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Abstract: The exponential growth of social media platforms has significantly reshaped patterns of
communication, interaction, and identity formation among students in higher education. While these
digital platforms facilitate knowledge sharing, networking, and social engagement, their pervasive use
has raised serious concerns regarding students’ mental health. This research paper critically examines
the impact of social media on student mental well-being through an integrated legal and ethical
framework.Adopting a doctrinal and analytical methodology, the study evaluates existing legal
provisions governing digital environments, including mental health legislation and information
technology laws, alongside ethical principles such as autonomy, privacy, beneficence, and non-
maleficence. The analysis highlights that although legal mechanisms provide a foundational structure
for regulating cyber activities, they remain insufficient in addressing emerging forms of psychological
harm caused by prolonged exposure to algorithm-driven content, cyberbullying, and digital
dependency.

The paper further explores ethical challenges associated with data surveillance, behavioural
manipulation, and lack of transparency in platform algorithms, which often exploit users’ cognitive
vulnerabilities. Particular emphasis is placed on the responsibility of social media companies and
educational institutions in creating a safe and supportive digital ecosystem for students.The findings
reveal a significant gap between technological advancements and regulatory safeguards, compounded
by inconsistent institutional policies and limited awareness among students. In response, the paper
proposes a multi-dimensional approach involving legal reforms, stricter platform accountability,
enhanced institutional interventions, and the promotion of digital literacy and mental health advocacy.
In conclusion, the study underscores that safeguarding student mental health in the digital age requires
a coordinated effort that integrates legal regulation, ethical governance, and proactive institutional
responsibility, thereby ensuring a balanced and healthy engagement with social media.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The advent of digital technology has fundamentally transformed the landscape of human
interaction, with social media platforms emerging as one of the most influential tools of
communication in contemporary society. Among students in higher education, platforms such
as Instagram, Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), and TikTok have become deeply embedded in
daily life, shaping not only social relationships but also academic engagement and personal
identity. These platforms enable instant connectivity, access to information, and opportunities
for self-expression; however, their pervasive and often unregulated use has raised critical

concerns regarding their impact on mental health.
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In recent years, there has been a noticeable increase in mental health issues among students,
including anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness, and reduced self-esteem. While multiple
factors contribute to this trend, the role of social media has gained particular attention in
academic and policy discourse. The curated nature of online content, characterized by
idealized representations of life, often fosters a culture of comparison, where students measure
their worth against unrealistic standards. This phenomenon, commonly associated with

diminished self-perception, has been linked to psychological distress and emotional instability.

Moreover, the interactive nature of social media exposes students to risks such as
cyberbullying, online harassment, and social exclusion. Unlike traditional forms of bullying,
digital harassment operates continuously and transcends physical boundaries, intensifying its
psychological impact. The anonymity afforded by online platforms further exacerbates this
issue, enabling harmful behaviour with limited accountability. Additionally, the design
features of these platforms—such as algorithm-driven content feeds, notifications, and infinite
scrolling—are intentionally structured to maximize user engagement, often leading to
excessive usage and digital dependency. Such patterns can disrupt sleep, reduce productivity,

and contribute to long-term mental health challenges.

From a legal standpoint, the regulation of social media and its psychological implications
present a complex challenge. In India, legislative instruments such as the Information
Technology Act, 2000, and the Mental Healthcare Act, 2017 provide a framework for
addressing cyber-related offences and safeguarding mental health rights. However, these laws
were not specifically designed to tackle the nuanced and evolving relationship between digital
engagement and psychological well-being. As a result, significant gaps remain in addressing
issues such as algorithmic influence, digital addiction, and platform accountability. The
recognition of privacy as a fundamental right has further expanded the legal discourse,
particularly in relation to data protection and the ethical use of personal information by digital

platforms.

Beyond legal considerations, the ethical dimensions of social media use are equally significant.
Questions arise regarding the responsibility of technology companies in designing platforms
that prioritize user well-being over engagement metrics. The collection and utilization of user
data without fully informed consent raise concerns about autonomy and exploitation.

Furthermore, the lack of transparency in algorithmic operations limits users’ ability to
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understand how content is curated and how it may influence their behaviour and mental state.
These ethical issues highlight the need for a balanced approach that integrates technological

innovation with human-centred values.

Educational institutions also play a crucial role in this context. Universities are not merely
centres of academic learning but are also responsible for fostering the overall well-being of
students. The increasing prevalence of mental health issues linked to digital usage necessitates
proactive institutional measures, including counselling services, awareness programs, and
policies addressing cyberbullying and digital conduct. However, many institutions lack
structured frameworks to effectively respond to these challenges, resulting in fragmented and

inconsistent approaches.

