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ABSTRACT 

In today’s digital age, virtual media has become an integral part of daily life, offering both opportunities and 

challenges for mental health. While it fosters social connections and provides platforms for sharing experiences, it 

also exposes users to risks like cyberbullying, information overload, and unhealthy comparisons. This qualitative 

study explores the nuanced relationship between social media usage and mental health within the educated 

Punjabi community, focusing on individuals who engage with social media regularly and have experienced its 

negative effects. Using purposive sampling, 50 participants aged 25 to 35 were selected, each with a minimum 

of two hours of daily social media usage and prior negative exposure. A focus group discussion was 

conducted, and the data was thematically analyzed to uncover both positive and negative perceptions of social 

media’s impact on mental health. key findings reveal the dual nature of social media, highlighting its role in 

emotional support and mental health awareness, as well as concerns related to low self-esteem, cyber-bullying, 

and social media addiction. The study emphasizes the need for digital literacy, early intervention, and responsible 

content creation as strategies to mitigate these risks. 

Keywords: Social Media, Psychological, Cyber Bullying’ Perspectives, Comprehensive Analysis 

INTRODUCTION 

A fundamental aspect of almost everybody’s lives in the 21st century is the technological advancement of 

media (Nezi, 2020). A showground within the world of electronic media consists of internet services on 

telecommunication devices such as phones, instant messaging applications, interactive multiplayer video games, 

virtual reality sites, social networks, emails, and the list is endless. The young generation of the new millennium is 

the first to grow up with what is considered technology. People are immersed in a world of virtual media. This 

generation is “always connected” when they enter the critical mental and physical growth developmental stages. 

They have constant exposure and interaction with cell phones, computers and the internet (Vaingankar et al., 

2022). One very crucial and prominently most important feature that technology accompanies is that the 

millennial now finds it very easy to remain involved to friends, family, and acquaintances, thereby creating a 

large social network and sphere of influence. They are used to staying in touch with relatives on a more regular 

basis and find that they need constant social interaction when going about everyday activities (Khalaf 

etal.,2023). 

It is proposed that the alluring prospects of advanced technology constitute what is termed a relatively safe place 

to have social interaction without requiring the social skills demanded in in-person interaction (Zsila & Meyes, 

2023). The environment of virtual media might provide a comfortable setting for an introverted or shy child to 

interact with peers. It is believed to contribute a stage for everybody to remain connected to relatives, with 

updates about the events in their lives. On the contrary, critics argue that one concerning aspect of growing up in 

this century is the desensitization to aspects that were formerly understood as taboo (Daneback et al., 2018). 

With the increased participation in this shared virtual social space and the open web available as an instant 

tool, many have been subjected to a myriad of content that some would deem not inappropriate, such as 

pictures and videos of violence, pornographic material, language and conversation that includes lewd or 
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obscene content, notorious social issues and more (Nicklin et al., 2020). Controversy has it that there are 

psychological and societal repercussions that might be consequent from repeated and regular participation in 

social media. 

Advanced equipment is a hiding room for the destructive and often lethal bully- cyberspace (Kaloeti et al., 

2021). It is the utilization of the internet or other digital devices such as emails, messaging, texts, networking 

websites, web pages, blogs, chat rooms or interactive game sites to send negative and harmful messages and 

images. Even social media presents a virtual, unreachable world in which others may find an easy platform for 

cyber bullying, particularly sex badgering (Finkelhor et al., 2022). Cyber-bullying is relational aggression intended 

to make the victim feel frightened, humiliated, helpless, and too often hopeless (Giumetti et al., 2022). It can 

be anonymously done. Perpetrators can torture and harass without detection. It can be conducted 24/7, and it 

constantly appears on the phone and computer that a young person uses on a daily basis. It assaults privacy 

boundaries in a way that magnifies horror as it makes damaging materials public to an infinite audience who can 

instantly download, save or forward them to others. 

