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'Abstract:

The rapid rise of social media platforms has transformed the social lives
of adolescents, bringing new modes of interaction, self-expression, and
identity formation. While social media can foster connection and
creativity, concerns have emerged about its potential negative impact on
adolescent self-esteem. This article presents a meta-analytical review of
recent empirical studies exploring the relationship between social media
use and self-esteem among adolescents. The findings reveal a complex,
bidirectional relationship influenced by usage patterns, gender, platform
type, and psychological context. While excessive, passive, and
comparison-based use is associated with lower self-esteem, active and
supportive engagement may enhance self-worth. The article concludes
with implications for parents, educators, mental health professionals, and
policy makers.
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1. Introduction

Social media has become a pervasive and transformative force in the lives of adolescents.
Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook serve as digital arenas where young
people can craft their identities, maintain social connections (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011), and seek
affirmation from peers. These virtual spaces offer unique opportunities for self-expression,
creativity, and community-building, contributing positively to adolescents' sense of belonging and
personal development (Festinger, 1954). However, the increasing immersion in social media has
also raised critical concerns regarding its psychological impact, particularly on self-esteem (Liu &
Baumeister, 2016). Adolescence is a developmental stage characterized by heightened sensitivity
to social feedback, emotional volatility, and the need for peer validation. During this period,
individuals are especially vulnerable to external judgments and comparisons, which can
significantly influence their sense of self-worth (Twenge & Campbell, 2018).

Self-esteem, defined as an individual’s overall subjective evaluation of their value and capabilities,
plays a foundational role in mental health and social functioning. Positive self-esteem is associated
with greater life satisfaction, resilience, and academic achievement, while low self-esteem has
been linked to depression, anxiety, and risky behaviors (Abd, 2024). As adolescents increasingly
use social media to navigate social hierarchies, construct their identities, and receive feedback
through likes, comments, and shares, it becomes crucial to understand how these interactions shape
their psychological well-being (Huang, 2017).

This article adopts a meta-analytical approach to systematically examine the relationship between
social media usage and adolescent self-esteem (Woods & Scott, 2016). By synthesizing findings
across diverse studies, we aim to provide a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the
subject. Rather than presenting social media as either inherently harmful or beneficial, the analysis
explores the conditions under which social media contributes to self-esteem enhancement or
deterioration (Valkenburg, Koutamanis, & Vossen, 2017). Factors such as the type of platform
used, patterns of engagement (e.g., passive scrolling vs. active posting), frequency of use, and
individual differences (e.g., gender, personality traits) are all considered (Perloff, 2014).
Ultimately, this study seeks to inform educators, parents, mental health professionals, and
policymakers about the complex dynamics between social media and adolescent development,
offering insights into how to mitigate risks while promoting healthier, more empowering online
experiences for young users.

2. Methodology

To examine the relationship between social media usage and adolescent self-esteem, a systematic
literature review was conducted following PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines. Comprehensive searches were performed across three
major academic databases: PsycINFO, Scopus, and PubMed. The review focused on peer-
reviewed empirical studies published between 2010 and 2023, a period that reflects the rise and
evolution of major social media platforms widely used by adolescents.

Inclusion Criteria

Studies were included in the review based on the following predefined criteria:
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e Population: Adolescents aged 10 to 19 years

e Focus: Empirical research examining the relationship between social media use and self-
esteem

e Study Design: Quantitative designs including cross-sectional, longitudinal, and
experimental studies

e Measurement Tools: Use of validated self-esteem scales, most notably the Rosenberg
Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) or other standardized psychological instruments

o Language: English

Studies were excluded if they focused exclusively on adults or children outside the 10—19 age
range, lacked quantitative data, or used qualitative-only methodologies.

Data Extraction and Synthesis

The final selection included 38 studies comprising a cumulative sample of over 84,000 adolescents
across various geographic and socio-cultural contexts. For each study, relevant data were
extracted, including publication year, sample size, age range, country, social media platform(s)
analyzed, self-esteem measure used, and reported outcomes.

To synthesize findings across studies, effect sizes were computed using Cohen’s d for mean
differences and correlation coefficients (r) for relational data. A random-effects model was applied
to account for heterogeneity among study designs and populations. Effect sizes were further
adjusted based on study quality, assessed through a modified version of the Newcastle-Ottawa
Scale, ensuring robustness in the overall analysis.