This research paper seeks to critically examine the impact of social media on student mental
health through a combined legal and ethical lens. It aims to analyse the adequacy of existing
legal frameworks, explore the ethical implications of digital platform practices, and assess the
role of educational institutions in mitigating associated risks. By adopting an interdisciplinary
perspective, the study highlights the interconnected nature of law, technology, and mental
health.

The significance of this research lies in its attempt to bridge the gap between theoretical
discourse and practical application. As social media continues to evolve, it is imperative to
develop comprehensive strategies that address both its benefits and risks. The paper ultimately
argues that safeguarding student mental health in the digital age requires a coordinated effort
involving legal reform, ethical accountability, and institutional responsibility, thereby
ensuring that technological advancement does not come at the cost of psychological well-

being.
2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The present study adopts a doctrinal and analytical research methodology to examine the
impact of social media on student mental health from legal and ethical perspectives. Given the
interdisciplinary nature of the subject, the research integrates insights from law, psychology,

and digital studies to provide a comprehensive understanding of the issue.
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2.1. Nature of Research:

This research is primarily qualitative in nature, focusing on the interpretation and critical
analysis of legal provisions, ethical principles, and scholarly literature. Rather than relying on
primary empirical data, the study emphasizes conceptual clarity and theoretical evaluation of

existing frameworks governing mental health and digital environments.

The qualitative approach is particularly suitable for this study as it allows for an in-depth
exploration of complex issues such as psychological harm, digital behaviour, and regulatory

gaps, which cannot be adequately captured through purely quantitative methods.
2.2. Research Design:

The study employs a doctrinal (library-based) research design, which involves the systematic
examination of legal texts, case laws, policy documents, and academic writings. This approach
facilitates a structured analysis of the existing legal framework and its applicability to
emerging challenges posed by social media.In addition, an analytical research design is used
to critically evaluate the adequacy and effectiveness of current laws and ethical standards. The
research moves beyond mere description by identifying inconsistencies, limitations, and areas

requiring reform.
2.3. Sources of Data:
a. Primary Legal Sources:

These sources provide the legal foundation for analysing rights, obligations, and regulatory
mechanisms. These can be Statutory provisions such as,Mental health legislation, Information
technology and cyber laws, etc. and/or Judicial decisions and case laws relating to Privacy

rights, Cyberbullying and online harassment and Platform accountability, etc.
b. Secondary Sources:

Secondary sources enable the study to incorporate contemporary academic perspectives and
empirical findings relevant to the topic. These can be Peer-reviewed journal articles; including
Scopus-indexed publications, Books and commentaries on cyber law and mental health,
Reports published by international organizations such as WHO and OECD, Government
policies and regulatory guidelines and Research papers addressing social media usage and

psychological impact, etc.
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2.4. Method of Data Analysis:

The study adopts a thematic and critical analysis approach. The collected data is examined
under key thematic areas, includinglmpact of social media on mental health, Legal frameworks
governing digital conduct, Ethical concerns in platform design and data usage and Role of
educational institutions, etc.

Each theme is analysed bylnterpreting legal provisions, comparing different viewpoints in
academic literature and ldentifying gaps between law and practice. The analytical process
emphasizes reasoned interpretation rather than mere description, ensuring that conclusions are

logically derived from the examined material.
2.5. Scope of the Study:
The scope of this research is limited to:
o Students in higher education institutions
« Social media platforms as digital environments

o Legal frameworks primarily within the Indian context, with selective reference to

international developments

While the study acknowledges global perspectives, its primary focus remains on the

applicability and effectiveness of Indian laws and institutional practices.
2.6. Limitations of the Study:
Despite its comprehensive approach, the study has certain limitations:

e Absence of primary empirical data: The research does not include surveys or

interviews, which may limit insights into individual student experiences.

e Dynamic nature of technology: Social media platforms evolve rapidly, making it

challenging for legal frameworks to keep pace.

o Jurisdictional constraints: Legal analysis is primarily centred on India, which may

limit generalizability to other regions.

