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Introduction:

In recent years, social media has transformed how adolescents view themselves and others. In Pakistan,
where internet access has rapidly expanded, young people are particularly vulnerable to its
psychological and social consequences. Adolescents often use platforms such as Integra, Ticktack, and
Facebook for self-expression, identity exploration, and peer validation. However, constant exposure to
idealized online images and social comparison can distort self-perception and trigger emotional distress.
Understanding how these platforms influence youth behavior and mental health is vital for educators,
parents, and policymakers.

Self-Esteem and Social Media:

Social media platforms have become central to how adolescents evaluate themselves and their social
worth. The continuous feedback loop created by “likes,” comments, and shares acts as a form of digital
validation, influencing users’ confidence and self-perception. In Pakistan, where youth participation on
platforms like Integra, Ticktack, and Snap chat is rapidly increasing, adolescents often equate online
popularity with personal value. Research suggests that higher screen time correlates with a stronger
dependence on external approval, which can lead to fluctuating self-esteem levels. Positive feedback,
such as receiving affirming comments or follower growth, can temporarily enhance self-confidence and
a sense of belonging. However, when adolescents face negative comments, cyber bullying, or social
comparison with idealized online figures, they may experience emotional distress, insecurity, and self-
doubt. Over time, this digital dependence can reduce intrinsic self-worth, making adolescents
vulnerable to anxiety, loneliness, and identity confusion. Educators and parents play a crucial role in
moderating this influence by teaching digital literacy and encouraging adolescents to develop self-
esteem grounded in real-world achievements rather than virtual approval. Interventions that promote
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mindful social media use—such as limiting screen time, fostering offline relationships, and engaging in
self-reflection—can help mitigate the psychological risks associated with online validation cycles.
Social Comparison and Body Image:

Adolescents are in a critical stage of developing their self-concept, and social media has intensified the
pressure to conform to unrealistic beauty and lifestyle ideals. Platforms such as Integra and Ticktack
frequently expose users to curated images of influencers and peers that showcase idealized
appearances, filtered photographs, and unattainable body standards. This constant exposure fosters
upward social comparison, where teenagers measure their worth and attractiveness against those
perceived as more successful or physically appealing. In Pakistan’s youth culture, the influence of
Western and celebrity beauty ideals—fair skin, slim body types, and branded clothing—has merged
with local aesthetic expectations, creating a complex web of social pressures. Teenagers who internalize
these norms often experience body dissatisfaction, leading to unhealthy self-evaluation and emotional
distress. Such feelings can manifest as eating disorders, excessive exercise, or cosmetic modifications
driven by the need for online acceptance. Moreover, the use of photo-editing apps and filters further
distorts reality, reinforcing the perception that perfection is attainable and necessary for validation. This
phenomenon diminishes self-acceptance, as adolescents begin to associate physical appearance with
social worth. Research indicates that the more time teens spend on image-centric platforms, the stronger
the association between social comparison and low self-esteem. To counter these effects, media literacy
programs should be integrated into educational curricula to teach adolescents critical evaluation of
online content. Encouraging positive body image campaigns, inclusive representation, and discussions
around authenticity can empower young users to appreciate diversity and resist the harmful influence of
comparison-based self-assessment.

Identity Formation in the Digital Age:

In today’s interconnected world, social media has become a key arena for identity exploration among
adolescents. Platforms like Facebook, Ticktack, and Integra provide young users with opportunities to
express themselves, experiment with roles, and connect with diverse communities. However, this
freedom also comes with psychological challenges, as adolescents often curate online personas that
differ from their authentic selves. These digital identities are shaped by peer influence, social trends, and
the desire for validation through likes, followers, and comments. In Pakistan, where social media culture
is rapidly evolving, adolescents frequently present an idealized version of themselves online—more
confident, attractive, or socially active than they might be in real life. While this allows them to gain
social recognition, it can also create internal conflict between their virtual identity and real-world self-
concept. Over time, maintaining such duality can lead to confusion, self-doubt, and emotional strain, as
adolescents struggle to reconcile who they are with who they portray themselves to be. Furthermore,
constant comparison and pressure to sustain online relevance can foster performance anxiety,
diminishing authenticity and mental well-being. Adolescents may begin to perceive their worth through
their digital footprint rather than through genuine experiences or interpersonal relationships. To promote
healthy identity development, educators and parents must encourage self-awareness and balanced
online behavior. Workshops and counseling programs focusing on digital ethics and emotional literacy
can help adolescents understand that online representation should reflect reality, not replace it. Fostering
open dialogue about online identity can also empower young users to navigate social media consciously,
preserving both authenticity and emotional stability.

