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Over the last decade, there has been an unprecedented increase in the number of social network sites. These sites have changed the way people interact and communicate. Social media platforms not only facilitate the exchange of data but also voice and video calls, creating a permanent shift from traditional methods of communication. Despite its widespread use, social media has raised concerns on its impacts on the mental health of users. The fact that this technology is still in its developmental stages means very little research on the same has been conducted. Despite this limitation, preliminary studies show high correlations between the use of social media and impacts on mental health. This paper evaluates existing research to establish the impacts of social media on mental health. The results of the study will be beneficial for the management of various physiological conditions.   
The impact of the internet on mental health has been the subject of research for decades, with studies revealing controversial results. Some of the studies have associated the internet with psychiatric disorders, including anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. One of the pioneering studies on the issue was conducted in 1998 by Kraut et al. In their study, the researchers found that overuse of the internet interfered with communication among family and friends. In effect, reduced communication led to feelings of depression and loneliness. Other studies at the time focused on the impact of prolonged screen life to mental health. The results showed slowed cognitive development among children who spend much time in n front of computer screens. Most of the social media sites available today were not present at the time. for instance, Facebook was incorporated in 2004 and became popular some years later. 
By the time social media emerged around 2004, it was already established that too much use of the internet correlated with mental disorders. With the introduction of social media to the scene, studies followed to establish its effects.  One of the first studies on the issue predict higher rates of dark-triad characteristics such as narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism among users. A study by Mehdizadeh shows that people who have feelings of low self-esteem likely to be more active in social network sites. In the long-run, these people exhibit narcissist behavior if they do not find the consolation they seek online. Features such as social media likes, comments, and shares promote narcistic behavior. 
To better understand the distribution of the effects of social networking sites, research has been focused to different societal groups. Studies show a higher correlation between depression symptoms among students than any other age group. Such figures were low among people who spend most of their time before television. From these results, it can be concluded that use of social networking sites.
Facebook has been on the receiving end more than the other social networking sites probably because is among the oldest. With excessive use of the site associated with loneliness, users have a tendency to judge themselves depending on the attention they receive, for instance, most users interpret the number of likes on their photos to mean how much they are loved. These users get more depressed if they do not receive many “reactions” like their peers. Apart from this feature, some users judge the success of their peers depending on what they post on social media. 
Studies show that users visit their profile photos several times in a week to see how others have reacted to it. Other posts that receive much attention are those on relationship status, biological data, and updates. Users then compare their progress with similar posts from their peers. Huge differences in the number of reactions have been cited as triggers for depressive behavior. Incorrect perceptions about other people’s welfare may lead to feelings of depression and reduced self-esteem. However, most researchers agree that the impact of social network sites could be more complex than it meets the eye. 
In another study, the Pew Research Center sought to establish the impact of social media on isolation among adolescents. About 1800 social network users aged 19- 32 years were assessed on their use of social networks (Mir and Novas 4). Among the sites used for the survey are YouTube, Facebook, Google+, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram, Vine and Reddit. The researchers observed that users who visited the sites more than 58 times within seven days exhibited behaviors of isolation. Interviewing some of the participants revealed that they felt they were isolated by their peers, whether it was true or not. 
Literature also associates social anxiety with friendship size on social media. Whether it is the number of friends on Facebook or following on twitter, these numbers have a negative association with self-esteem and mental stability. In their research, Park and colleagues took snapshots of friend lists and observed how the individuals used social media (Laban 24). They found that people with less friend lists were less likely to have quality interactions with friends. These users also tend to have less disclosure than users with large following. 
Addiction to social networks has equally received much attention over the past few years. Researchers are particularly interested to know if addiction is a form of mental disorder or not. This thesis comes amidst an increasing mental preoccupation with social media among people with mental disorders. As these users become more absorbed to social media, they tend to neglect other duties such as family chores and physical interaction with friends. Research points out that social networking is a potential source for addiction disorder.
In what researchers call fear of missing out, social media users engage in online conversations so they may not be left out. Facebook and Instagram the two sites affected by this phenomenon most because they have been available for longer. These sites exacerbate feelings that friends and peers are doing better in life that it is in real sense. In an attempt to catch up with their peers, users get frustrated if they do not gain progress as fast as their friends. This perception leads users to check their devices very often even if they are driving. The objective is to see if their posts have received any reactions. Prioritizing social media other chores puts users at high risks of accidents or missing sleep at night. 
According to the U. K.-based Royal Society for Public Health, Instagram has the highest impact on the mental health of social media users. Snap Chat ranks second while YouTube is the site with least impact. The study focused on several factors, including depression, anxiety, self-esteem, and loneliness. 
The infographic below shows this ranking from the most positive to the one with least positivity. 
 