Ms. Madhuri Dadage www.ignited.in 53



Journal of Advances and Scholarly Research In Allied Education
Vol.23, Issue No. 3 June 2026, ISSN 2230-7540

However, these limitations do not undermine the validity of the research, as the study focuses

on conceptual and legal analysis rather than empirical generalization.
2.7. Rationale for Methodology:

The choice of doctrinal and analytical methodology is justified by the nature of the research
problem, which involves examining legal principles, ethical considerations, and theoretical
constructs. This approach enables a detailed understanding of regulatory frameworks and

facilitates the identification of gaps requiring policy intervention.
3. LEGAL FRAMEWORK

The intersection between social media usage and student mental health presents a complex
regulatory challenge, as it involves multiple dimensions of law, including mental health rights,
cyber law, data protection, and constitutional safeguards. While India has developed a
foundational legal structure to address aspects of mental health and digital conduct, these
frameworks often operate in silos and are not specifically designed to address the
psychological consequences arising from social media engagement. This section critically
examines the existing legal regime and identifies its limitations in the context of student mental

well-being.
3.1. Mental Health Laws in India:

A significant advancement in the recognition of mental health rights is embodied in the Mental
Healthcare Act, 2017, which adopts a rights-based approach to mental healthcare. The Act
guarantees every individual the right to access affordable and quality mental health services
and emphasizes principles such as dignity, autonomy, and non-discrimination.In the context
of higher education, this legislation implicitly extends to students, recognizing their
entitlement to mental healthcare support without stigma or discrimination. The Act also
underscores the importance of confidentiality and informed consent, which are particularly

relevant in addressing mental health concerns arising from social media exposure.

However, despite its progressive framework, the Act does not explicitly address the role of
digital platforms in influencing mental health. Issues such as online harassment, algorithmic
manipulation, and digital addiction fall outside its direct regulatory scope. Consequently,
while the Act establishes a normative foundation for mental health rights, it lacks specific

provisions to address technology-induced psychological harm.
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3.2. Information Technology Laws and Digital Regulation:

The Information Technology Act, 2000 serves as the primary legislation governing digital
activities in India. It provides legal recognition to electronic communication and prescribes
penalties for cyber offences such as identity theft, online harassment, and transmission of
harmful content.In addition to the Act, the Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines
and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules impose certain obligations on social media platforms,
including content moderation, grievance redressal mechanisms, and due diligence
requirements. These provisions aim to regulate online conduct and ensure accountability of

intermediaries.

While these legal instruments address overt forms of cyber misconduct, their effectiveness in
tackling mental health issues remains limited. The regulatory focus is largely reactive,
targeting specific offences rather than addressing the broader psychological impact of
prolonged social media usage. For instance, algorithmic amplification of harmful content,
which can exacerbate anxiety and depression, is not adequately regulated under existing
laws.Furthermore, enforcement challenges such as jurisdictional limitations, anonymity of
users, and technological complexity hinder the effective implementation of these provisions.
As a result, students affected by cyberbullying or digital harassment often face difficulties in

seeking timely legal remedies.
3.3. Constitutional Protections and the Right to Privacy:

The recognition of privacy as a fundamental right by the Supreme Court of India in the
landmark case of Justice K.S. Puttaswamy v. Union of India has significant implications for
social media regulation. The judgment established that privacy is intrinsic to the right to life
and personal liberty under Article 21 of the Constitution.In the context of social media, this
right extends to the protection of personal data, informational autonomy, and mental integrity.
Social media platforms collect vast amounts of user data, often without fully informed consent,
raising concerns about surveillance, profiling, and behavioural manipulation. Such practices

can indirectly impact mental health by influencing user behaviour and emotional responses.

The constitutional recognition of privacy provides a legal basis for challenging intrusive data
practices and advocating for stronger data protection laws. However, the absence of a
comprehensive and effectively implemented data protection regime limits the practical

enforcement of these rights.
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3.4. Judicial Developments on Platform Liability and Digital Harm:

Recent judicial developments, both in India and internationally, indicate a gradual shift
towards recognizing the responsibility of social media platforms in mitigating harm.The case
of K.G.M. v. Meta Platforms, Inc. represents a significant development in this regard, where
the court acknowledged that platform design features could contribute to addictive behaviour
and psychological distress. This case highlights the emerging concept of platform liability for

mental health harm, moving beyond traditional notions of content-based liability.

