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Abstract
Purpose of Review Digital device use has become an integral part of modern society. Children and adolescents are particu-
larly avid consumers of digital media, particularly social media applications. Young people have also demonstrated marked 
vulnerability to mental health issues, including suicide and suicide-related behaviors, with many questioning the role of social 
media as a possible contributor. This paper synthesizes and comments on the existing literature describing the relationship 
between social media and suicide risk in youth.
Recent Findings Numerous reviews have found contradictory associations between social media use and mental health-
related outcomes, including suicide and suicide-related behaviors – some with positive associations and others without 
statistical significance.
Summary Although there is sufficient evidence to suggest a relationship between social media use and suicide-related behav-
iors exists, the nature of the relationship remains unclear and likely varies across individuals. Further research is required to 
further characterize the existing associations, define personalized risk factors, and provide guidance for ongoing clinical care.
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Introduction

Mental health challenges have become an increasingly rec-
ognized challenge facing today’s youth. Of particular con-
cern is the rise of suicidal thoughts and behaviors among 
this population. As per the Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention’s 2021 Youth Risk Behavior Survey: Data Sum-
mary and Trends Report, more than 20% of students have 
seriously considered suicide and about 10% have made a 
suicide attempt [1]. According to the World Health Organi-
zation, suicide is the fourth-leading cause of death globally 
among teens and young adults between ages 15 and 29 [2]. 
Meanwhile, the ongoing digitization of the modern world 
continues to accelerate. Individuals, parents, academics, and 
clinicians alike have begun to examine the impact of this 

significant cultural phenomenon, raising questions regard-
ing the relationship between digital consumption, specifi-
cally with social media applications (social media “apps”), 
and different parameters of mental health. The nature of 
these associations, however, remains poorly understood and 
fiercely debated. In recent years, this investigation has inten-
sified, with equally expanding efforts to better understand 
the role social media plays in the psychological wellbeing 
of its users, particularly young people [3]. One of the most 
abundantly clear demonstrators of psychological wellbeing 
is that of suicidal thoughts and behaviors (STBs), which, as 
previously described, have appropriately gained traction as 
a psychiatric epidemic requiring stark attention. Here we 
will provide a reflective, non-systematic summary of the 
current literature with commentary discussing the nuanced 
associations between social media use and STBs, as well as 
relevant clinical recommendations.

Many have raised questions about the seemingly concur-
rent rise of both digital media and the prevalence of depres-
sion and STBs in adolescents and young adults, though 
explicitly causal links remain to be seen [4]. What remains 
apparent is that the shift of socialization to the digital space 
has had profound changes in the way we interact with one 
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another. Youth and young adults may represent a particularly 
unique population of social media users for multiple reasons. 
First, teens’ documented increased sensitivity to feedback 
from peers is made easy and accessible by the immediacy 
of social media applications themselves [5]. Second, the vast 
majority of adolescents are using some form of social media, 
sharply increased from even 10 years prior [6, 7]. Collec-
tively, young people appear to be sitting at a specific cathexis 
within the discussion of digital mental health, and they may 
be particularly vulnerable to the effects of social media.

There are numerous, competing hypotheses supporting 
concerns about the effects of social media on mental health 
in youth broadly, and also suicide risk more specifically. 
Some studies have argued that information about suicide 
may be more readily accessible with social media use, 
thus increasing the risk of suicidal behavior [8]. Similarly, 
there are suggestions that consumption of suicide-related 
content may serve as a trigger or reinforcement of mala-
daptive or other self-injurious behaviors [9]. On the other 
hand, other studies have suggested social media use may 
allow for the proliferation of suicide prevention messaging 
along with reduction in feelings of isolation [10, 11]. All of 
these hypotheses are also reflected in recent qualitative data 
obtained from interviews with teens themselves (e.g., [12]). 
Some have additionally questioned the potential causal role 
of cyberbullying and cybervictimization in suicidal behavior 
among youth [13].

It is firstly important to acknowledge the relative scien-
tific nascency of literature regarding the specific interaction 
between social media and STBs. Many social media com-
panies currently restrict data access to researchers which 
further impairs scientific understanding of any potential 
relationship [14]. It is similarly important to recognize the 
varied methods of assessment, and different definitions of 
variables within the digital space more generally (“screen 
time” v. “internet use” v. “social media use”). With many 
studies using self-reported surveys to quantify screen time 
and cross-sectional methods to assess temporal risks, the 
current scientific literature may not be strong enough to sup-
port parenting, policy, or clinical decisions [15].

Recent review papers also suggest the relationship is not 
simple. A review from 2017 found mixed influences of inter-
net use on self-harm and suicidal behavior of young peo-
ple. Specifically, this review cited both the vast opportunity 
for both proliferation and verification of harmful behavior 
on the internet and its potential as a vehicle for connec-
tion to others and providing access available mental health-
related resources [16]. A 2024 systematic review assessed 
the impact of social media influencers specifically, and 
although suicide was not explicitly considered, they found 
evidence for both positive (e.g., improving hygiene habits 
related to infectious diseases like COVID-19 or influenza) 
and negative (e.g., decreasing body image and associated 

mood) effects on various health outcomes [17]. Another 
2024 review also assessed the influence of screen time on 
various health- and non-health-related outcomes, found that 
social media use was positively (albeit minimally) associ-
ated with depression [18]. The study also revealed a posi-
tive association between social media use and sexual content 
with risky behaviors. As noted by the authors, in prior meta-
analyses that assessed general screen time without regard for 
context or content, the evidence appeared to suggest poten-
tially stronger (negative) associations with outcomes such as 
depression. However, “when meta-analyses included a more 
nuanced examination of exposures, a more complex picture 
appeared,” largely with much less dramatic associations.

