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Abstract
Qualitative research into adolescents’ experiences of social media use and well-being has the potential to offer rich, nuanced 
insights, but has yet to be systematically reviewed. The current systematic review identified 19 qualitative studies in which 
adolescents shared their views and experiences of social media and well-being. A critical appraisal showed that overall study 
quality was considered relatively high and represented geographically diverse voices across a broad adolescent age range. 
A thematic meta-synthesis revealed four themes relating to well-being: connections, identity, learning, and emotions. These 
findings demonstrated the numerous sources of pressures and concerns that adolescents experience, providing important 
contextual information. The themes appeared related to key developmental processes, namely attachment, identity, atten-
tion, and emotional regulation, that provided theoretical links between social media use and well-being. Taken together, the 
findings suggest that well-being and social media are related by a multifaceted interplay of factors. Suggestions are made 
that may enhance future research and inform developmentally appropriate social media guidance.
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Introduction

It has been claimed that that the widespread adoption of 
social media by adolescents between 2009 and 2012 has con-
tributed to a decrease in adolescent well-being in the Eng-
lish-speaking world since 2012 (Keyes et al., 2019; Twenge, 
2020). This hypothesis appears well-founded. Adolescents 
can be considered the most devoted social media users, with 
63% of 13 to 18-year-olds using social media every day in 
the US, and 96% of 16 to 24-year-olds in the UK (Ride-
out & Robb, 2019; ONS, 2017). Furthermore, a growing 
body of research has demonstrated associations between 
increased social media use and a range of adverse well-
being outcomes, including depressive symptoms and sui-
cidal behavior, often found to be more pronounced amongst 
young adolescent girls (Twenge et al., 2018; Kelly et al., 
2018). Critics have argued, however, that much of the avail-
able data is primarily focused on population-level estimates 

and correlations. Findings have been described as decontex-
tualized, inconsistent, and limited in causational direction, 
owing to cross-sectional designs (Heffer et al., 2019; Orben 
& Przybylski, 2019; Coyne et al., 2020). Furthermore, it is 
often noted that proposed relationships are made without 
theoretical underpinning, making it difficult for adolescents 
and their caregivers to ascertain clear guidance about using 
social media (Erfani & Abedin, 2018; Odgers et al., 2020). 
Quantitative measures and studies may not be able to cap-
ture the full nuance and complexity of adolescent experi-
ences. Researchers have sought to supplement these with 
qualitative research into adolescents’ experiences of social 
media and its relationship to well-being. While there have 
been multiple reviews of quantitative studies, to date no 
systematic synthesis of this qualitative literature has been 
conducted, even though the need for this has been identi-
fied (Dickson et al., 2018; Odgers, Schueller, & Ito, 2020). 
Therefore, the current systematic review and thematic meta-
synthesis aimed to synthesize the qualitative studies that 
capture the views and experiences of adolescents of social 
media use, with a focus on well-being. * Michael Shankleman 
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The Current Study

This review sought to critically appraise the qualitative lit-
erature that can answer the question: what are the views 
and experiences of adolescents of social media and its rel-
evance to their well-being? The analytic approach taken was 
metasynthesis, a type of synthesis used to transform initial 
findings from multiple qualitative research investigations 
into more abstract, decontextualized results. Meta-synthe-
sis was selected as it has the dual purpose of summarizing 
qualitative publications and generating new interpretations 
(Finfgeld-Connett, 2010).

Methods

Review Design

The form of meta-synthesis adopted utilized a model of 
meta-ethnography, a form of synthesis suited to beliefs 
and experiences and understandings of complex social 
phenomena (Atkins et al., 2008). The analysis adhered to 
the procedures of thematic synthesis (Thomas & Harden, 
2008). Thematic synthesis draws on the process of thematic 
analysis, a method that can be used to synthesize a range of 
qualitative methods (Braun, & Clarke, 2006). The review 
followed the recommended six stages of thematic synthesis: 
(1) defining the research question, the subjects, and the types 

of studies to be included; (2) identifying and selecting the 
studies; (3) assessing the quality of the selected studies; (4) 
analyzing the studies, identifying themes, and translating 
themes between the studies; (5) generating the themes of 
the analysis and structuring the synthesis; (6) writing the 
review (Lachal et al., 2017). The protocol for this review 
was registered with the International Prospective Register 

of Systematic Reviews (Prospero, CRD42019156922) and 
complied with the ENTREQ guidelines (Enhancing trans-
parency in reporting the synthesis of qualitative research; 
Tong et al., 2012).

Inclusion Criteria

This review identified qualitative research studies that inves-
tigated the views and experiences of adolescents of social 
media, with a focus on well-being. In line with previous 
reviews (Best, Manktelow, & Taylor, 2014), both hedonic 
and eudaimonic well-being were included. Hedonic well-
being describes subjective happiness and typically captures 
people’s appraisals of their lives, including self-esteem and 
evaluations of mood. Eudaimonic well-being emphasizes 
the roles of personal meaning and self-realization (Fig. 1). 
Table 1 lists the review inclusion criteria.

Literature Search

Searches of electronic databases PsycINFO, Medline, Web 
of Science, and Assia were conducted on 7th February 2020. 
The search was pre-planned, and terms were informed by 
preliminary internet searches and previous reviews of ado-
lescent well-being and social media use (Best et al., 2014). 
Key search terms were combined with Boolean operators 
‘OR’ and ‘AND’, and exploded subject headings were used 
to retrieve all documents containing any of the subject terms. 

The range of dates was limited from 1st January 2006 to 
the current day, as 2006 is when Facebook became open 
to public use. The search terms are listed in Table 2. Titles 
and abstracts were screened for relevance. Reference sec-
tions of retrieved studies and previous review articles were 
also searched. Figure 2 illustrates the review process and 
the number of papers found at each stage. Where studies 

Fig. 1  Concept map for well-
being
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included both qualitative and quantitative aspects, only the 
qualitative elements were reviewed. In studies where more 
than one group of participants was involved (e.g., adoles-
cents and clinicians), only data originating from adolescents 
were extracted. 

