
Social media & its impact on 

society and mental health



Introduction
Whether or not social media has a negative effect 

on young people today is something that’s up for 

debate. Whether it be cyberbullying , its influence 

on their body image, its effect on mental health and 

on their relationships with each other. 

We asked 79 of our Tribes about their relationship 

with social media – both positive and negative -

and whether they think it’s a positive thing in 

general for society. 
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Tribes primarily use 

social media to stay 

connected to their 

friends and family

As the renowned sociologist and social media 

expert Danah Boyd has said, “Teens turn to, and are 

obsessed with, which ever environment allows them 

to connect to friends. Most teens aren’t addicted to 

social media; if anything, they are addicted to each 

other.”1

For Tribes, the most positive side of social media is 

that it allows them to talk to their friends all the time, 

wherever they may be in the world. It keeps them 

connected to others, and this trumps everything 

else.

For friends who are geographically nearby, social 

media is a conduit to fostering in-person 

relationships and allows for Tribes to make plans 

with each other.

1 It’s Complicated, Danah Boyd, 2015

I feel that it can be a useful tool for speaking about how you feel to your friends without 

having to be face to face and can keep you connected with the people you love if they 

aren't around. My boyfriend lives in Australia so social media is a really important way of 

staying connected. – Female, 20

[Social media] brings more people together 

and makes it easier to organise plans with 

friends. – Male, 20

I think that, if you work hard to take as 

much as you can out of social media, it 

can positively impact your life in the ‘real 

world. – Female, 20
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Aside from connecting to friends, social media 

can positively contribute to Tribes’ lives by 

connecting them to other people and new ideas

Tribes cite several other positives of social media outside of simply 

strengthening their friendships:

1. It can raise awareness and be the impetus for political action and 

organisation

2. It can inspire Tribes to improve themselves and learn something new, 

including staying up-to-date on the news and what is happening in the 

world

3. It connects them to people who think different and exposes them to new 

ideas

A positive way is the way we can search news or anything 
else on social media app/website. Also, for example, 
YouTube, ‘shows’ how you can learn about doing 
something. – Male, 24, Aspirant, Solo:Selectives

Though the negatives are drastic, I think there’s more good in social media. Political 
activism is more organised than ever before because scandals and political 
atrocities reach global audiences, which limits a government’s ability to cover it up. 
It’s also helped me keep in touch with people I otherwise would never have seen 
again. – Female, 21
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Most importantly, social media 

platforms can connect Tribes to 

other people who may be 

struggling with the same mental 

health issues

The sense of community that can be fostered on social media platforms can be 

more important to Tribes than any of the negatives they encounter. Many 

recounted stories of how they felt supported by strangers on social media, and 

how those strangers became important people in their lives.

However, I’ve also seen the positive impact it can have. I met my fiancé on Instagram and we started talking about mental health. He was someone I could vent to and 
talk things through with who couldn’t affect the rest of my life. Reaching out to someone online is far easier than doing it in person. I’m also in a couple of groups on 
Facebook about mental health and there are surprisingly few trolls in the ones I’m in because the admins are hot on it. People ask for support and get it. One girl who 
posted was going through heroin withdrawals and trying to get clean but struggling immensely with cravings. The community helped her stay strong.– Female, 17

I’m in a bunch of Facebook groups where people are really open about their mental health, and it 
normalises just how many teens and young adults today are suffering with anxiety and depression, etc. 
Honestly, I enjoy depression memes too because it’s something funny I can really relate to and shows 
that there are a lot of other people who feel the same way. – Female, 21

I think there are more and more influencers who are 
discussing mental health and sharing their own stories, 
making people realise that it’s ok to talk about, and giving 
them a safe space to do so. – Female
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Different platforms serve different purposes; 

usage of each app varies in accordance to what 

individual users hope to get out of each 

experience
The platforms that can fulfil as many of the Tribes’ needs (i.e., staying connected to their friends, 

learning things, feeling like they aren’t alone, etc.) in one go are used more frequently.

Instagram is one of the most used social media platforms, as it serves the most purposes. The 

majority of Tribes check the app several times a day to stay up-to-date with what is going on in 

the lives of their friends, find inspiration, and see what the people they follow are up to.