Interestingly, only one of the studies included in the 
aforementioned review addressed suicide specifically. Fer-
guson (2019) sought to further characterize the concept of 
suicide contagion, particularly within the context of fictional 
media, and the surrounding sensationalism around series like 
Netflix’s 13 Reasons Why. The author pointed out the “hotly 
debated” nature of the topic directly, and suggested that 
existing evidence – at the time (2018) – was largely lacking 
in its ability to support a clear causal relationship between 
suicide-related media and suicide contagion: a term defined 
as “increase in suicide and suicidal behaviors as a result of 
the exposure to suicide or suicidal behaviors within one’s 
family, peer group, or through media report” [19, 20]. Even 
within the specific paradigm of suicide contagion/clusters, 
there remains discrepancies between the contradictory con-
tributions of digital avenues such as social media and the 
internet to STBs in young adults. Although, as noted earlier, 
some suggest that the immediacy and speed of the inter-
net may facilitate misinformation and potentially explicitly 
harmful suicide-related content (e.g. how to access suicide 
methods), it may also allow for open discussion with others 
about their own experiences, allow access to support for 
those in marginalized or remote communities, and appro-
priately memorialize those who have died by suicide [21].

Recent efforts have sought to further elucidate the link 
between social media behaviors and STBs specifically in 
quantifiable ways. Nesi et. al. reviewed more than 60 studies 
focused on this dyad, finding medium effect sizes for asso-
ciations between various social media constructs and both 
suicidal and nonsuicidal self-injurious thoughts and behav-
iors [22]. They found a majority of included studies focused 
on cyberbullying victimization, or cybervictimization, which 
has been shown to have a positive association with suicidal 
thoughts [23]. A recent study of Black adolescents reported 
that posttraumatic stress disorder functioned as a mediator 
between online racial discrimination and suicide, suggesting 
a potential mechanism of action [24]. The role of cybervic-
timization may perhaps also underlie concerns surrounding 
children and adolescents using social media, and the poten-
tial mental health outcomes.
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Furthermore, investigators are beginning to employ dif-
ferent methods of analysis for more comprehensive assess-
ment of social media use and STBs, especially in consid-
eration of the limitations of the existing data. One research 
group used genome-wide-association study to examine 
potential causal associations between digital device use 
(characterized by phone, television, and computer) and sui-
cide risk. Although they initially found a positive associa-
tion between the two, it was not statistically significant after 
accounting for confounding variables [25]. Another study 
utilized a specification curve analysis across three, far-reach-
ing social datasets from both the United States and United 
Kingdom (N > 300,000), and found a very small negative 
association between digital technology use and adolescent 
well-being [26]. There are ongoing efforts to improve the 
ability to aggregate and characterize social media data as 
well, which may allow for improved research methods to 
elucidate these nuanced matters [27].

One may simultaneously recognize the risks of social 
media and acknowledge its likely permanence in society. 
Although there is some substantiation indicating a possible 
negative association between social media use and STBs 
among youth, the existing evidence is not overwhelmingly 
clear. This has appropriately prompted an ongoing discus-
sion about the role of both legal and public health interven-
tions in mediating said risks [28]. For clinicians, it is impor-
tant to consider individuals’ screen time when assessing 
each patient’s overall psychiatric presentation, just as one 
should recognize the impact of the many other intersectional 
domains (e.g., environmental, social, economic, cultural, 
racial, etc.) that may also be contributory to a patient’s expe-
rience and expression of psychiatric pathology. The Ameri-
can Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP) 
provides extensive, free resources for clinicians, as well as 
families, for discussing topics such as social media, depres-
sion, bullying, and suicide in ways that are both develop-
mentally appropriate and evidence-based. A recent policy 
statement from October 2023 advocated for both systemic 
and individual-level improvements, including minimizing 
exposure to problematic content, collaborative engagement 
between clinicians, families, and technology companies, as 
well as ongoing discussion with youth about healthy social 
media usage [29].

In this sense, it may be worthwhile to regularly assess 
young patients’ digital habits, keeping in mind the com-
plicated ways their behaviors may be impacting their well-
being. Incorporating a patient’s digital use within their social 
history during an initial evaluation may be a simple, prag-
matic way to begin reflecting on the potential impact in clini-
cal practice. Patient narratives, in children and adults alike, 
often underscore the myriad ways patients utilize the digital 
space to both their benefit and their detriment – at times find-
ing solace from isolation versus encountering support for a 

wide range of troubling experiences, including self-injurious 
thoughts and behaviors. Considering that, in 2023, 46% of 
teens reported being online constantly and 47% several times 
per day, not assessing their digital lives may ignore the new 
reality of where much of their time is spent [30].

Conclusions

Despite much complexity, what remains clear is that ongo-
ing discourse within public, academic, and clinical are-
nas is necessary to further characterize how our pervasive 
digital culture continues to shape users’ mental well-being. 
Although this topic may engender polarized views today, 
future directions to assess personalized risk factors and 
quantify the unique impact of social media on each youth 
will enable a future where the benefits of social media may 
soon outweigh the risks. With new tools to measure social 
media exposure, behaviors (e.g., sleep, mobility), and mental 
health symptoms, smartphones running digital phenotyp-
ing software offer a useful new tool to bring new data to 
help elevate the scientific discourse. We are already seeing 
new approaches to measuring depression risk in teens and 
the evolution of suicidal thoughts with methods like digital 
phenotyping [31]. As this and other new research evolves, 
we must not shy away from these issues as to facilitate an 
improved understanding in an effort to provide thoughtful, 
contemporary psychiatric care to our patients and hopefully 
improved outcomes.
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