Figure 1: Ranking of Social network sites according to their impact on mental health (RSPH 18)
Social networking sites not only lead to depressive behavior if others are faring well than expected. Some of these sites have been identified as hotspots for cyberbullying. Cyber bullying includes attacks on one’s personality such as appearance and ideas. Of all sites, twitter leads in the number of bullying. These come in terms of teasing, insulting, taunting, and name-calling. Social network sites are also a source of relationship bullying when loved ones fail to talk back, spread negative rumors, or exclude others from their groups.  
Cyberbullying is even more offensive than physical bullying due to the structure of social media sites. Given that cyberbullying can occur at any time and at any place, users are more affected when they are the target of an attack. Users react by withdrawing from the social media, schools, or public gatherings to avoid the bullies. Besides, cyber-attacks can be done anonymously so users may not know who is attacking them. Anonymous bullying is more humiliating as the bullies probably know one’s weaknesses. The impact is so depressing that it often leads to suicidal thoughts. 
Physiological Impacts
Some of the most troubling effects of social media use are its physiological impacts as they may happen without the user even realizing it. Research shows that when a person is stressed, the body releases a substance called cortisol that in turn affects metabolism and body pressure. In a study by Mauri et al, the researchers found that social media stress leads to high amounts of this substance among users (Laban 56). Pressure to maintain regular updates, becoming overwhelmed by social media content and negative responses are just a few of the activators of cortisol. 
In another study, Javier and colleagues reported high rates of somatic complaints among victims of cyberbullying. Other studies have associated bullying with the difficulty to get sleep, abdominal pains, and chronic headaches. Prolonged stress from social media use can have subsequently affect the mental health of victims (Laban 57). On the other hand, deprivation of sleep not only affects the physical but also the physiological, emotional, mental, and social functioning of the body. 

Positive Impacts

The presence of too many negative impacts of social media on mental health is not to mean that it has no positive impacts. In their research, Naslund et al (1) found out that social networking helps improve he management of mental disorders through peer-to-peer support. The interaction on social media creates perceived support which in turn makes victims feel protected. People who are already depressed may form meaningful associations with friends from which they get psychiatric support. 
Social media also benefits users by enhancing their social connections and communication skills. People who are otherwise introverts can use social media to discuss with their peers, which in turn builds their confidence. In the end, these users can interact more readily physically. Additionally, social media presents opportunities for people with the same interests to meet and enhance their ideas. People can use these sites to experiment ideas and technical skills that can enhance their common cause. 
As it turns out, the impact of social media is two-way; it promotes positivity among people who are well-adjusted in life while creating negativity among the less-adjusted. For people who are otherwise fairing well in society, they can choose which attributers to reveal and which to hide. responses from friends are likely to be positive thus creating a continuous feedback of positivity. On the other hand, those who are not well-adjusted have little positivity to share which promotes a cycle of negativity. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the use of social networking sites has both positive and negative impacts on mental health. Some of the negative impacts of social media on mental health include depression, stress, low self-esteem, stress, and physiological impacts. On the other hand, social media promotes communication and networking among users. Social media users need to understand these impacts and work out on reducing them. Occupational therapists also need to have basic knowledge of these impacts to improve the quality of their service to patients.  
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