Statistics reveal every 26 per cent of students from 6th grade and above have been exposed to virtual bullying in 

the United States (Peebles. E, 2014). NCRB data accounts state that cybercrimes in India increased by 63.48 per 

cent from 2018 to 2019, which saw an expansion of 12.32 per cent in 2020 (Kaur et al., 2023). Perpetrators 

usually engage in social sabotage of others. Girls are twice as likely victims than boys. On the other hand, boys 

are further expected to target girls and less aggressive males. Sexual and homophobic harassment is emerging as 

a prevalent aspect of cyberbullying (Elipe et al., 2017). Cyber-bullying is most prevalent among 15 and 16-

year-olds, and the more that young people share their identities and thoughts on social networking sites such as 

Facebook, Instagram and Myspace, the more likely they are to be targeted than those who do not use the sites. 

One of the consequences of virtual sexual harassment is the dismissal by many young adults that it’s not a valid 

form of harassment (Biber et al, 2002). While the scope of sexual harassment has changed greatly with the 

popularity of social media, education among teens has not. Often, the traditional teachings and warnings of 

previous generation are the standards by which children now-a-days gauge the seriousness of the situation 

(Bozzola et al, 2022). If they haven’t been touched inappropriately or lived in person, they may not recognize the 

violation as harassment. Also, many cases remain under-reported as with reporting, one may face the public 

embarrassment and humiliation that might ensue with online sexual bullying (Aitchison et al., 2021). 

What was formerly taken as confidential and delicate has now become public for all eyes to see. Even though 

there are numerous aspects to sexual relationships that go beyond virtual flirting and visual objectification of 

bodies, assumptions have it that young people of this age are becoming indifferent to the knowledge and are 

indulgent in things that are not meant to blast out to the public. However, extremely private affairs are published 

on various social media platforms or pornographic websites as a form of revenge porn (Walker et al., 2017). Also, 

it is not yet fully understood whether online discussions and contents of a sexual nature are desensitizing personal, 

emotional and physical implications of sex in the young generation, leading to sexual dysfunction in extreme 

cases (Park et al., 2016). Youthful communities may find themselves lacking or unworthy when exposed to 

photos and videos of naked models and pornography stars; this is another major concern. Unease due to body 

image is more virulent than ever. It isn’t known to what extent the social media is or is not inflicting a plethora of 

self-doubt and physical insecurity (Jiotsa et al., 2021). 

Since there is no interactional evidence prevalent in the culture and neither such data exists in the scientific 

community due to ethical restraints, it is not known how young people feel and know what is appropriate and what 

isn’t in case of sexual bullying and if they feel confident of what’s okay and what isn’t while using social media. 

Whether and to what extent the young generation is aware of maintaining a privacy boundary for their safety isn’t 

entirely comprehended, despite knowing that the internet is a permanent place of online content and everything 

leaves a digital footprint (Olinder et al., 2020). Once things are out on the internet, they can remain there 

indefinitely. 

Only those who experience and live with social media on a day-to-day basis can explain to what extent it is an 

obligation or mess of their lives. The force of social media that it imposes through its pros and cons in real life 

needs to be pictured so that the uncertainty and vagueness about its impact can be made distinctive and 
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sharpened, which is not possible unless the speculations mentioned above are approached with an aim to 

providing a scientific answer regarding “how and what” in the media impacts the perception of the real world of 

these individuals. This will lead to effective measures that can be taken to protect the youth from the supposed 

disadvantages. 

Justification for the Study 

The paucity of in-depth understanding of how impact of virtual media is perceived, especially among educated 

and informed classes of the society who have faced negative consequences themselves, directs towards a need for 

better comprehension. It is essential to know how they interpret the weight of social media on their own mental 

health and the measures to tackle its impact. Therefore, this research paper attempted to understand how the 

“educated section” of society “using social media on a regular basis” and “had formerly experienced negative 

events” using it “perceive social media usage, its negative & positive influences on mental health and possible 

interventions in the present” that can be further proposed for policy changes. 

Study Purpose 

This study aimed to gain an in-depth understanding of how individuals representing the educated section of 

the Bengali society with negative exposure to social media perceive the impact of social media on mental 

health and probable suggestions they have as interventions for dealing with it. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

To convene the objective of the study, a focused group discussion was performed, as this method is appropriate for 

presenting impending and original postulations, participants’ views and opinions. The interview was carried out on 

a sample of 50 participants chosen through purposive sampling and the researcher moderated throughout the 

interview. 