Peer Interactions and Relationships:

The rise of social media has profoundly transformed the way adolescents build and maintain friendships.
Where once in-person interactions and community gatherings formed the foundation of social life,
today’s youth often rely on digital communication—texting, voice notes, and video chats—to connect
with peers. This shift from physical to virtual spaces has created both opportunities and challenges for
emotional connection and social development. In Pakistan, platforms like What Sapp, Integra, and Snap
chat serve as the main modes of socialization among teenagers, offering instant communication and
access to a wider network of friends. However, while these platforms facilitate connectivity, they often
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reduce the depth of emotional intimacy in relationships. Interactions through screens lack non-verbal
cues such as tone, facial expressions, and gestures, which are essential for developing empathy and
emotional understanding. As a result, many adolescents struggle to form meaningful bonds, instead
engaging in surface-level exchanges driven by trends or popularity. Moreover, online communication
can easily lead to misunderstandings, cyber bullying, and social isolation, particularly when adolescents
rely excessively on digital validation for self-worth. The fear of missing out (FOMO) and the constant
need to remain visible online can lead to anxiety, peer pressure, and burnout, further weakening real- life
relationships. Despite these drawbacks, digital platforms can also play a constructive role when used
responsibly—enabling long-distance friendships, collaborative learning, and emotional support
networks. To strengthen healthy peer dynamics, schools and parents should promote a balanced
approach that encourages face-to-face interaction alongside online engagement. Incorporating empathy
training, communication skills, and group-based extracurricular activities can help adolescents restore
social cohesion and authentic connection in both physical and digital environments.

Engagement in Risky Behaviors:

Adolescents’ engagement with social media not only shapes their identity and relationships but also
exposes them to risky online behaviors that can have lasting psychological and social consequences.
Platforms such as Ticktack, Integra, and YouTube often promote viral challenges and trends that appeal
to the adolescent desire for recognition, thrill, and peer approval. However, many of these activities—
ranging from dangerous physical stunts to online dares—pose serious threats to personal safety and
mental health. The pressure to gain followers or appear “trending” can push adolescents to engage in
impulsive acts without fully understanding the risks involved. In the Pakistani context, where digital
literacy and parental supervision are still developing, exposure to harmful or explicit content is
becoming increasingly common. Such exposure can normalize aggression, substance use, or self-
destructive behavior among impressionable youth. Additionally, cyber bullying—in the form of
harassment, body-shaming, or public humiliation—has emerged as a critical issue. Victims often
experience depression, social withdrawal, or, in severe cases, suicidal ideation. The anonymity and
immediacy of social media amplify these risks, as adolescents may act impulsively or without
considering the emotional impact of their actions on others. Furthermore, the dopamine-driven
feedback loop of likes, shares, and comments reinforces risky digital conduct, as adolescents seek
social validation through shock wvalue or controversy. Algorithms that promote sensational or
emotionally charged content can further perpetuate this cycle. To address these challenges, schools and
policymakers should implement comprehensive digital safety education that teaches critical
evaluation of online content and the long-term implications of digital footprints. Parents, too, must adopt
proactive strategies—such as open communication, content monitoring, and setting screen-time
boundaries—to safeguard adolescents from the escalating culture of online risk-taking. Encouraging
responsible digital citizenship can transform social media from a source of danger into a platform for
learning, creativity, and social awareness.