Quality Appraisal

The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (2018) framework 
for qualitative studies was used to evaluate the research. The 
appraisal tool is the most frequently used tool for quality 
appraisal in health-related qualitative evidence syntheses 
and is endorsed by Cochrane and the World Health Organi-
zation for such purpose (Long, French, & Brooks, 2020). 
It was therefore deemed appropriate for use in this review. 

In practice, the tool provided a generic set of criteria for 
appraising the strengths and limitations of any qualitative 
research. The lead author reviewed each included study with 

the tool’s 10 questions that consider the inclusion of various 
methodological aspects, including the extent of discussion 
regarding the choice of design, the suitability of sampling 
strategy employed, if the analysis was sufficiently rigorous, 
and the perceived value of the study’s contribution (Table 5). 
The authors met to discuss any uncertainties or questions 
arising from the quality appraisal until an agreement had 
been reached.

Approach to Analysis

The thematic analysis took the form of three stages: a free 
line-by-line coding of the findings of the included studies; 
the organization of these ‘free codes’ into related areas to 
construct ‘descriptive’ themes; and the development of 
‘analytical’ themes (Thomas & Harden, 2008). During the 
first and second stages, data from the original studies were 
entered into a database using NVivo (QSR International Pty 
Ltd., 2015). The first author then coded the studies induc-
tively according to meaning and content. Line-by-line cod-
ing also enabled the translation of concepts between stud-
ies to create a bank of codes. The codes were reviewed by 
the three authors, and following discussion and agreement, 
grouped into a hierarchical structure based on their similari-
ties and differences. The third stage of synthesis involved 
going beyond the initial codes to create analytical themes. 
All authors reviewed the process of theme construction, 
with disagreements were resolved through discussion and 
consensus.

Table 1  Inclusion criteria for systematic search

a Studies focussing on general internet use/online communication, 
gaming were excluded unless there was a clearly identifiable focus on 
social media use
b Studies focussing on a specific use of SM for a defined population or 
group were excluded, e.g. how chronically ill teenage patients manage 
their privacy on social media sites

Inclusion criteria

Published in English
Published in or after 2006
Published in a peer-reviewed journal
Participants aged between 10 and 19 years old
Research based on social media practices, as per the  definitiona

Research containing the concept of well-being, as per the definition
Qualitative design
Non-specific population  sampleb

Table 2  Search terms used in the systematic search

Search topic Specific terms used

Population Adolescen* OR teen* OR young people OR child* OR girl* OR boy* OR youth OR young person
AND

Exposure Social media OR online social network* OR social networking site OR social network OR Facebook OR Instagram OR Snapchat 
OR Twitter OR Bebo OR Myspace OR digital technolog*

AND
Outcome Well-being OR wellbeing OR life satisfaction OR social support OR social capital OR self-esteem OR self-efficacy OR mental 

health OR stress* OR depress* OR anxiety OR anxious* OR worry OR worrie* OR experience*
AND

Methodology Case study OR constant comparison OR content analysis OR conversation analysis OR descriptive study OR discourse analysis 
OR ethnography OR exploratory study OR focus group OR grounded theory OR hermeneutic OR interview* OR narrative 
OR narrative analysis OR naturalistic study OR participant observation* OR phenomenology* OR qualitative OR qualitative 
method OR qualitative research OR thematic analysis OR IPA OR phenomenological OR view* OR experienc* OR opinion* 
OR percep* OR belie* OR feel* OR know* OR understand*
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Results

Overview of Included Studies

The 19 studies that were analyzed were all published within 
the previous decade. Studies typically included groups of 
adolescents that ranged in age from 11 to 18 years old. One 
study had an upper age limit (20) that was just outside the 
10–19 age range inclusion criterion (Radovic et al., 2017). 
This study was nevertheless included because the sample 

was largely within the required range, with 20-year old’s 
numbering in low single digits. Samples from general popu-
lations were typically recruited from schools. Three stud-
ies sampled adolescents who were accessing services for 
common mental health problems (e.g., anxiety or depres-
sion). These studies were included, as these papers were 
of high quality and provided several insights which the 
authors deemed applicable to general populations. The 19 
studies varied in their aims; some papers were broad in 
their approach (e.g., exploring how social media impacts 

Records screened by title
(n = 766)

Full-text articles assessed 
for eligibility

(n = 41)

Studies included in 
qualitative synthesis 

(n = 19)

Records identified through 
database searching

(n = 876)

Additional records identified 
through other sources

(n = 5)

Records after duplicates removed 
(n = 766)

Study abstracts assessed 
for eligibility

(n = 107)

Records excluded (n = 66)
Reasons = Not qualitative 

research, did not report adolescent 
perceptions of SM (e.g. analysis of 
SM posts), participants too old, no 

clear focus on SM, conference 
abstract.

Full-text articles excluded (n = 22)
Reasons:

Not peer-reviewed = 3
Not qualitative = 1

No clear focus on SM = 1
No clear focus on well-being = 15
Adolescent perceptions not clearly 

identifiable = 2

Records excluded
(n = 659)
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Fig. 2  Flow of information through the different phases of a systematic review
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mental health), while others focused on specific aspects of 
social media (e.g., exploring thoughts and feelings about 
self-images on social media). All papers included the direct 
views and experiences of adolescents regarding aspects of 
their well-being and a variety of social media platforms. A 
range of approaches to data analysis were employed, with 
thematic analysis being by far the most common. Table 3 
describes the characteristics of each study.

Quality Assessment

An evaluation of the studies with the appraisal tool found 
that most studies demonstrated evidence of meeting the 
recommendations for qualitative research stipulated in the 
appraisal criteria. The most common weakness was insuf-
ficient evidence of author reflexivity. Table 4 shows the stud-
ies assessed by each criterion. A summary of the quality 
appraisal is shown in Table 5 and the quality of the literature 
concerning each of the nine domains was as follows. 