Survey Criteria 

Participants for the study were chosen based on the following inclusion criteria: Having regular social media use 

with at least 2 hours of daily engagement Prior negative experiences from virtual media usage minimum 

educational qualification of Masters in any relevant area Age range: 25- 35 years Must belong to the local Punjabi 

community. 

Data Analysis 

The questions for the interview were pre-decided by the researcher; new questions were data-driven and were 

prompted by the researcher during the interview process. The interview took place under controlled conditions 

at an official setup. The duration of the interview was 55 minutes. The language used for the interview was 

English. The complete interview was recorded in audio format with the consent of the participants and later 

used for analysis purposes. 

The data was thematically analyzed to generate themes and sub-themes for an in-depth understanding of the 

perceived impact of virtual media on human psychology among the sample. The raw data was structured into 

codes and themes as per the steps as follows: Familiarization- the researcher read the transcripts multiple times to 

get accustomed to the data Identifying thematic framework- to support the theory-based strategy of positive & 

negative social media impact on mental health and possible interventions, a thematic framework was followed. 

Indexing- additional codes and themes were derived from the data mapping- Quotes from the interview were 

assigned under codes, and these codes were rearranged to the right theme.  

This method has been adapted from the framework model to ease data collection and investigation for the 

current exploration (Pope et al., 2000). Lastly, findings have been compared and corroborated with the available 

literature. Ethical considerations were duly maintained in terms of informed consent, prior agreement for 

participation and confidentiality of the participants’ identity throughout the interview as well as during 

transcription of data and analysis process. 
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Study Outcomes 

The exact references provided insights into the participants’ views and experiences, illustrating the main 

themes of the discussion. Based on the precise references provided in the focused group discussion on how 

social media impacts youth mental health, several sub-themes have been identified within the main themes. 

These sub-themes have offered a more detailed understanding of the participants’ perspectives. The data is 

represented as below: Discussion reflects of participant quotes depicting their “perception regarding the 

positive impact of social media” on youth mental health. The chief sub-themes that have been distinguished are 

three in number with supportive verbatim data. The first eminent sub-theme, “emotional support and 

connection”, provides insight into participants’ understanding of reasons for dependency on social media as they 

attribute its usefulness to discovering like-minded individuals and communities that provide them with a sense of 

belongingness. Literature corroborating this finding indicates that social media is a place where youth seek 

meaningful connections that, over time, displace the social reality of youth, which consists of face-to-face enriching 

and deeper social interactions (Smith et al., 2021). 

Another sub-theme, “dissemination of mental health information,” is indicative that youth who seek mental 

health supervision for psychological issues they deal with often seek information from social media as they 

consider it as beneficial. This finding, too, is confirmed in literature as studies have shown a high level of 

reliability that youth develop towards information that is being circulated over social media (Majerczak et al., 

2022). However, when information is pertaining to physical and mental health, the credibility of these is much in 

speculation due to factors such as internet bots, fake accounts, click-baits, filter bubbles, and even internet 

trolls (Buckels et al., 2014). 

The third sub-theme, “raising awareness”, is reflective that youth perceive social media as a platform for 

sharing stories and reducing stigma surrounding mental health. This belief among youth is authenticated through 

a unique literature stating that there is a strong positive relationship between the components of social media 

campaigns, public awareness and behavioural change, and hence with this scope, youth might opt to share over 

social media, their personal experiences for better reach and spreading knowledge (Abuhashesh et al., 2021) 

Further pertains to “concerns and negative impacts of social media on mental health” as perceived by the 

participants. There have been 7 sub- themes identified under this broader theme that have emerged from the 

data. The study suggested that today’s youth engage in comparing themselves constantly with whatever they 

see online. If the comparisons lead to the realization that one is not close to how one is supposed to be with respect to 

the ideal conceptualizations of self, it leads to feelings of inadequacy and low self-esteem. This finding is 

supported by studies suggestive of social media usage leading to depression, feelings of isolation and shrinking 

self-esteem (Andrade et al., 2023). 