Mental Health Outcomes:

Excessive social media use among adolescents has been increasingly associated with a range of
negative mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, loneliness, and sleep disturbances.
The constant need to stay connected and the pressure to maintain an appealing online image create a
cycle of stress and self-comparison that undermines emotional well-being. Adolescents often experience
fear of missing out (FOMO) when they see peers participating in activities they are excluded from,
which can lead to feelings of social inadequacy and isolation. The perpetual exposure to curated,
idealized lives of others fosters unrealistic expectations, intensifying feelings of failure or low self-
worth when their own experiences seem less fulfilling. In Pakistan, where social support systems are
still adapting to the digital age, many adolescents lack access to mental health guidance and counseling
services. As a result, online environments frequently become unregulated spaces for emotional
expression, where youth may vent frustrations or seek validation in unhealthy ways. Studies show that
adolescents who spend more than three hours daily on social media platforms report higher levels of
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emotional distress, disrupted sleep patterns, and reduced academic performance. Late-night scrolling,
exposure to blue light and anxiety-inducing content contribute to insomnia and chronic fatigue, further
impairing cognitive and emotional regulation. Moreover, online harassment, negative comments, and
cyber bullying can deepen psychological vulnerability, leading to social withdrawal or even self-
harming tendencies. The absence of meaningful offline relationships exacerbates these issues, as digital
communication often fails to provide the emotional depth necessary for true support. Addressing these
mental health challenges requires a multi-dimensional approach. Schools should integrate mental
health education into curricula, promoting awareness of digital stress and emotional regulation. Parents
can play a key role by fostering open dialogue and creating safe environments for discussion. National
health policies must also prioritize adolescent mental health programs that combine psychological
support with digital wellness training. By cultivating mindful online habits and resilience, adolescents
can learn to use social media as a tool for connection rather than a source of emotional distress.

Gender Differences in Social Media Influence:

The impact of social media on adolescents varies significantly across gender, with boys and girls
experiencing distinct forms of digital pressure and psychological vulnerability. Female adolescents, in
particular, often face heightened scrutiny regarding physical appearance and social desirability.
Platforms like Integra, Snap chat, and Ticktack amplify body image concerns through beauty filters,
influencer culture, and the glorification of unattainable ideals. Girls are more likely to internalize these
standards, comparing themselves to curated images and developing feelings of inadequacy or body
dissatisfaction. This continuous exposure can foster low self-esteem, disordered eating patterns, and
increased anxiety surrounding appearance and popularity. In contrast, male adolescents tend to
experience social media pressures related to dominance, performance, and social status. Boys may
engage more with competitive or risk-driven content, including gaming, physical challenges, and
controversial debates, as a way of asserting identity and gaining peer recognition. The pursuit of online
validation often manifests through displays of strength, humor, or aggression. Additionally, online
aggression and cyber bullying are more commonly reported among male users, who may both perpetrate
and experience such behavior as part of digital peer culture. In the Pakistani context, these gendered
patterns are further shaped by cultural expectations and social norms. Girls often face restrictive family
monitoring and societal expectations of modesty, which can heighten stress and limit online expression.
Boys, on the other hand, enjoy more digital freedom but may lack emotional literacy, leading to
impulsive or insensitive online behaviors. Both genders, therefore, navigate social media within distinct
socio-cultural boundaries that influence how they present themselves, interpret feedback, and handle
criticism. To address these disparities, educators and policymakers must adopt gender-sensitive digital
education programs that promote media literacy, empathy, and self-awareness. Empowering girls to
challenge unrealistic beauty ideals and fostering emotional intelligence among boys can create a more
balanced and respectful online environment. Encouraging authentic self-expression, equitable
representation, and awareness of gender-based cyber risks will help ensure that social media becomes a
platform for empowerment rather than inequality.