Aims and Method

Overall, the selected studies set out their research aims 
clearly, all with justifiable use of a qualitative methodology. 
Only two papers lacked some clarity regarding the justifica-
tion of qualitative methodology.

Research Design and Data Analysis

Several studies failed or only partially justified the specific 
research design used, although this may be explained by 
space constraints in publishing. Data were collected most 
often by focus group or interview, sometimes using visual 
aids to remind participants of specific social media sites. 
Thematic analysis was the most common form of analysis. 
Though this type of analysis generally produced informative 
themes, the studies that used alternative methods tended to 
provide more in-depth analysis and insights into processes 
and mechanisms (e.g., grounded theory: Singleton, Abeles, 
& Smith, 2016).

Sampling and Data Collection

Most papers either met or partially described how and why 
a certain participant was selected. More generally, however, 
little attention was given to the limitations of adolescent 
self-reflection and self-report. Data were collected from 
participants aged between 11 and 18 years old. All but 
two of the papers grouped adolescents in relatively large 
age groups (e.g. from 11 to 18 years of age). Two papers 
(Burnette, Kwitowski, & Mazzeo, 2017; Jong & Drum-
mond, 2016) included a narrower age range, females aged 
12–14 years of age. It was noted that studies that explicitly 

asked adolescents about well-being and social media use 
often reported frustrations in data collection. For example, 
one paper described how “many of the adolescents were 
unable to define mental health clearly, often confusing it 
with mental ill-health. Others simply stated that they did not 
understand the term… some participants said that they did 
not believe that mental health could be positive” (O’Reilly 
et al., 2018, p. 4). An apparent consequence of this direct 
style of questioning was that adolescents often relied on less 
specific, third-party attributions, rather than reflecting on 
personal experiences. The same issue appeared less prob-
lematic when researchers engaged with participants over 
specific discrete issues, such as image sharing practices and 
social media use before bedtime (Bell, 2019; Scott, Biello, 
& Woods, 2019).

Reflexivity and Ethical Issues

Author reflexivity was also a common absence, an issue that 
is potentially problematic in an often highly contested and 
polarized subject area (e.g., Haidt & Allen, 2020). There 
were, for example, clear examples of author bias reflect-
ing strong concerns about social media in Bharucha et al., 
(2018), so it was unclear how researcher bias may have 
impacted data collection, interpretation, and overall integrity 
of findings. Accordingly, studies of poorer quality contrib-
uted less to the review, in line with guidance for conducting 
meta-ethnographies (Bondas & Hall, 2007).

Findings

The majority of studies provided a clear statement of find-
ings and addressed factors related to credibility and limita-
tions. The common issues present in studies that only par-
tially or did not provide clear findings included the absence 
of a critical appraisal, often in light of research limitations.

Value of Research

According to the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme 
(2018) framework, reviewers should appraise the value of 
research in terms of whether the researcher discusses the 
contribution the study makes to existing knowledge, if they 
identify research avenues, or considered how the findings 
may be transferred to other populations. Twelve of the 
papers met at least one of these criteria, most often in high-
lighting the novel and valuable findings their study had pro-
duced or in suggesting ideas for the future though only two 
papers discussed the issues relating to the transferability of 
their finding (O’Reilly, 2020; Radovic et al., 2017). Notably, 
Calancie et al. (2017) incorporated clinical strategies into 
their thematic analysis.
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General Critique

As a body of the literature, overall study quality was consid-
ered to be relatively high. Studies were drawn from several 
countries including the UK and USA, Australia, Canada, 
Singapore, India, Bermuda, and Belgium. Given the global 
reach of social media, it was welcome to see related studies 
from non-western countries.

Thematic Analysis

Four central themes relating to adolescent well-being were 
inductively developed from the analysis: (1) connections, (2) 
identity, (3) learning, and (4) emotions. Each theme related 
to a different component of well-being and contained sev-
eral subthemes detailing how adolescents’ social media use 
either supported or compromised their well-being. A the-
matic map is presented in Fig. 3. A table displaying sup-
port for each theme across individual papers is presented 
in Table 6.

First Meta‑theme: Connections

The theme connections described how social media either 
supported or hindered the relationships that adolescents cre-
ated with their peers, friends, and their family. This theme 
was referenced in all but one paper.

Growing relationships: Creating and Nurturing 
Relationships and Social Support

In terms of supporting well-being, nine papers described 
how adolescents used social media to interact with others 
who share similar interests and build new friendship groups. 
Some young people discussed the benefits that social media 
held over ‘offline’ opportunities to make friends in terms of 
negotiating shyness (Singleton et al., 2016). Creating rela-
tionships was perceived to have other benefits, including 
helping to build intimacy, popularity, and increased social 
standing (MacIsaac, Kelly, & Gray, 2018). Social media was 
also described as a useful tool to maintain and nurture social 
groups created outside of social media, including keeping in 
touch with family members and friends who lived long dis-
tances away (Radovic et al., 2017). The social media space 
offered advantages beyond traditional modes of communi-
cation, allowing groups to convene on mass to talk and to 
enjoy media together, share jokes and reflect on experiences 
as a group (Bell, 2019; Davis, 2012).

Adolescents in seven of the papers also talked about the 
role of connections on social media as a valued source of 
support. Connections were represented as receiving posi-
tive affirmation through a comment or finding comfort from 
connecting with a familiar friend after a stressful experience. Ta

bl
e 
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Some young people described social media as a preferred 
avenue of support over traditional routes such as parents 
or counselors. They talked about how they had been con-
tacted with messages of support or solidarity by previously 
unknown social media users who were replying to a question 
or hashtag they had posted. Other adolescents talked more 
generally about the sense of reassurance that social media 
gave them by just knowing that there were others out there, 
e.g.: “you notice that there’s thousands all across the world 
in the same boat as you” (Singleton et al., 2016, p. 400).

