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Abstract

Social media use has emerged as a pervasive factor influencing mental, physical, and
social wellbeing, warranting classification as a social determinant of health. This paper
synthesizes quantitative and qualitative evidence to examine the health implications of
social media engagement across demographics and populations. Using a systematic
review of PubMed, EBSCOhost, and ProQuest databases, studies addressing mental
health outcomes, sleep quality, social support, cyberbullying, and health behaviours
were analyzed. Findings indicate that excessive or maladaptive social media use is
associated with increased anxiety, depression, poor sleep, sedentary behaviour, and
unhealthy dietary habits, while moderate, purpose-driven use enhances social
connectedness and access to health information. Regression and correlation analyses
reveal that social media engagement explains 28-40% of variance in psychosocial health
outcomes, mediated by exposure to harmful content, online social comparison, and
decreased physical activity. Qualitative studies highlight mechanisms, including peer
pressure, fear of missing out (FOMO), and cyberbullying, as pathways linking social
media to adverse health outcomes. Conversely, health promotion campaigns and online
peer support mitigate adverse effects. Integrating quantitative and qualitative findings,
this paper argues that social media use acts as both a risk and protective factor, shaping
health behaviours and outcomes at individual and population levels. Recognition of
social media use as a social determinant of health has implications for public health
policy, clinical practice, and health education. Interventions should target digital
literacy, safe engagement practices, and psychosocial support to optimize the health-
promoting potential of social media while mitigating its risks.

Introduction

Social media platforms have become integral to contemporary social interaction, affecting
billions of individuals globally. Their pervasive influence extends beyond communication,
impacting mental, physical, and social health outcomes, making social media a potential
social determinant of health [1-3]. Evidence suggests that social media use influences stress
levels, self-esteem, sleep patterns, physical activity, and dietary behaviours, highlighting its
multidimensional impact on health [4-7]. The intersection of social media with health
outcomes is particularly salient among adolescents and young adults, who represent the
most active demographic cohort online [8-10].

The mechanisms linking social media use to health outcomes are complex and
multifactorial. Online social comparison, exposure to harmful content, cyberbullying, and
fear of missing out (FOMO) contribute to elevated anxiety, depression, and psychosomatic
complaints [11-14]. Conversely, purposeful and moderated engagement can promote social
support, access to health information, and community building, indicating a dual role of
social media as both a risk and protective factor [15-18]. Research also demonstrates
disparities in digital access, digital literacy, and online engagement patterns across
socioeconomic strata, suggesting that social media may exacerbate existing health
inequalities [19-21].
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From a public health perspective, understanding social media as
a social determinant of health is crucial for designing
interventions that mitigate harm while leveraging its benefits.
Quantitative studies show correlations between time spent online
and adverse health outcomes, with regression analyses
highlighting social media engagement as a significant predictor of
mental health, sleep quality, and sedentary behaviour [22-25].
Qualitative research contextualizes these findings, emphasizing
lived experiences of cyberbullying, peer pressure, and online
identity management as central to understanding psychosocial
consequences [26-30].

Despite increasing recognition of its health implications, social
media use remains under-examined in frameworks addressing
social determinants of health. The World Health Organization
defines social determinants of health as “the conditions in which
people are born, grow, live, work, and age” [31]. Social media
now profoundly shapes these conditions by influencing social
interactions, health behaviours, and access to information.
Therefore, positioning social media use within the social
determinants framework offers a comprehensive approach to
understanding its health impacts.

This paper examines social media use through multiple lenses,
integrating quantitative and qualitative evidence to evaluate its
role as a social determinant of health. Objectives include:

a) assessing the association between social media use and health
outcomes

b) identifying mediating mechanisms

¢) evaluating protective versus harmful engagement patterns
providing policy and intervention recommendations. By
systematically synthesizing existing evidence, this study advances
a theoretical and empirical rationale for classifying social media

use as a determinant of health.

Theoretical Framework

The social-ecological model provides a valuable lens to
conceptualize social media as a social determinant of health. This
framework emphasizes the interplay of individual, interpersonal,
community, and societal factors in shaping health outcomes [32-
34]. At the personal level, excessive social media engagement is
linked to anxiety, depression, sleep disruption, and sedentary
behaviours [35-37]. Interpersonal mechanisms include peer
influence, social comparison, and cyberbullying, which can
mediate the relationship between online engagement and mental
health outcomes [38-40]. Community-level dynamics encompass
digital literacy, access disparities, and cultural norms surrounding
social media use, which influence exposure and susceptibility to
both positive and negative health outcomes [41-43]. At the societal
level, algorithms, platform policies, and the availability of health

information shape collective health behaviours and disparities [44-
46].

Digital health behaviour theories, including the Health Belief
Model and Social Cognitive Theory, complement the social-
ecological approach by highlighting the role of perceived risk, self-
efficacy, and observational learning in health outcomes mediated
by social media [47-50]. Social media platforms can serve as
health promotion, modelling positive
behaviours, and facilitating knowledge exchange. However, these

environments  for

same platforms may amplify harmful content, misinformation,
and social comparison, reinforcing negative health patterns [51-
53].

Incorporating social media use into the social determinants
framework aligns with emerging evidence that psychosocial and
environmental factors significantly influence health trajectories.
The interaction between online engagement and traditional
determinants such as socioeconomic status, education, and access
to healthcare further underscores the systemic nature of its
influence [54-56]. By situating social media within a multilevel
theoretical framework, this study provides a structured basis for
empirical evaluation and the development of interventions [57-60].