This study raised concerns regarding cyberbullying and its devastating impact on mental well-being due to 

extreme online harassment that is faced by youth today, especially teenagers who are novices on social media 

usage. This finding is confirmed through major studies stating that adolescents who underwent online 

harassment developed depressive symptoms compared to those who were never exposed to cyberspace 

nuisance (Maurya et al., 2022). 

The study expressed that the propensity to develop psychiatric conditions, such as anxiety and depression, is 

prevalent among young people with excessive social media use. The pressure to conform has been reasoned as 

the cause for it, which means youth often face the pressure to uphold a certain image to keep up with the trends 

to maintain their status quo within society. Investigational studies showing how peer pressure considerably 

predicted adolescents’ addictive usage of social media and consequent co-morbid psychiatric states support 

this notion held by the participants (Xu et al., 2023). 

The investigation emphasized that the engaging design of social media platforms keeps the users engaged and 

can cause addictive tendencies. Therefore, this necessity for a healthier balance between online and offline 

life has been pressed by the participants. A study by Lin, Su & Potenza, 2018, suggests that online and offline 

integration is eminent to unite self-identity and interpersonal functioning supports this stance. Also, it is 

suggestive that subjects practicing a balance between online and offline life experience higher life fulfilment and 
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lower internet dependence. It was opined by the participants that constant flow of news, opinions and images 

can get psychologically overwhelming and contribute to stress due to information overload. Jiang & Beaudoin, 

2016 also suggested that individuals using social media face too much information or the complexity of 

information might go beyond processing capacity. 

The sub-theme of “fear of missing out is indicative that participants have experienced feelings of being left out if 

do not check their social media handles constantly. Also, frequent monitoring of others’ seemingly exciting lives 

while not being in a capacity to experience the same, can direct towards the feelings of social exclusion and 

distress. This appends to the negative effect on mental health. Consistent with this view, one study suggested 

raising awareness of the psychological effects of social media usage in consideration of social comparison and the 

precedential anxiety that results (Alabri. A., 2022) 

The theme of “potential solutions and strategies” as suggested and perceived by the investigation. There are 6 

sub-themes that have been identified under this theme with corresponding data. Participants have proposed that 

taking breaks from social media is essential for regaining a balanced perspective towards self and others. Reducing 

screen time, as per participants, is essential for digital detoxification. An expert study complements this belief as it 

states that boundless use of technology results in major physical and psychological disorders. So, digital 

detoxification needs to be sustained by old methods, such as gardening, artwork, and reading, in order to divert the 

mind from tech devices (Bhattacharya et al., 2019). 

Beginning from the school level, the importance of digital literacy in order to facilitate the critical evaluation of 

online content that one is exposed to and the consequent outcome on mental health has been argued by the 

participants. A relevant experimental study is indicative that with the introduction of digital literacy programs, 

there were reportedly larger improvements in functional skills and psychiatric outcomes amongst the populace with 

serious mental conditions due to excessive internet consumption (Camacho, E. &Torous, J. 2022). 

The importance of open parental communication has been acknowledged by the participants in order for children 

to share their online experiences without hesitation. They emphasized the significance of a safe space where 

concerns can be communicated without delay before it becomes a mental health issue. This area is quite under- 

researched as one bibliometric study highlights current research trends for cyber parental control and has 

mixed opinions regarding providing a safe Internet environment by making parents practice control over using 

Internet access (Altarturi et al., 2020). 

As per participants, youth dealing with social media stress ought to be provided with early intervention in the 

form of psychological services like counselling, therapy and medications, whichever is necessary. Also, 

proactive support in terms of resources and accurate information regarding where to seek help needs to be 

given to make a noteworthy impact in their lives. Although much of the literature doesn’t directly talk about 

any forms of psychotherapy designed to cater to social media or internet addiction, a review study is suggestive 

that cognitive restructuring and psychotherapeutic strategies might facilitate individuals tormented by social 

media addiction due to unmet needs for real-life relationship satisfaction (Xuan et al., 2020). 