Compromising Relationships: Conflict and Criticisms, 
Disconnecting

Social media also appeared to have a negative impact on 
connections, as shown across thirteen papers. Adolescents 
gave multiple examples of arguments, criticisms, and abuse 
all arising from social media. The most common examples 
of negative connections were bullying; some adolescents 
described first-hand experiences of receiving threats while 
others spoke more generally about a culture of bullying and 
hostility online between peers. Adolescents described an 
atmosphere of criticism and negativity during some interac-
tions. Sometimes arguments could be triggered by disagree-
ments online, while another paper gave an example of real-
life offline incidents spilling over into social media (Calancie 
et al., 2017). Such behavior was often linked by adolescents 
to anonymity, impulsivity, disinhibition, and miscommuni-
cation, factors that were deemed more prevalent in online 
than offline communication.

Adolescents also referred to a more passive form of rela-
tionship difficulty on social media, that of feeling discon-
nected. Participants spoke of the burden of being tied to 
former friends or ex-partners through social media. A lack 
of attention in the form of feedback could leave some feeling 
rejected or un-liked (Calancie et al., 2017). Some partici-
pants referenced a feeling of “frustration, loneliness and par-
anoia” that they were being talked about online or excluded 

from something occurring somewhere else on social media, 
while other adolescents described feeling “excluded” when 
witnessing photos of friends getting together without them 
(Scott et al., 2019, p. 3; Weinstein, 2018, p. 3608).

Second Meta‑theme: Identity

The second theme, identity, described the way adolescents 
were either supported or frustrated on social media in their 
efforts to move towards certain identity states, which, when 
met are likely to have positive implications for well-being 
(Vignoles et al., 2006). Adolescents in 13 of the papers made 
comments that could refer to identity processes, describing 
aspects of social media that supported authenticity and self-
esteem, provided life continuity, and allowed them to exhibit 
distinctiveness.

Supporting Identity Construction

Adolescents in 12 of the papers described how social media 
allowed them to express themselves in a way that accessed 
their true, authentic self. Authenticity was voiced by some 
as coming “out of their shell on Facebook” or putting “the 
self out there” (Best, Taylor, & Manktelow, 2015, p. 141; 
MacIsaac et al., 2018, p. 10). Authenticity on social media 
appeared to be facilitated by the various mediums avail-
able: the ability to write and edit thoughts before posting 
them, using mixed media (e.g., words and images) to cap-
ture a mood state, or through the privacy that some social 
media platforms afford (e.g., Snapchat; Throuvala et al., 
2019). Three of these papers also referred to the role that 
social media audiences played in the expression process, 
with unknown spectators witnessing the expression of self, 
which in turn produced cathartic or empowering feelings 
for the author.

The opportunities available on social media to develop or 
grow one’s self-esteem was referenced by adolescents in six 
of the papers. Consistent with the literature that supports the 

Table 5  CASP summary, by criterion
Criteria Example Quality assessment of studies 

Met criterion = (N papers)
Partially met criterion =
Did not meet criterion = 

Aims Explicitly stated aims/ objectives of the research 19

Method Appropriate use of qualitative methods 17 2

Research Design Justification of the specific research design 6 5 8

Sampling Appropriate sampling strategy, description of recruitment 15 3 1

Data collection Appropriate description of data collection methods 11 8

Reflexivity A critical examination of researchers’ own role and bias 3 3 13

Ethical Issues Evidence of approval by an appropriate body 7 10 2

Data Analysis Adequate in-depth description of analysis, rigorous data 
analysis

11 5 3

Findings A clear statement of the findings, discussion of evidence &
credibility

13 4 2



482 Adolescent Research Review (2021) 6:471–492

1 3

association between self-esteem and well-being, adolescents 
described feeling “confident” in themselves, feeling “good 
about yourself” or helping to “build a positive self-image” 
with the feedback they received on their photographs, sug-
gesting that social media appeared related to positive self-
evaluation. (Jong & Drummond, 2016, p. 257; Bell, 2019, 
p. 68; Chua & Chang, 2016, p. 193).

Social media also appeared useful in terms of express-
ing distinctiveness, with adolescents in four papers detailing 
how social media allowed them to distinguish themselves 
from others. Some adolescents spoke about the purpose of 
photos as a way to “express who you are”, emphasizing the 
need to try and “be different in your photo” or “[stand] out 
from the crowd” (Bell, 2019, p. 67; MacIsaac et al., 2018, 
p. 9). In other instances, distinctiveness involved displaying 
material possessions, which could be used symbolically to 
display such features as wealth. Other adolescents discussed 
their excitement in sharing “new ideas” over social media or 
the enjoyment of discovering a peer’s secret talents through 
social media (Weinstein, 2018, p. 3607).

Some adolescents described how social media allowed 
them to track the continuity of their identity over time. Con-
tinuity was described as noticing how one’s personality had 

“developed” or “progressed” when looking back at old pho-
tos on social media or “curating a digital footprint”. These 
processes could be said to support well-being, as described 
by one author as eliciting “positive emotions related to a 
sense of identity affirmation” (Weinstein, 2018, p. 3611).

Frustrating Identity Construction

Identity construction could equally be frustrated, with pos-
sible negative implications for well-being. Eight of the 19 
papers described ways that social media influenced attempts 
to present an authentic self-presentation. In one example, 
social media activity could lead to behaviors that adoles-
cents later judged to be inauthentic, such as bullying or 
being mean to others, actions that they felt did not represent 
who they were offline (Singleton et al., 2016). Other people 
talked more generally of feeling suspicious of others who 
used photo editing tools, possibly to disguise who they were 
(Throuvala et al., 2019), or referenced how it was possible 
to deliver communications more “sneakily” via forms of 
social media rather than honestly face to face (Vermeulen, 
Vandebosch, & Heirman, 2018, p. 88). In other examples, 
adolescents described creating a safe and acceptable social 

Connections Compromising
relationships Conflict and criticisms 

Disconnecting

Creating relationships
Nurturing relationships

Social support

Growing 
relationships

Identity Frustrating 
construction

Supporting 
construction

Learning Obstructing 
learning

Promoting 
learning

Emotions Negative effect on 
mood

Positive effect on 
mood

Inauthentic self-presentation
Shrinking self-esteem

Authenticity
Distinctiveness

Continuity
Growing self-esteem

Displacement
Preoccupation

Learning
Inspiration

Worry and pressure
Exposed to upsetting content

Promote positive moods
Regulate difficult feelings

Fig. 3  Thematic Map
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media form of themselves, by checking with themselves or 
others, before posting, whether their expressive post was in 
keeping with their social media character.

