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	Over the last twenty years, social media platforms have radically changed the way individuals interact, establish relationships, and understand themselves and the surrounding world. What used to be a mere tool of keeping in touch with friends and family has turned into a digital ecosystem that feeds on billions of people every day. Instagram, Tik Tok, Facebook, and dozens of other social networks have become a part of the modern world, influencing the perception of people regarding themselves, their understanding of success, and communication with others. However, there is the disturbing truth that lies just under the surface of such connectivity: the very devices that are meant to make people closer to each other are driving many users into even more isolation, anxiety and despair. Social media has emerged as a force in our lives, yet its increased use has been detrimental to mental health due to its effects of causing anxiety, depression, and loneliness in social media users. The accumulating body of research evidence by various institutions in different parts of the world reveals clearly that the psychological cost of using social media is huge, rampant, and must be addressed seriously by individuals and policymakers as well as the technology companies.
	Among the most documented negative effects of social media, there is its association with the increased anxiety rates. The endless feeling of being bombarded with filtered images of other individuals and their presumably ideal lives, the need to uphold an attractive online image, and the anxiety of awaiting likes and comments all lead to the chronic condition of psychological distress. In a large-scale systematic review and meta-analysis study, Du et al. analyzed the evidence of many studies and discovered that problematic social networking use is significantly positively correlated with anxiety symptoms, and that compulsive users were at a significantly increased risk of developing anxiety disorders as compared to moderate or non-users. This association is based on the dynamics of the social comparison. In a world where people are continually bombarded with highlight reels of others success, vacations, relationships and physical appearance, users are bound to compare their lives with these ideals. The outcome is a constant feeling of insufficiency that contributes to anxiety in their day-to-day lives. Also, the algorithm is created in a way that encourages maximum engagement through the amplification of emotionally charged and distressing content, leaving the users in a state of constant agitation. The problematic use, i.e. compulsive checking, emotional withdrawal when not using social media, and the use of social media as a coping mechanism, as noted by Du et al., is especially associated with anxiety, i.e., the very construction of these platforms actively promotes behaviors that negatively impact mental health.
	This conclusion is supported by the evidence of the experiment to a significant degree. De Hesselle and Montag organized a 14-day social media abstinence experiment where the participants avoided all platforms of social media during the two weeks. The findings were vivid: abstainers reported a great decrease in anxiety and stress levels in comparison to a control group who continued to use it normally. The strength of this finding is due to the fact that it isolates social media as a variable, so its removal, even in the short-term, resulted in improved well-being. De Hesselle and Montag conclude that interim abstinence has significant mental health benefits, meaning that the unregulated long-term use imposes a compounding and enduring mental health load. Such results are a good indicator that even short-term social media breaks can help the nervous system to rest after being subjected to constant stimulation and overstimulation of emotions that these platforms are constantly causing.
	The connection between social media and depression is also very convincing, especially considering the studies that were carried out during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. When individuals in lockdown switched to online media as a source of news, entertainment, and socialization, the number of people using it increased exponentially across the world. A systematic review conducted by Phalswal et al. established that the excessive use of Covid-related information on sites such as Twitter and Facebook was greatly related to higher levels of depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress symptoms. The authors mention that the infodemic, the overwhelming amount of misinformation and emotionally disturbing content that was admitted in the course of the pandemic, was actively promoted on social media, and those users who consumed it the most suffered the most significant psychological damage. This shows us the most important thing about these platforms: they are not passive mediums through which information moves but rather active enhancers of fear, uncertainty, and negativity. The same mechanisms are in operation every day, even without the special conditions of a health crisis around the globe. Social media constantly presents traumatic news, politically divisive content, and viral content designed to provoke outrage or fear in its users. The cumulative impact of this exposure in months and years has an apparent psychological toll, which leads to sustained low mood, hopelessness, and clinical depression among vulnerable populations.