Twitter is simultaneously the most frequently checked platform each hour amongst users, as well 

as one of the least visited platforms. Renowned for its short, easily digestible content, Tribes 

enjoy reading headline news and funny tweets by comedians/celebrities.

Most platforms are more or less viewed as having a neutral effect on individuals and society 

(Facebook, Snapchat, and Instagram maybe slightly negative; Twitter maybe slightly positive).

But WhatsApp is overwhelmingly seen as a positive force; most likely because this is the app 

where people are more likely to connect with their friends privately; where they don’t feel 

pressure to post things publicly and present themselves in an inauthentic way
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Facebook Instagram Snapchat Twitter WhatsApp

Several times an hour Several times a day
A couple of times a day Once a day
A couple of times a week Once a week or less
Never

H o w  o f t e n  d o  y o u  c h e c k  f o r  

u p d a t e s ?

WhatsApp, and I guess that this social media platform affects 
anyone because you in theory have people that really matter 
there, in a better way for me. Snapchat could be one not so 
interesting, and would be worse for me. – Male, 24, Aspirant, 
Solo:Selectives
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Tribes are aware of the 

ugly side of social media: 

poor body image

Despite the positive aspects of social media, these platforms 

inspire many negative consequences in the lives of Tribes.

Many people struggle with body image issues when they see 

photos of people who look perfect – with only 13% of our Tribes 

saying social media doesn’t effect their body image at all.

Instagram was often cited as the platform most likely to instigate 

body image anxieties; Tribes say they feel self-conscious when 

they see so many photos of people with “perfect” bodies who post 

airbrushed photos of themselves with tans and in swimsuits.
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Not at all Only a little Neutral Somewhat A lot

H o w  d o e s  s o c i a l  m e d i a  a f f e c t  y o u r  
b o d y  i m a g e ?

A few nights ago, 2 friends of mine were discussing diets and 
healthy eating and how people should let go of body hang ups. But 
they’re both a lot fitter and slimmer than I am, even though I do try 
to eat healthy and exercise where possible. This (through no fault of 
their own) made me feel worse about myself and then when I 
looked on Instagram later on, holiday and fitness posts just further 
made my current mood worse. – Female, 22

I think Instagram is the worst and Twitter the best for body image. 
But I do think that people perpetuate rather than the platforms. –
Female, 21



Tribes are aware of the ugly side of 

social media: anxiety and depression

8

Other peoples’ lives can appear perfect, and this can make Tribes feel left out or as 

though their lives aren’t going as well as they could. This can cause anxiety and 

depression.

Often private interactions on social media apps (through direct messaging, or on 

Whatsapp) offer more positive experiences than public ones where there is an underlying 

motivation to impress people in some way.

From experience, it has often left me feeling excluded – there have been times where I’ve logged 
into Facebook and the first thing I’d see would be my friends hanging out somewhere without me, 
knowing they didn’t invite me at all. – Female, 21

I think social media is damaging people’s mental health. For me personally, it has increased my anxiety and 
I lack confidence. You can’t help but compare your life to others and feel as though you aren’t making the 
most of life, that you aren’t pretty enough, rich enough, or generally interesting enough. – Female, 20



Most Tribes have heard stories about cyberbullying, 

either from someone they know or a story they have 

heard in the news. This is unsurprising, with 71% of 

young people thinking social media platforms don’t 

do enough to prevent cyber bullying*. The stories they 

hear about cyberbullying are awful, and the 

consequences can unfortunately range from 

depression to suicide. They don’t really understand 

the motives behind cyberbullying and wouldn’t wish it 

on anyone and while they used to feel shock at the 

things people said online, they now aren’t surprised 

by much.

A minority of Tribes have experienced cyberbullying 

themselves, citing the worst thing about it is that they 

don’t know who is behind it.

There is an awareness of the conversation 

about social media going on in the media –

that it isn’t good for teens’ mental health, 

that people airbrush their images to portray 

perfect lives, and that it can make people 

feel like they have something to prove, or 

their lives aren’t as perfect as the lives of the 

people they follow. Many have experienced 

the negative consequences of social media 

first hand, but some Tribes talk about it in the 

removed way that publications speak of it –

that this is happening to teens as a 

demographic, not “this is happening to me”.