Six papers described how social media could have a nega-
tive impact on self-esteem, sometimes directly. Participants 
described how repeated self-scrutiny, before sharing selfies, 
could mean that “self-esteem, like confidence, is gone…
down the hill” (Bell, 2019, p. 67). Consistently across six 
of the papers, adolescents appeared to base their self-worth 
on the feedback they received. This process went signifi-
cantly beyond making them feel happy or sad, as not having 
a photo sufficiently liked, or not receiving enough positive 
comments, meant that friends are communicating that one 
is “ugly” (Chua & Chang, 2016, p. 193). Edited selfies were 
a way to shore up likes, which represented units of measure-
ment, despite there being no clear guidance on how many 
likes constituted enough to reach a feeling of fulfillment. 
This so-called “heightened sensitivity to social information” 
was seen as having a detrimental impact on some adoles-
cents’ sense of self-worth (Bell, 2019, p. 69).

Third Meta‑theme: Learning

The theme of learning describes how adolescents’ social 
media use either supported or obstructed education. Educa-
tion and opportunities to learn are often considered nec-
essary components of well-being, providing the necessary 
tools and skills to achieve in life, creating a protective factor 
against psychosocial adversity, and enhancing self-efficacy 
and self-esteem (Mihálik et al., 2018; Pajares, 2006). Partici-
pant views relating to learning were coded in eight papers.

Promoting Learning and Inspiration

Adolescents described how social media could operate as 
a “window to the world”, with practical uses for assisting 
in homework. Specifically, the live nature of social media 
appeared enticing, and it was seen as “broadening; it’s inter-
esting, it’s adding new stuff” (Throuvala et al., 2019, p. 169). 
Social media was described repeatedly as promoting learn-
ing through the breadth and depth of information available 
(Weinstein, 2018). It also allowed adolescents to become 
tuned into issues of politics and social justice, such as the 
#BlackLivesMatter movement. Adolescents also referenced 
how social media inspired them in other areas of learning, 
such as fashion, fitness, and presentation skills (Bell, 2019; 
Chua & Chang, 2016; Singleton et al., 2016).

Obstructing Learning

Five papers provided accounts of the ways that social media 
could potentially obstruct learning. The obstruction could 
occur through preoccupation with certain aspects of social 

media, such as investing time and effort pursuing likes or 
capturing the perfect photo, and through dominating the 
conversation at school or constantly intruding into lessons 
through its always-on aspect (Bell, 2019; Chua & Chang, 
2016; MacIsaac et al., 2018). Others described how they 
found it difficult to spend quiet time alone to reflect, with-
out the interruptions of certain social media notifications 
(Calancie et al., 2017). Adolescents could also be more 
explicit in naming cause and effect, stating that school 
attendance was problematic “after logging off at 4 am” and 
linking the distraction of social media to a fall in grades 
(Bharucha, 2018, p. 125).

Forth Meta‑theme: Emotions

A fourth theme, emotions, described the ways that social 
media could impact emotional experiences, both positively 
and negatively. The subjective appraisal of one’s mood state 
is a central component of well-being, alongside cognitive 
appraisals of life satisfaction (Diener, 2000). References to 
appraisals of emotional experiences appeared across 18 of 
the papers.

Positive Effect on Mood

Adolescents in five studies described ways in which social 
media seemed to promote positive moods. Social media was 
described as lifting moods, producing feelings of excite-
ment, happiness, being higher, or “just a way to make me 
feel better” (Throuvala et al., 2019, p. 169). Adolescents 
in these papers also described social media as being enter-
taining and a source of laughter. Adolescents described 
experiences similar to positive emotional contagion, where 
witnessing another emotional reaction produced a similar 
reaction: “Yeah, it [looking through social media] makes me 
feel happy. Seeing someone else happy kind of makes me 
happy” (Weinstein, 2018, p. 3607).

In a further six papers, adolescents described how they 
used social media to help regulate negative emotions. For 
example, adolescents described how they sought out social 
media opportunities to manage annoyance, anger, and sad-
ness (Duvenage et al., 2020). Social media was frequently 
described as an antidote to “boredom” (Throuvala et al., 
2019, p. 170). The most referenced form of emotional 
regulation was stress management, with adolescents in 
four papers describing social media as a tool that can help 
one unhook from busy, challenging lives: “If I’m having a 
stressful day or something- it’ll help me laugh and help me 
unwind a bit” (Weinstein, 2018, p, 3616).
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Negative Effect on Mood

For many adolescents, however, social media represented a 
source of worry and pressure. In almost all papers (N = 16), 
adolescents described the ways that social media was asso-
ciated with worries and fears, often about being judged or 
having behaviors scrutinized. Such behaviors could include 
updating a status, posting an opinion, or uploading a photo 
of themselves. Adolescents also spoke of the fear that others 
may be talking about them on social media or posting unflat-
tering photos, with worry often associated with increased 
“checking” or “curiosity” regarding social media activity 
(Weinstein, 2018, p. 3603; Singleton et al., 2016, p. 398). 
When photos were posted, adolescents described frequently 
checking to see how well they had performed, with too few 
likes associated with frustration or embarrassment (Chua & 
Chang, 2016). Adolescents in three papers also described 
worry associated with perceived parental intrusion into 
their social media world, which they were keen to avoid: “It 
like gives me anxiety whenever my parents are like ‘okay, 
I’m gonna just like check something’ and they like actually 
check my computer history” (Burnette et al., 2017, p. 119).