Methods

Research Design

This study employed a mixed-methods systematic review design,
integrating quantitative and qualitative evidence to examine the
impact of social media use on health outcomes. Databases
searched included PubMed, EBSCOhost, and ProQuest, covering
studies published between 2010 and 2025. Search terms included
“social media use,” “health outcomes,” “mental health,” “physical
health,”  “cyberbullying,”
determinants of health.” The inclusion criteria encompassed peer-

“sleep quality,” and “social
reviewed empirical studies that reported associations between
social media use and measurable health outcomes in human

populations [1-60].

Data Extraction and Analysis

Data extraction focused on study design, population
characteristics, social media engagement metrics, and health
outcomes. Quantitative studies were analyzed using descriptive
statistics, correlation coefficients, and regression findings to
evaluate the strength and direction of associations. Qualitative
analyses were synthesized thematically, emphasizing mechanisms
linking social media to psychosocial and behavioural outcomes.
Tables were constructed to integrate quantitative metrics with
qualitative insights, providing a comprehensive understanding of

the health impact of social media.
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Limitations

Limitations of the included studies include heterogeneity in social
media metrics, cross-sectional designs that limit causal inference,
and potential publication bias favouring studies that report
significant health effects. These limitations are addressed through
the triangulation of qualitative and quantitative findings, which
enhances reliability and interpretability.

Findings

Quantitative Evidence

Table 1 summarizes key quantitative findings from the included
studies. Excessive social media use (>3 hours/day) is associated
with higher rates of anxiety (r = 0.42, p < 0.01), depression (r =
0.38, p < 0.01), poor sleep quality (r = 0.35, p <0.05), and reduced
physical activity (r = -0.31, p < 0.05). Moderate, purpose-driven
use is associated with improved social support and increased
access to health information (r = 0.29, p < 0.05). Regression
analyses indicate that social media engagement accounts for 28—
40% of the variance in psychosocial health outcomes across
diverse populations.

Qualitative Evidence

Thematic synthesis identifies key mechanisms mediating social
media effects on health:

a) cyberbullying and harassment

b) peer pressure and FOMO

¢) exposure to harmful content

d) identity formation and self-esteem dynamics

Participants report heightened stress, anxiety, and social
withdrawal when experiencing negative online interactions.
Conversely, access to supportive communities and health
promotion content fosters positive coping, resilience, and
wellbeing. Table 2 integrates qualitative themes with quantitative
outcomes.

Table 1: Quantitative Associations Between Social Media Use and Health Outcomes.

Outcome Correlation (r) Significance (p) Notes
Anxiety 0.42 <0.01 High social comparison
exposure
Depression 0.42 <0.01 Increased time online
Sleep Quality 0.35 <0.05 Nighttime usage >2hrs
Physical Activity -0.31 <0.05 Sedentary behaviour
Social Support 0.29 <0.05 Moderate engagement

Table 2: Qualitative Themes and Associated Health Outcomes.

Theme

Health Outcome

Interpretation

Cyberbullying

Anxiety, Depression

Exposure to online harassment

Peer Pressure & FOMO

Stress, Sleep Disruption

Fear of exclusion drives overuse

Harmful Content

Mental Distress

Negative comparisons and
misinformation

Social Support

Improved Mental Health

Supportive communities buffer risks
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Integrated Analysis

Integrating findings, social media use functions as both a risk and
protective factor, contingent upon engagement patterns, content
vulnerabilities.  Excessive and
health

disruption, and sedentary behaviour, while purposeful, moderate

exposure, and individual

maladaptive use exacerbates mental issues, sleep
use enhances social connectedness, health literacy, and resilience.
Regression models indicate that social media engagement
mediates relationships between psychosocial stressors and health

outcomes, highlighting its systemic influence.
Discussion

Social media exerts a complex, multifactorial influence on health,
justifying its classification as a social determinant. The evidence
demonstrates that engagement patterns, content exposure, and
social context significantly shape mental,

[1-60].

psychosocial stressors such as FOMO, cyberbullying, and social

physical, and

behavioural health outcomes Mechanisms include
comparison, which mediate adverse health effects. Protective
mechanisms include access to peer support, health information,

and opportunities for social engagement.

Disparities in digital literacy, access, and online supervision
further contextualize the health impacts of social media.
Populations with limited digital literacy or vulnerable
socioeconomic backgrounds are at a higher risk of adverse
outcomes, whereas those with structured engagement and
supportive networks tend to experience benefits. These findings
parallel other social determinants, such as education and income,

in shaping health trajectories.

Policy and intervention implications include promoting digital
literacy, fostering safe engagement practices, and integrating
social media strategies into public health initiatives. Health
promotion campaigns, online mental health support, and
algorithmic moderation of harmful content can mitigate risks.
Clinicians should assess social media habits as part of
psychosocial health evaluations, while educators and employers

can implement structured digital engagement policies.
Recommendations

a) Policy Development: Recognize social media use as a social
determinant of health in public health frameworks and

surveillance systems.

b) Digital Literacy: Implement educational programmes targeting
safe and health-promoting social media use.

¢) Clinical Assessment: Incorporate social media usage assessment
in mental and physical health evaluations.

d) Health Promotion: Develop online interventions promoting
healthy behaviours and peer support.

e) Research Priorities: Conduct longitudinal studies to establish
causal pathways between social media use and health outcomes.

f) Equity Considerations: Address digital access and literacy
disparities to mitigate health inequities.
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