strengths: 

Conversely, strengths in any single layer can provide significant protection, even when other risk factors exist. For example: 

1) Individual Strengths: High conscientiousness can help a teen maintain balance and responsibility despite heavy social 

media use [9]. 

2) Social Strengths: Strong, open family communication can provide emotional support that buffers against negative online 

experiences [11]. 

3) Digital Strengths: Savvy media literacy empowers a teen to critically evaluate online content, reducing the impact of 

harmful comparisons [13]. 

This highlights that interventions do not need to address all weaknesses simultaneously; building resilience in any one domain can 

mitigate overall risk. 

 

IV. IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

This framework has clear implications for moving from concern to effective action: 

A) For Research: Future studies must adopt designs that measure factors across all three layers simultaneously. Longitudinal 

research is needed to untangle the directionality of these complex relationships (e.g., does low self-esteem lead to 

problematic use, or vice versa?). 

B)  For Practice and Policy: 

1) Strengthening the Individual Self (Layer 1): Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) Programs 

Universal school-based programs should integrate social-emotional learning (SEL) that builds self-esteem, emotional 

regulation, and adaptive coping skills (e.g., problem-solving, seeking help). These are foundational resilience skills for 
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both offline and online life. SEL programs help adolescents understand and manage emotions, develop healthy coping 

strategies, and build resilience. Evidence indicates that SEL programs are effective in reducing symptoms of anxiety and 

depression while promoting positive mental health outcomes among adolescents(32,33). By enhancing these individual-

level psychological skills, SEL programs reduce adolescents' vulnerability to the negative mental health effects associated 

with social media use. 

2) Strengthening the Social Environment (Layer 2): Family-Based Preventive Interventions 

Initiatives should move beyond telling parents to "restrict screen time." Family-based preventive programs focus on 

strengthening parent–adolescent relationships through structured skill-building sessions that enhance communication, 

emotional support, and problem-solving within the family. Parents should be educated on having open, non-judgmental 

conversations about online experiences and healthy digital habits. Evidence suggests that parenting-focused preventive 

interventions have long-term protective effects on adolescent mental health and resilience (34). An offline environment 

where teens feel connected and valued is essential for buffering against negative online experiences. 

3) Upgrading the Digital Interface (Layer 3): Comprehensive Digital Literacy Education 

Comprehensive digital literacy education must be a mandatory, age-appropriate part of the core curriculum. This should 

go beyond "cyber-safety" to include critical analysis of algorithms, advertising, and influencer marketing, empowering 

teens to be critical users rather than passive consumers. 

 

V. LIMITATIONS 

The present review and the cited evidence base are subject to several limitations. First, the majority of studies rely on self-report 

data and cross-sectional designs, which restricts causal inference and may be affected by recall or social desirability biases. Second, 

research has predominantly been conducted in Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) contexts, limiting 

the generalizability of findings. More diverse, global samples are needed to understand cultural, socioeconomic, and contextual 

nuances in these relationships. Finally, because most research does not measure factors from all three layers at once, our 

understanding of how they interact remains limited, and the framework may represent a simplification of more complex, real-world 

dynamics. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

In summary, the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is not uniform but is significantly moderated 

by individual and environmental factors. Evidence indicates that vulnerability is heightened by pre-existing traits such as low self-

esteem and maladaptive coping, a lack of supportive social relationships, and deficient digital literacy skills. Conversely, resilience 

is fostered by psychological strengths, strong parental and peer support, and critical engagement with digital content. Effective 

public health and educational strategies should move beyond generalized warnings and instead focus on building multi-layered 

resilience. This involves integrating social-emotional and digital literacy education into curricula, promoting supportive parenting 

practices that guide online engagement, and empowering adolescents to become critical, self-regulated users of social media. 
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