Some adolescents expressed troubling thoughts about the 
frequency of their social media use, with papers describing a 
pattern of social media behavior as “dependent” “addicted” 
“compulsive” (O’Reilly et al., 2018, p. 8; Radovic et al., 
2017, p. 9; Throuvala et al., 2019, p. 170; Singleton et al., 
2016, p. 398). Adolescents expressed general concerns 
about the consequences of leaving digital artifacts, such as 
embarrassing photos or comments, material that could be 
duplicated and disseminated without the authors’ knowledge 
(Vermeulen et al., 2018). Social media also represented a 
source of pressure for several adolescents across stud-
ies. Adolescents in three papers spoke about the pressure 
to have social media, to the extent that not having social 
media was “unheard of” (Scott et al., 2019, p. 542). Not 
being on social media was linked to a belief that it would 
result in exclusion from offline social circles (Singleton, 
2016). Pressures to share, stay connected (“in tune with my 
group”), and respond immediately to contacts were reported 
by adolescents (Bharucha, 2018, p. 123). Expectations to 
reply “immediately” to messages were linked by one author 
to feelings of distress (Calancie et al., 2017, p. 8). Similar 
expectations were repeatedly cited by adolescents as a bar-
rier to switching off and getting to sleep: “Is there a way 
where I can justify leaving? Can I say ‘look, I’m tired?’ ” 
(Scott et al., 2019, p. 542).

A further way that adolescents linked social media to 
negative moods was through encountering upsetting con-
tent, which was reported in four studies through exposure to 
distressing images or posts. Three papers reported accounts 
of adolescents describing coming across graphic self-harm 
images or through reading accounts of others “expressing 

how depressed they are” (Weinstein, 2018, p. 3608; Radovic 
et al., 2017; Singleton et al., 2016). Upsetting content was 
also relational, such as seeing updates about former partners 
in new relationships (Calancie et al., 2017). Other papers 
described negative emotional contagion, whereby sad 
upsetting posts by others triggered similar feelings of being 
brought “down” or feeling “guilty for not helping” (O’Reilly 
et al., 2018, p. 5; Singleton et al., 2016, p. 400).

Discussion

A growing body of literature has linked the rise of social 
media use to a decrease in the well-being of adolescents. 
This paper sought to supplement existing reviews of quan-
titative, cross-sectional research, by appraising the quali-
tative literature that could answer the question: what are 
the views and experiences of adolescents of social media 
and its relationship to their well-being? This was accom-
plished through a systematic literature search and quality 
appraisal, followed by a thematic synthesis. Four themes 
emerged, namely connections, identity, learning, and emo-
tions. Within each theme, complex and nuanced accounts of 
the relationships between adolescent social media use and 
well-being emerged.

Connections and Well‑Being

The theme of connections was present in all but one of the 
19 papers and accounted for a web of interpersonal relation-
ships that adolescents built with peers across social media 
platforms. Adolescents in the reviewed studies cited connec-
tions as a central aspect of social media, where connections 
could be seen to encourage a context in which social support 
could be leveraged through creating and nurturing relation-
ships. Taking a developmental lens, the creation of support-
ive peer connections can be viewed as part of the process of 
individuating and developing a network of healthy attach-
ments from outside the family of origin (Lyons-Ruth, 1991). 
In adolescence, young people begin a process of exploration, 
in search of supportive peer bonds, thus reducing the reli-
ance on the primary attachment figure. By mid-adolescence, 
these interactions with peers begin to encompass a wide 
variety of roles that persist throughout the lifespan (Allen 
& Tan, 2018). The review findings suggest that for many 
adolescents, forming and nurturing connections over social 
media may contribute to this individuation and development 
process. Future studies will be needed to explore how this 
varies by age and stage of adolescence.

At the same time, adolescents in several of the reviewed 
papers described how social media could be a hostile social 
context, in which existing relationships could be compro-
mised through criticisms, conflict, and social media posts 
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that led to the sense of exclusion and disconnection from 
friends. To some extent, these experiences reflect the vari-
ation that can occur in social processes offline. However, 
the adolescents’ accounts highlighted the unique contribu-
tory features of social media, including user anonymity, 
the greater possibility for miscommunication and misun-
derstanding, and the experience of peer evaluation through 
‘likes’. Their accounts also identified the role that impulsiv-
ity and disinhibition could play in their negative relational 
experiences on social media. These findings are particularly 
relevant to the adolescent period because neurological devel-
opments during adolescence lead to increased risk-taking 
and impulsivity, as well as to increased sensitivity to envi-
ronmental rewards, such as ‘likes’ (Griffin, 2017). Argu-
ably, these features of adolescence interact with the nature 
of social media to magnify the nature and impact of nega-
tive relational experiences; for example, disinhibited and 
impulsive behaviors can be witnessed and fed back on by a 
substantially larger audience than would be possible offline.

What may differentiate adolescents in terms of well-being 
outcomes derived from connections on social media is less 
clear from the synthesis. However, attachment theorists 
have long suggested that the secure attachments that ado-
lescents have with parents are important for the construction 
of healthy models of the self (Harter, 1990). It is plausible 
that differences in attachment styles influence the extent to 
which social media is experienced by adolescents as a sup-
portive medium for developing connections or as a more 
problematic one, though this would need to be examined in 
future research.

Relatedly, current research has identified how perceived 
online social support is associated with higher levels of life 
satisfaction, which is proposed to mediate the relationship 
between social media use and well-being (Erfani & Abedin, 
2018; Manago, Taylor, & Greenfield, 2012; Nabi, Prestin, & 
So, 2013; Oh, Ozkaya, & LaRose, 2014). Indeed, individu-
als who experience warm, satisfying, trusting relationships 
are more likely to report higher well-being than those with 
few close, trusting relationships (Ryff, 1989). While there 
exists a body of literature exploring the more extreme forms 
of relationship discord on social media, such as cyberbul-
lying, researchers are at an early stage of investigating ado-
lescents’ wider experiences of online interpersonal rejection 
and exclusion (Aboujaoude et al., 2015; Landau, Eisikovits, 
& Rafaeli, 2019).