Interventions and Strategies:

To mitigate the adverse effects of social media on adolescent self-perception and behavior, a multi-
layered intervention framework involving schools, parents, and policymakers is essential. Schools serve
as the most effective starting point for cultivating responsible digital behavior. Implementing school-
based awareness programs can help students recognize the psychological risks associated with excessive
social media use and equip them with coping mechanisms to manage online stress. Integrating topics
like digital citizenship, emotional regulation, and critical thinking into the curriculum can foster a
healthy relationship with technology. Workshops and peer-led discussions can also create safe spaces
for adolescents to share experiences and learn about privacy, cyber bullying, and online boundaries.
Parental involvement plays a crucial role in reinforcing positive digital habits outside the classroom.
Many Pakistani parents lack sufficient understanding of digital culture and are often unaware of the
subtle pressures adolescents face online. Parental digital literacy training can bridge this gap by
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educating families about monitoring tools, privacy settings, and constructive communication. Instead of
imposing rigid restrictions, parents should adopt a collaborative approach, encouraging dialogue and
mutual trust so adolescents feel comfortable discussing online challenges. In addition, media ethics
education is vital for teaching young users to critically evaluate content and differentiate between
authentic and manipulated representations. By understanding how algorithms amplify sensational
content and filter bubbles reinforce biases, adolescents can become more conscious consumers and
creators of digital media. Partnerships between government bodies, NGOs, and educational institutions
can promote nationwide campaigns that address mental health awareness, online safety, and responsible
social engagement. Finally, promoting positive digital role models—influencers, educators, and public
figures who advocate for authenticity and well-being—can help shift online culture toward empathy and
respect. Through coordinated efforts in education, family engagement, and media policy, society can
empower adolescents to navigate the digital world confidently, using social media as a tool for growth
rather than a source of harm.

Self-Esteem and Social Media:

Adolescents’ self-esteem has become increasingly intertwined with their social media activity, as
platforms like Integra, Ticktack, and Facebook provide continuous streams of social feedback and peer
evaluation. Every “like,” comment, or follower count becomes a symbolic measure of self-worth,
shaping how young people perceive their value in social hierarchies. The number of online interactions
serves as digital validation, reinforcing positive self-perception when engagement is high and fueling
self-doubt when it is low. This constant need for approval fosters dependency on external affirmation
rather than intrinsic confidence, making adolescents emotionally vulnerable to the fluctuating dynamics
of online attention. Research in psychology indicates that excessive screen time is directly linked to self-
esteem instability, particularly among users who base their identity on social comparison. Adolescents
who frequently post selfish or personal content often internalize the approval (or disapproval) they
receive, interpreting it as a reflection of their physical attractiveness, intelligence, or popularity.
Negative comments, cyber bullying, or a lack of engagement can trigger feelings of rejection and
inadequacy, leading to heightened anxiety and depressive symptoms. Conversely, temporary boosts in
confidence from online praise create short-lived gratification that fails to establish long-term emotional
resilience. In the Pakistani sociocultural context, where collective validation and family reputation hold
significant weight, adolescents are even more likely to equate online approval with social success. Peer
pressure to maintain aesthetically appealing profiles and participate in viral trends exacerbates the stress
of digital competition. Over time, this reliance on external recognition may weaken self-regulation and
emotional maturity, causing adolescents to measure happiness through their virtual presence rather than
real-world achievements. To address these challenges, it is essential to promote digital self-awareness
and resilience-building programs in schools. Teaching adolescents to separate their self-worth from
online popularity, limit passive social media use, and engage in activities that promote intrinsic
satisfaction—such as volunteering, sports, or creative pursuits—can help restore healthy self-esteem.
Parents and educators must also play an active role in encouraging balanced digital habits and nurturing
environments that value authenticity over performance, ensuring that adolescents develop confidence
grounded in self-acceptance rather than digital validation.

Vol. 07, No. 4 (2024)

23



Meritorious Journal of Social Sciences & Management Vol. 07, No. 4 (2024)

Mental Health Awareness and
Stigma Reduction in
Educational Institutions

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10% — T =i =
0% -

Students Teachers Administrators Parents

Response to Awareness Programs (%)

Summary:

The study concludes that while social media offers platforms for creativity and socialization, its
excessive or unregulated use can undermine adolescents’ self-perception and behavioral stability. The
dual nature of its influence demands balanced regulation and proactive guidance. Educational
institutions and families should collaborate to foster critical thinking, emotional resilience, and

responsible digital behavior among youth. Future research should further explore the cultural nuances of
digital identity in Pakistani society
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