Tribes are aware of 

the ugly side of 

social media: 

cyberbullying
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I think Instagram is the 
worst and Twitter the best 
for body image. But I do 
think that people perpetuate 
rather than the platforms. –
Female, 21

I have witnessed [cyberbullying] before. I see people troll on all social 
media. I used to be super shocked by the things people say to others 
whereas now its normal to see a slew of hate online. It makes me feel 
odd that I’m alive in a time where so much bullying is allowed online and 
not being checked and regulated. – Male, 18

I experienced a brief bit of cyberbullying when I was at secondary school –
it was private (on msn) and I didn’t tell anyone at the time. It felt horrible 
– like someone had something against me for no reason. I just wanted to 
know who the person was. – Female, 23

I have been cyberbullied and it felt awful. It made me paranoid because I 
knew it was coming from someone I knew but I wasn’t able to figure out 
who it was. I still don’t know who sent the messages.” – Female, 21 *The annual bullying survey 2017
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Tribes also cite 

additional negative 

consequences of social 

media

Other negative consequences of social media include:

• A distraction from being present in reality

• It promotes superficiality in individuals and 

relationships

• It negatively affects politics and spreads false ideas

• It’s difficult to not become addicted, and many 

Tribes feel they don’t have  control over their use of 

social media

Lots of people can get easily swayed by online clickbait articles and 

headlines and it can be reinforced by them having online friends with 

the same incorrect views, e.g. anti-vaccine. – Male, 20

I feel addicted to [social media] and my phone. I don’t know why I go 

on and it annoys me that I have become like that. – Female, 21

For the worse – that people don’t even bother about socialising and 

interacting with each other because you’re looking at the phone all the 

time! – Male, 18

I think people connect more but at a more superficial level as you have 

a false sense of being involved in someone’s life without even speaking 

to them. – Female, 23 

It makes people a bit more superficial and puts unhealthy ‘metrics’ on 

your popularity/social status. – Female, 19, Mainstream, Short:Snaps
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Despite the negative 

consequences of the platforms, 

when offered with the chance to 

remove social media from their 

lives and from society, most 

Tribes would keep the apps 

around. They say that, while 

tempting and that the negatives 

can outweigh the positives, the 

positives are good and people 

can’t imagine their lives without 

it. Tribes just think it shouldn’t be 

used as much as it is and wish 

they could rely on it less.

A few Tribes felt it was the 

responsibility of the individual to 

healthily incorporate social media 

into their own lives.

Some even suggest that there 

should be more strict age 

restrictions enforced, and that 

kids need to be taught to be 

responsible with social media 

before they start to use it on their 

own.

Most rely on social media 

and couldn’t imagine their 

lives without it

I think there are some positives with social media but like most things, such 

as technology, we as a society have abused the privilege. I think it’s done 

more harm than good… As bad as I think it is, I couldn’t picture my life 

without it at times. You can’t completely avoid it. Even my university 

required me to have Facebook to communicate with peers. – Female, 20

I feel the positives and negatives balance out purely because it’s 
the way WE choose to use it that makes it either good or bad. It 
depends on the user every time. We ultimately set the rules. Social 
media is purely an empty platform and we make up the pieces. –
Female, 22

I think the positives do outweigh the negatives because it’s so 
lovely to be able to see how people are doing who I can’t see 
face-to-face. I wouldn’t get rid of it completely. – Female, 20



Most say that they check their apps right 

before falling asleep. Only a few 

mentioned actively not checking it 

30minutes – an hour or two before 

falling asleep, and even fewer said they 

turn their phone off or put it on airplane 

mode. In fact, the majority occasionally 

check their phone if they wake up in the 

middle of the night and can’t get back to 

sleep.

Tribes rely on social 

media; it tends to 

be the last thing 

they check before 

sleeping
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Yes, all the time I'f I'm struggling

to get back to

sleep

No, never

D o  y o u  c h e c k  s o c i a l  m e d i a  i f  y o u  
w a k e  u p  a t  n i g h t  ?



Thank you!
For more info please contact: 

cbeith@channel4.co.uk

jchapman@channel4.co.uk

sfield@channel4.co.uk
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