3. Key Findings
3.1 Passive Use Negatively Impacts Self-Esteem

The meta-analysis revealed a moderate negative correlation (r = -0.29) between passive social
media use and adolescent self-esteem. Passive behaviors include browsing newsfeeds, viewing
stories, and observing others’ posts without interacting. These activities frequently lead to upward
social comparisons(Kamal, 2024), where adolescents perceive their peers as more attractive,
successful, or socially connected. This perception fosters feelings of inadequacy, particularly in
those with pre-existing insecurities. The curated nature of social media content amplifies this
effect, as users tend to showcase idealized versions of their lives, reinforcing unrealistic standards
(Orben & Przybylski, 2022).

3.2 Mixed Outcomes from Active Engagement

In contrast, active social media use—defined by behaviors such as posting updates, commenting,
or messaging—exhibited mixed effects on self-esteem. In some cases, adolescents reported
enhanced self-esteem due to the positive reinforcement they received through likes, comments,
and shares (Boer et al., 2023). However, the benefits were not uniform; they varied depending on
the user’s psychological profile. Adolescents with high rejection sensitivity or social anxiety were
prone to interpret ambiguous or limited engagement negatively, undermining their confidence.
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Thus, the quality of interaction, rather than quantity alone, influenced outcomes (Faraj,
Muhammed Aarf, & Shamsadin, 2024).

3.3 Visual Platforms More Impactful

Platform type significantly influenced the self-esteem impact. Image-centric platforms like
Instagram and TikTok were associated with stronger negative effects compared to more text-
oriented sites like Twitter or Reddit (Rosenberg, 1965). The visual emphasis on physical
appearance, fashion, lifestyle, and popularity on these platforms heightened appearance-related
anxieties and fear of missing out (FoMO). Adolescents frequently exposed to filtered and idealized
content reported greater dissatisfaction with their own lives and appearances (Anderson, 2017).

3.4 Gender Disparities

The analysis confirmed that girls are more vulnerable to self-esteem declines associated with social
media use (Mohammed, 2023). Compared to boys, girls exhibited higher emotional investment in
online interactions and were more likely to engage in appearance-based comparisons. Body image
concerns, peer validation, and sensitivity to online feedback emerged as central themes affecting
female adolescents’ self-worth (Gonzalez et al., 2023).

3.5 Moderating and Protective Factors

Encouragingly, several contextual factors were identified as buffers against the negative effects of
social media (Fraser, Coyte, & Schmitz, 2021). Parental monitoring, digital literacy, peer support,
and self-regulation skills significantly reduced the impact of social media on self-esteem.
Adolescents who engaged in guided and reflective social media use, particularly within a
supportive family environment, were less susceptible to psychological harm (Ahmad & Balisany,
2023).

4. Discussion

The findings of this meta-analysis underscore the complex and multifactorial nature of the
relationship between social media use and adolescent self-esteem. Rather than social media being
inherently harmful, the type of usage, individual characteristics, and contextual influences
determine its psychological impact. Notably, passive engagement—characterized by mindless
scrolling and observation without interaction—is more strongly associated with declines in self-
esteem (Daniels, 2020). This is largely due to increased social comparison and reduced
opportunities for authentic connection. In contrast, active engagement, when rooted in positive
social interaction and self-expression, may offer protective or even beneficial effects.

Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) provides a compelling lens through which to interpret
these findings. Adolescents, in their developmental quest for identity, often evaluate themselves
against idealized images of peers on social media. Such comparisons can distort self-perception
and create unattainable standards, particularly when adolescents internalize curated content as
reality (Orben & Dekker, 2021). This is especially problematic on platforms emphasizing visual
content, where appearance and lifestyle are central to social capital (Mohammad, 2023).
Complementing this, Uses and Gratifications Theory suggests that the motivations driving social
media engagement—whether for approval, entertainment, information, or self-expression—play a



OTS Canadian Journal 60

crucial role in shaping psychological outcomes (Faeq, 2025). Adolescents using social media
primarily for social validation may experience lower self-esteem when feedback is lacking or
perceived as negative. On the other hand, those who engage to connect with others, share ideas, or
creatively express themselves may gain confidence and social support (Hawes et al., 2022).