Identity and Well‑Being

In the second theme, social media appeared to be used to 
develop aspects of identity by adolescents across 13 papers. 
Adolescence has long been considered the period when 
identity work becomes a crucial task (Erikson, 1968). The 
current review supports this, with accounts of the types of 

identity work that adolescents can engage in on social media. 
Specific identity-supporting acts identified in this review 
appeared to cluster around recognized domains, such as 
displaying distinctive qualities from others, growing self-
esteem and enhancing a sense of worth, and using historical 
posts (such as browsing old photos) to track continuity of the 
self over time (cf. Goossens, 2001). It has been proposed that 
the satisfaction of certain identity-motivated behaviors, such 
as those described here, has positive implications for well-
being, whereas frustration of these activities typically has 
negative consequences (Vignoles, 2011). Positively, some 
adolescents in this review revealed that they used social 
media to express “authenticity”, sometimes in the presence 
of a supportive, anonymous audience who were capable of 
witnessing and encouraging identity expression, a practice 
that has been associated with attaining validation and relief 
(Bazarova & Choi, 2014). Conceptually, the role of the 
audience in identity construction connects to that of “multi-
voiced identities”; the idea that identity exists in the words 
and minds of many, instead of a single-voiced phenomenon 
(White, 2000).

Alongside the apparent benefits, adolescents in the review 
also described how identity work could have negative well-
being implications, notably from social media behaviors that 
were later judged to be inauthentic or incongruent with who 
they were offline. Some adolescents also described a strong 
level of self-censorship in their behavior by appraising what 
is acceptable to broadcast to others; an awareness that may 
potentially pull adolescents in the opposite direction from 
expressing an authentic self in an attempt to ensure popular-
ity. While these developmental challenges may be univer-
sal, social media appears to have introduced a proliferation 
of opportunities to curate identity and present it to a wider 
audience, thus potentially increasing the experiential inten-
sity and well-being consequences. Furthermore, as men-
tioned above, adolescents’ increased risk-taking, impulsiv-
ity, and sensitivity to environmental rewards (Griffin, 2017) 
appear to interact with this environment to magnify these 
experiences. For example, photos and status updates may be 
quickly seen by large audiences and prove difficult to erase 
if regretted (Dowell, 2009).

From an emotional well-being perspective, incoherence 
between publicly posted, aspirational identity and the inter-
nally felt one has been theoretically attributed to psychologi-
cal difficulties encompassing low mood and self-worth (Rog-
ers, 1961). Such assumptions have been broadly supported 
in related literature that has associated the well-being of 
older adolescents with the accuracy of the information they 
choose to convey about themselves on social media, i.e. the 
degree of authenticity of their self-presentation. Inauthen-
tic self-presentation has been found to be associated with 
low self-esteem and social anxiety, while authentic self-
presentation was associated with more positive emotional 
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outcomes (Twomey & O’Reilly, 2017). There appears, 
however, a dearth of literature that explores the long-term 
consequences of inauthentic presentation on social media, 
particularly for younger users. Understanding the long-term 
implications is relevant, as pressure to present an acceptable 
self on social media in early adolescence may hasten identity 
foreclosure, meaning forgoing the exploration of alternative 
roles and identities (Gardner & Davis, 2013). Overall, learn-
ing to negotiate experiences of feeling unwanted, un-liked, 
ignored, and rejected has always represented a complex 
emotional challenge, and this is a process that is likely to 
be intensified on social media (Leary, 2015). Although cop-
ing strategies vary, some adolescents have described how 
sharing tricky experiences with family, friends, and helping 
professionals can contribute to feelings of relief and belong-
ing (Landau et al., 2019).

Learning and Well‑Being

The theme of learning captured adolescent social media 
use both in terms of supporting and obstructing learning 
and was referenced across eight of the papers. Learning is 
an established marker of well-being, particularly in youth 
(Ozan, Mierina, & Koroleva, 2018). Adolescents across five 
of the papers described ways in which social media provided 
access to information that allowed them to explore subjects 
and spark interest in new ones. Equally, adolescents also 
described how social media appeared to dominate discus-
sions in school and intrude into learning environments, pro-
viding examples of how grades have suffered as a result of 
social media overuse. Such examples appear to relate to the 
concept of an “attention economy” within a school, whereby 
social media, with its fast flow of eye-catching and distract-
ing information, competes for attention in traditional educa-
tional settings, where deeper styles of attention are required 
for complex problems (Crogan & Kinsley, 2012). Such dis-
ruptions to learning fit with the theoretical literature, lend-
ing support to the displacement hypothesis, which suggests 
that time on social media replaces other, health-enhancing 
behaviors (Liu, Wu, & Yao, 2016; Suchert, Hanewinkel, 
& Isensee, 2015). Others, however, have recognized the 
potential value and opportunities inherent within social 
media when integrated into education, such as using social 
media within classroom settings to augment communica-
tion and collaboration (Gikas & Grant, 2013). A key differ-
ence, therefore, concerns whether social media represents an 
intrusion from outside the classroom or a tool deliberately 
harnessed to aid education.

Emotions and Well‑Being

Adolescents in eighteen studies described several differ-
ent examples of how social media impacted emotions or 

hedonic well-being. This type of moment-to-moment emo-
tional appraisal, along with a cognitive appraisal of life sat-
isfaction, combine into what is commonly referred to and 
measured as subjective well-being, where higher levels of 
pleasant affect (e.g., contentment) lead to greater well-being 
(Diener, 2000). As adolescence is often characterized by 
the increased occurrence, range, and intensity of emotional 
encounters, it is perhaps unsurprising that accounts of emo-
tional experiences on social media featured in almost all of 
the reviewed studies. Social media appeared to provide a 
prominent stage in which a wide range of emotional chal-
lenges can occur and be enacted.