The necessity of responsible content creation to promote authenticity, positivity and mindful online behaviour 

on the part of users has been recommended by the participants. This recommendation is supported by literature 

stating that in today’s time, any online content or post has the capacity to quickly influence millions of people, 

especially adolescents with limited cognitive faculty, to judge the worth of the content, persuading people to do 

and not do certain behaviour (Yuvarani et al., 2021). 

Regulatory guiding principles for social media spaces to encourage responsible content upload to regulate and 

channel the exposure of harmful content to young users need to be under policy consideration as per 

participants. This notion is supported in the literature as essential elements for social media policy that have 

been identified but not implemented stringently are citizen conduct, legal issues, content, acceptable use and 

security (Hrdinová et al., 2010). 

Participants have the opinion that for young individuals, especially adolescents, encouraging offline activities 

and hobbies, & promoting extracurricular activities can allow them to disconnect from screens while engaging 
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in real-life experiences. Multiple studies confirm this view indicating that offline activities can enhance 

the quality of social relationships shared both online and offline (Falavarjani et al., 2019). 

This research showcases the value of collaboration among the youth in advocating the significance of 

reasonable social media usage and subsequent mental health. While not much literature identifies the 

importance of youth involvement, nations have already been called upon to advocate actively and put mental 

health to the core front by the World Health Organization. Mental health is the agenda can be put forward with 

the collective efforts of policymakers at the government level, advocacy groups, mental health professionals, 

families and organizations (Funk et al., 2015). Hence, anything, including excessive social media usage, that 

impacts mental health and subsequently alters physical health must not be taken lightly and should be proactively 

taken under advocacy initiatives. 

Suggestions and Mentions 

Educational institutions and parents need to emphasize digital literacy programs that can support individuals 

critically evaluate online content. These programs should equip young users with the skills to discern credible 

information from misleading or harmful content. Encouraging open, safe space and non-judgmental 

communication about online experiences is crucial. This can help in early interventions to prevent or tackle 

mental health concerns arising from social media use. It is essential to educate youth about the significance of 

balancing online and offline activities, and promote breaks from social media, diversifying offline hobbies and 

extracurricular activities that enhance mental health. Psychological issues exacerbated by excessive social 

media use require intervention through services of counseling and therapy, and therefore, mental health 

advocacy is recommended. Policymakers and social media platforms have to stringently implement regulatory 

guidelines that check answerable content creation and appropriate content upload. 

Lastly, the youth of today is encouraged to advocate for responsible social media usage and mental health awareness 

as their voices will play a noteworthy role in influencing policy changes and public awareness campaigns. Further 

Scope of Investigations Future research can delve deeper into the existing regulatory guidelines and their 

effectiveness in protecting the youth from harmful content on social media in addition to overall online 

environment and user experiences prevalent in today’s time. The efficiency of digital literacy programs in 

equipping young minds with skills to critically evaluate online information can be assessed to highlight the impact 

of such programs on mental health outcomes. Investigating the function of parental control and its consequence 

on creating a secure online atmosphere for children can be a valuable area of study. Also, further studies can 

focus on the development and evaluation of specific interventions and psychotherapeutic strategies aimed at 

mitigating the result of excessive social media use on mental health. Finally, an investigation into the involvement 

of youth in advocacy initiatives and the actual impact of their efforts on policy changes and mental health 

awareness is a promising area of study. 

CONCLUSION 

In concluding remarks, it can be affirmed that the current study provides an in- depth understanding of how 

individuals who have had negative experiences with social media don’t necessarily view using social media as 

totally negative. Rather, they have a balanced perspective and view the impact of using social media on mental 

health both positively and negatively. Accordingly, they have suggested measures to tackle the negative 

exposure, most of which have been long-established through scientific investigations. It becomes essential, 

henceforth, to not take social media consumption for granted, as with good aspects, it comes with a myriad of 

negative exposure which has the full potential to impact one’s psychological health in a detrimental way. This 

research paper discusses the need to seriously take advocacy of the internet and handling of social media with 

its psychological impact on policy changes. 
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