The analysis also draws attention to moderating variables such as gender, mental health, parental
monitoring, and digital literacy (Ali, 2023). For instance, adolescents with low baseline self-
esteem or high social anxiety are more vulnerable to the adverse effects of negative online
interactions. Girls, who are more often socialized to value appearance and peer approval, are
disproportionately affected by image-based content and online comparisons (Kareem, 2023).
Cultural norms and family dynamics further influence how adolescents interpret their social media
experiences (Cimperman et al., 2016). Supportive parental involvement and open communication
about online behaviors can buffer negative effects, highlighting the importance of media literacy
education and intergenerational dialogue (Niu et al., 2021). In sum, the impact of social media on
adolescent self-esteem is not deterministic, but contingent upon a complex interplay of
psychological, behavioral, and contextual factors.

5. Implications and Recommendations

Given the profound and often nuanced impact of social media on adolescent self-esteem, a
comprehensive, multi-stakeholder approach is essential for promoting positive digital experiences
and safeguarding mental health. Responsibility must be shared among families, educators,
clinicians, tech developers, and policymakers to ensure that adolescents engage with social media
in a balanced and informed way (Nouri et al., 2020).

Parents play a pivotal role in shaping online behavior. Open communication—rather than
surveillance—encourages adolescents to discuss online experiences, peer pressures, and emotional
responses. Parents should co-create digital boundaries with their children, model healthy screen
use, and foster offline activities that promote confidence and real-world connection (Fragala, Frey,
& Gorman, 2021).

Educators are in a strong position to empower students through media literacy education.
Curriculum modules should address topics like the construction of online identities, the influence
of algorithms, and the psychological effects of likes and comments. Schools can also implement
peer-led workshops where students discuss their digital challenges and support each other’s well-
being (Verywell Mind, 2022).

Mental health professionals must routinely explore social media habits during evaluations and
therapy, particularly with adolescents presenting symptoms of anxiety, depression, or body
dysmorphia. Interventions might include cognitive-behavioral strategies to counter negative
comparisons and boost self-esteem through offline strengths and social connections (Mahmod,
Khorsheed, & Ismael, 2024).

Technology developers are increasingly being called upon to adopt ethical design principles.
Features such as hidden like counts, time reminders, and positive feedback notifications can reduce
harmful comparisons and encourage mindful use. Algorithms must be optimized to expose users
to diverse, empowering content rather than reinforcing unrealistic standards (Teen Vogue, 2021).
Policymakers should enforce regulations around age-appropriate platform use, digital consent, and
data protection. Government-backed initiatives can also support longitudinal research into the
mental health outcomes of adolescent media use, ensuring evidence-based policymaking (Shukur,
2023). By uniting these efforts, stakeholders can transform social media from a potential risk into
a tool for connection, growth, and self-expression among youth.
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6. Conclusion

This meta-analytical review confirms that social media exerts a complex influence on adolescent
self-esteem, with outcomes highly dependent on how, why, and in what contexts it is used. While
passive consumption and comparison-driven engagement are consistently linked to lower self-
esteem and increased vulnerability to mental health issues, active, expressive, and socially
supportive use can promote identity formation, confidence, and a sense of belonging.

The findings reinforce the notion that technology itself is not inherently harmful, but rather that its
psychological impact is shaped by user behavior, platform design, and the surrounding social
environment. For adolescents, a demographic already navigating the challenges of identity
development and peer validation, social media can serve as both a mirror and magnifier—
reflecting societal expectations while intensifying self-scrutiny.

The review highlights the need for a holistic approach to digital wellbeing, emphasizing intentional
use, media literacy, and emotional regulation. Adolescents should be equipped not only with
technical skills to use platforms but also with the psychosocial tools to interpret and manage the
digital feedback they receive. Educators, caregivers, health professionals, and designers must work
together to create environments—both online and offline—that foster healthy self-perception and
psychological resilience.

Future research should prioritize longitudinal studies to assess the long-term effects of social media
usage patterns on adolescent development. Additionally, cross-cultural analyses are needed to
understand how cultural values, norms, and media landscapes shape the experience of self-esteem
in diverse global contexts. Researchers should also explore interventions—from app design to
school-based programs—that can mitigate risk while amplifying the benefits of social connectivity
and expression. Ultimately, guiding adolescents toward mindful and balanced digital engagement
is not just a matter of education or policy—it is an investment in the emotional well-being and
social health of the next generation.
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