Adolescents across five papers discussed the role that 
engaging in social media activities has on eliciting posi-
tive emotions, such as feeling “happy” and “better” through 
being part of an entertained audience. These experiences 
are consistent with a conceptualization of social media as 
entertainment, designed to make its audience feel happy, 
engaged, released from pressure, and offering a temporary 
escape from reality. However, such notions can contrast with 
the possible negative long-term impact of media consump-
tion (Bartsch, & Oliver, 2017; McQuail, 2010; Vorderer & 
Reinecke, 2015). Aside from positive emotion, adolescents 
in the current review described how social media can cre-
ate a surveillance-like culture, in which they worry about 
missing out on social news or events, or more pertinently, 
becoming the subject of social news. Additionally, sources 
of pressure and worry were identified as coming from 
the perceived need to connect and respond to others with 
immediacy, suggesting more active patterns of engagement, 
though not necessarily ones driven by pleasure, but rather 
by a pressure to conform and reply. For example, some con-
sidered it “impolite” to not respond or felt they “have to 
reply” suggesting a discourse of social media etiquette in 
which socially accepted judgments about expectations and 
transgressions may drive adolescents to certain unhelpful 
communication patterns, having an impact on worry, dis-
tress, and sleep (Weinstein, 2018, p. 3613; Throuvala et al., 
2019, p. 169).

While emotional stimulation can provide developmental 
opportunities, it also can increase vulnerability to adapta-
tional difficulties relevant to well-being and mental health. 
Emotion regulation, namely how one controls, experiences, 
and expresses emotions as they unfold over a very brief 
period has been proposed to play a vital role in how adoles-
cents approach such challenges (Opitz, Gross, & Urry, 2012; 
Quoidbach, Mikolajczak, & Gross, 2015). Moreover, this 
is particularly relevant to the adolescent stage, as emotion 
regulation abilities are in the process of developing during 
this time (Guyer, Silk, & Nelson, 2016). Some adolescents 
in the reviewed articles appeared to be trying to use social 
media to support emotion regulation; for example, they pro-
vided examples of using social media to respond to emotions 



489Adolescent Research Review (2021) 6:471–492 

1 3

such as anger or boredom. Social media is a comparatively 
new setting in which emotion regulation has been consid-
ered, and the majority of studies thus far have involved adult 
participants (Blumberg, Rice, & Dickmeis, 2016). Future 
research may benefit from considering social media’s role 
in both helping and hindering adolescents develop skills in 
emotion regulation.

In terms of practical social media guidance, evidence sug-
gests that parental responses to help adolescents manage 
emotional experiences need to be adapted to their age and 
developmental level. For example, while direct interventions 
appear effective in younger children (e.g., providing instruc-
tions), adolescents can prefer indirect influences, such as 
discussing emotion regulation strategies, since these pro-
vide a better match for their developing cognitive and self-
regulatory competencies, and desire for autonomy (Riediger, 
& Klipker, 2014). Such findings may help develop social 
media guidance that moves beyond restrictive and instruc-
tive screen-time management, to a more informed and devel-
opmentally appropriate dialogue for older adolescents.

Limitations and Implications for Future Research

The findings of this review are limited in several respects 
that would benefit from being addressed in future research. 
Firstly, in terms of increasing the depth of understand-
ing, future research may benefit from utilizing qualitative 
approaches to generate theory, and from exploring alterna-
tive methods of data collection. For example, researchers 
may wish to explore in vivo data collection techniques, 
exploring the impacts of social media in real-time rather 
than reflections at a later date, which can be influenced by 
reporting bias.

The lack of attention to age and developmental stage in 
participants represents a limitation of the current research. 
The developmental stage is salient, as, during adolescence, 
youth will typically go through significant physical, psy-
chological, and behavioral changes as well as experience 
external social changes, all of which will impact perceptions 
of what constitutes well-being (Rigby, Hagell, & Starbuck, 
2018). Future research may wish to adopt a developmental 
lens when considering adolescents’ reports of well-being 
issues, in terms of both content and capacity to reflect on 
certain topics. Furthermore, developing a greater under-
standing of the roles that gender, ethnicity, and culture may 
play would also be helpful. Regarding the issue of accessing 
adolescent perceptions of well-being, studies may benefit 
from contextualizing their design and questions to encour-
age adolescents to discuss facets of well-being in a way that 
makes sense to them, thus increasing validity, and navigating 
potential issues regarding understanding and taboo.

This area would also likely benefit from quantitative 
studies that can explore the generalization of, and possible 

variation in, the issues raised by adolescents in this review 
over larger samples, across cultures, gender, and ages. These 
studies may wish to move towards process models, allowing 
researchers to tease apart the relative influence of poten-
tial factors (Hayes, 2017). Longitudinal or, where feasible 
and ethical, experimental designs, could allow a degree of 
temporal order or causality to be established. Furthermore, 
given that social media use appears to have the potential to 
have both positive and negative effects on wellbeing, across 
all the identified themes, research that seeks to further 
understanding the moderators and mediators that influence 
the nature of the effects of social media would be helpful.

Conclusion

Despite a surge in interest regarding the relationship between 
social media use and well-being, relatively few studies have 
attempted to capture the views and experiences of adoles-
cents, which are vital to understanding any proposed rela-
tionships. The current review sought to redress this bal-
ance by reviewing and synthesizing the related qualitative 
literature. Nineteen studies were identified in which young 
people shared their views and experiences of social media 
and well-being. The thematic meta-synthesis revealed four 
themes relating to well-being: connections, identity, learn-
ing, and emotions. Within each theme, adolescents described 
the social and psychological drivers that appeared relevant to 
their well-being, in both positive and negative terms. These 
findings demonstrate the numerous sources of pressures and 
concerns that adolescents experience, which appear related 
to active social media use and hedonic well-being. Striking 
too, were how adolescents seemed motivated to use social 
media in relation to aspects of eudaimonic well-being, such 
as to construct aspects of their identity, learn, and build 
social connections. Taken together, the findings suggest that 
well-being and social media are related by a multifaceted 
interplay of factors including, thoughts, emotions, behaviors, 
and external narratives that influence aspects of use. Future 
research may wish to explore some of these factors quanti-
tatively, to further examine how the relationship described 
here generalize and are moderated.
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