	The analysis of the role of social media in Sub-Saharan Africa by Diyammi provides a much-needed international aspect to this debate. Although most studies on the topic of social media and mental health have been carried out in Western, high-income settings, Diyammi shows that such effects are not culturally isolated phenomena. In Sub-Saharan Africa, where phone access has grown exponentially over the last several years, research found a two-sided sword: social media can be truly advantageous in the form of information access and community-building, but it is also a source of new cyberbullying, poisonous social comparison, and exposure to harmful content (Diyammi). More importantly, in a setting where mental health facilities are less established and where mental illness stigma is more acute, the harms can be more serious and less likely to be mitigated. The argument that social media has negative impacts on mental health is strongly supported through the work of Diyammi, in the sense that it is a worldwide phenomenon that cannot be limited to geographic and cultural boundaries.
	The greatest irony of social media, perhaps, is that a technology designed to bring people together has turned into a major cause of loneliness. Wang et al. examined how social media use is related to the feeling of loneliness in both younger and older adults, with special attention paid to the moderating effect of shyness. Their results indicate that the heavier the use, the lonelier they feel, and it is even stronger in the case of shy people. To the timid user, social media is a replacement for the real face-to-face interaction that they so badly need but cannot attain; instead of fulfilling their social needs, the digital alternative makes them feel even more alone. Witnessing the presence of other people at gatherings they were not invited to, witnessing the celebrations of couples they were not involved in, and witnessing the group experiences they were not a part of all add fuel to the fire of feeling socially rejected and inadequate. Wang et al. state the following about the effects of social media on human connections.
	It is not intellectually honest to suggest that social media is an entirely bad thing with no good qualities whatsoever. While it is true that social media is bad news for many people, especially those who are geographically isolated, those who are members of minority groups, and those with social anxiety, it is true to say that social media is a lifeline to belonging and social connection for those people. For example, LGBTQ+ youth living in rural areas can find communities and belonging through social media. Similarly, patients with rare diseases can connect with other patients with similar diseases. Activists can organize and mobilize their movements. Artists can showcase their work and get an audience. These are all good things. Zsila and Reyes have written the best piece I have found on this topic. They suggest that social media can be a tool to provide support, self-expression, and building communities, and that it has had a profoundly positive effect on society. They suggest that the problem is not social media per se, but how it is used and to what extent. While passive consumption is bad and has negative effects, active engagement with social media is not as bad and is probably good.
Nevertheless, these counterarguments do not ultimately detract from the basic premise that the overall effect of social media on mental health is a net negative for a significant and growing portion of the population. This is because the benefits of social media, as discussed by Zsila and Reyes, are not evenly distributed and are heavily dependent on usage habits that social media itself works against. In fact, the business model for each of the major social media corporations is based on maximizing the amount of time spent on the platform. This means that algorithms are intentionally designed to maximize the same sort of passive, compulsive usage that has been shown to have the most negative effects on mental health. As shown in the abstinence study by De Hesselle and Montag, taking a break from social media has a measurable positive effect on psychological state. This indicates that the costs of social media usage outweigh the benefits for the majority of the user base. In fact, the studies by Du et al., Phalswal et al., and Wang et al. collectively represent thousands of participants from numerous different countries and different cultural settings. It is impossible to dismiss the consistency of these studies as an anomaly based on individual differences. It is impossible to dismiss the consistency of these studies as an anomaly based on individual differences. In fact, the business model for each of the major social media corporations is based on maximizing the amount of time spent on the platform. This means that algorithms are intentionally designed to maximize the same sort of passive, compulsive usage that has been shown to have the most negative effects on mental health. As shown in the abstinence study by de Hesselle and Montag, taking a break from social media has a measurable positive effect on psychological state. This indicates that the costs of social media usage outweigh the
This is not in dispute. The implications of this reality are grave. Social media, in its current form, is harming the mental health of millions of users worldwide. The negative effects include increased levels of anxiety, further depression, and loneliness. This is not just an issue with social media; it is a system-wide problem. The business model of social media prioritizes user engagement over the health of users. The status quo is not acceptable. The status quo has not been acceptable for quite some time. Individuals can be more active users of social media. Individuals can be more engaged in the world offline. 
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