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Abstract - This paper provides a comprehensive review of the foundational (pre-
2013) empirical literature examining the relationship between adolescent use of Social
Network Sites (SNSs) and psychelogical well-being. The rapid adoption of these
technologies in the first decade of the 21st century has presented a novel developmental
context for adolescents, prompting significant public concern and a rich, if divergent, body
of scholarly research. This review synthesizes this literature, arguing that the effects of
SNSs are not monolithic. This analysis moves beyond a simple "pro versus con"
assessment to demonstrate that psychological outcomes are contingent upon the specific
functions of use and the structural affordances of the platforms themselves. A synthesis of
longitudinal and survey-based data reveals a "dual-faceted” impact. Detrimental
outcomes, including increased anxiety, depressive symptoms, and significant sleep
disruption, are empirically linked to specific uses and platform pressures. Concurrently, a
robust body of evidence demonstrates that SNSs provide unprecedented mechanisms for
the creation and maintenance of social capital, facilitate relational intimacy through self-
disclosure, and offer critical social support networks, particularly for marginalized youth.
This review situates these findings within the context of developmental psychology and
media theory, concluding with a framework for analysis based on the 2011 American
Academy of Pediatrics clinical report.

Introduction: The Functional Specificity of SNSs -The rapid proliferation of online
technologies has generated academic concern. To analyze psychological effects, this review
uses the precise definition of Social Network Sites (SNSs) from boyd and Ellison (2007):
web-based services where users (1) construct a public/semi-public profile, (2) articulate a list
of users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their and others'
connection lists. The key feature is the public articulation of one's social network, which
enables structural affordances like persistence, searchability, replicability, and publicness
("context collapse").

These affordances create novel psychological pressures. Early research, like the
"Internet Paradox" study (Kraut et al., 1998), suggested internet use correlated with declines
in well-being. However, this paradox is resolved by a functional approach. Bessiére et al.
(2008) found that psychological outcomes depend on the purpose of use: using the internet
for social communication with friends/family decreased depression, while using it for non-
social tasks (like health-information seeking) increased depression.

This paper argues that SNSs are functional amplifiers. Their effects are contingent on
the how and why of their use. This all occurs within a context of total media saturation
(Rideout et al., 20107, where adolescents pack 10.75 hours of media exposure into 7.5 hours
of use via "media multitasking” (see Table 1), creating an "always-on" environment.

Psychological Detriments and Risks - Public concern over negative outcomes is
linked to specific mechanisms, not just time online.

Mental Health & Performative Self: The SNS "profile,” as a persistent, public
artifact, pressures adolescents into a "front-stage” performance of an idealized self. This can
lead to constant social comparison and "imposter syndrome” when contrasted with their
"back-stage" reality. Platform feedback mechanisms structurally reinforce this: research
(Park, Jin, & Jin, 2011) found that relational intimacy on Facebook was associated with the
positivity and amount of self-disclosure, but not its honesty. This rewards curated positivity,
a potential source of anxiety.

Physiological Disruption: The most direct detriment is sleep disruption (Cain &
Gradisar, 2010). This occurs via three mechanisms: (1) direct sleep displacement as media
use colonizes bedroom hours; (2) heightened psychological/physiological arousal from social
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interactions, which is incompatible with sleep onset; and (3) screen-emitted blue light
exposure, which suppresses the release of melatonin. This sleep disruption is a significant co-
morbidity for depression and anxiety.

Social Risks & Cyberbullying: Social risks like cyberbullying (Hinduja & Patchin,
2008) are not new phenomena but rather amplifications of pre-existing offline peer conflicts,
accelerated by the disinhibition and persistence of online platforms. A critical, counter-
intuitive finding from Staksrud et al. (2013) on 9-16 year olds found that while digital
competence (e.g., knowing privacy settings) may increase risk exposure (as skilled users are
more active), it does not prevent emotional harm from bullying. This suggests the solution is
soclo-emotional resilience, not just technical literacy.

Social Benefits and Capital - The primary driver of SNS use is connection, best
understood as the creation and maintenance of social capital.

Bonding and Bridging Capital: Valenzuela et al. (2009) found that Facebook use
was positively related to life satisfaction and social trust. SNSs are powerful, low-cost tools
for "social grooming.” They help users maintain Bonding Social Capital (strong, supportive
ties with close friends/family) and convert latent ties into Bridging Social Capital (weaker
ties that provide novel information and a sense of wider community).

Support for Marginalized Youth: While many users focus on maintaining offline
bonds, the bridging function is a critical lifeline for marginalized adolescents (e.g., LGBTQ
youth in non-affirming communities). SNSs provide access to identity-affirming resources,
mentors, and peer support that are structurally unavailable in their offline environment, acting
as a powerful buffer against stigma and isolation.

Table 1: Daily Media Use Among 8- to 18-Year-Olds (2004 vs. 2009)

Medium Avg. Time Spent 2004 Avg. Time Spent 2009 Change (min)
{hr:min) (hr:min)
TV Content 3:51 4:29 +38 min
Music/Audia 1:44 2:31 +47 min
Computer (non=school) 1:02 1:29 +27 min
Video Garnes 0:49 1:13 +24 min
Print 0:43 0:38 -5 min
Total Media Use [w/f 6:21 7:38 +77 min
Multitasking)
Total Media Exposure 8:33 10:45 +132 min
(Stacked)

Discussion: Re-evaluating Social Skills - A common concern is that texi-based
communication leads to a "loss of social skills" (e.g., reading body language). The evidence
suggests this is misplaced. Adolescents are not losing skills but acquiring different, and

arguably more complex, ones. They are learning to manage: (1) a Persistent Identity (a
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"Goog-able” self); (2) Context Collapse (where peers, family, and emplovers all occupy one
social space); and (3) Asynchronous Emotion (interpreting texi-based cues and silences). The
anxiety observed in users is a reasonable socio-emotional response to these contradictory and
complex new social demands.

Conclusion - This review of foundational (c. 2002-2012) literature argues that SNSs
are a "dual-faceted” tool. They are a "digital mirror" that reflects and amplifies the user's
offline social reality. The American Academy of Pediatrics (2011) wvalidated this by
recognizing both the risks ("Facebook depression,” cyberbullying) and the benefits
(connection, support). The conclusion is that the mitigation of risk is not a technical problem
but a social and familial one. A healthy offline environment, characterized by strong parent-
child bonds and open communication, is the single greatest protective factor, providing the
socio-emotional resilience needed to navigate the digital world.
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