In India, courts have increasingly acknowledged the seriousness of cyberbullying and online
harassment, although a dedicated statutory framework is still lacking. Judicial interpretations
have emphasized the need to treat psychological harm as a legitimate injury, thereby
expanding the scope of legal protection.Despite these developments, the legal system
continues to face challenges in adapting to the rapidly evolving digital environment. The
absence of clear standards for assessing psychological harm and attributing liability to

platforms remains a significant gap.
3.5. International Legal Perspectives:

Globally, there is a growing recognition of the need to regulate digital platforms in order to
protect user well-being. The European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR),
for instance, emphasizes user consent, data protection, and accountability of digital
platforms.Similarly, international organizations such as the World Health Organization have
highlighted the importance of addressing the mental health implications of digital technology.
These frameworks provide valuable insights for developing more comprehensive legal
mechanisms in India.However, even at the international level, regulation remains fragmented,

and the challenge of balancing innovation with user protection persists.
3.6. Gaps and Challenges in the Existing Legal Framework:
A critical analysis of the current legal regime reveals several limitations:

o Lack of Specific Legislation: There is no dedicated law addressing the mental health

impact of social media.

o Reactive Nature of Laws: Existing provisions focus on punishing offences rather than

preventing harm.
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o Limited Platform Accountability: Social media companies are not fully accountable

for algorithm-driven harm.

o Enforcement Challenges: Jurisdictional and technological barriers hinder effective

regulation.

o Absence of Institutional Integration: Legal frameworks are not adequately integrated

with university policies.
3.7. Need for Legal Reform:

The evolving nature of digital technology necessitates a re-evaluation of existing legal
frameworks. There is a pressing need to develop comprehensive legislation that addresses the

psychological dimensions of social media use. Such reforms should include:

Recognition of digital mental harm as a legal injury

Regulation of algorithmic practices and addictive design features

Strengthening data protection and privacy safeguards

Establishing clear accountability mechanisms for platforms

Integration of legal norms with institutional mental health policies
4. ETHICAL ISSUES

The rapid integration of social media into students’ daily lives has generated a range of ethical
concerns that extend beyond legal regulation. While laws attempt to address specific
violations, ethical issues often operate in subtler and more pervasive ways, influencing
behaviour, autonomy, and psychological well-being. The ethical dimensions of social media
use are particularly significant in the context of students, who are more susceptible to digital
influence due to developmental, social, and academic pressures. This section critically
examines key ethical challenges associated with social media and their implications for student

mental health.
4.1. Privacy and Data Exploitation:

One of the most pressing ethical concerns in the digital ecosystem is the extensive collection

and use of personal data by social media platforms. Students routinely share personal
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information, preferences, and behavioural patterns online, often without fully understanding
how this data is utilized. Platforms employ sophisticated data analytics to track user
engagement, predict behaviour, and tailor content, raising concerns about informed consent
and autonomy.The ethical issue arises when users are not provided with clear, transparent, and
comprehensible information regarding data usage. Consent obtained through lengthy and

complex terms of service agreements can hardly be considered truly informed.

This lack of transparency undermines individual autonomy and exposes students to potential
manipulation.Moreover, the commodification of user data transforms students into products
rather than participants, where their attention and engagement are monetized. Such practices
raise fundamental ethical questions about fairness, dignity, and the right to control personal

information.
4.2. Algorithmic Manipulation and Behavioural Influence:

Social media platforms rely heavily on algorithms to curate content, prioritize posts, and
recommend material tailored to user preferences. While these algorithms enhance user
experience by personalizing content, they also introduce significant ethical concerns related to
manipulation and psychological influence.Algorithms are designed to maximize user
engagement, often by promoting emotionally stimulating or sensational content. This can
create echo chambers and reinforce negative emotions, particularly among vulnerable users.
For students, continuous exposure to such content can intensify anxiety, stress, and feelings of

inadequacy.

A critical ethical issue lies in the lack of transparency surrounding algorithmic functioning.
Users are rarely aware of how content is selected or how their behaviour is being shaped. This
asymmetry of information creates an imbalance of power between platforms and users,
undermining the principle of informed choice.Additionally, algorithmic systems may
inadvertently prioritize harmful content, including unrealistic body images, toxic comparisons,

or distressing news, thereby exacerbating mental health challenges.
4.3. Cyberbullying and Online Harassment:

Cyberbullying represents one of the most direct ethical violations within social media
environments. Unlike traditional bullying, online harassment can occur continuously, without

spatial or temporal limitations, making it more pervasive and difficult to escape.Students are
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particularly vulnerable to cyberbullying due to their active participation in digital spaces. The
anonymity afforded by social media often emboldens individuals to engage in harmful
behaviour without accountability. Victims may experience severe psychological
consequences, including depression, anxiety, social withdrawal, and, in extreme cases, self-

harm.

From an ethical standpoint, cyberbullying violates fundamental principles of respect, dignity,
and non-maleficence. It raises questions about the responsibility of both individuals and
platforms in preventing harm. While users are ethically obligated to engage respectfully,
platforms must also ensure effective mechanisms for reporting and addressing abusive
behaviour.The failure of platforms to adequately moderate harmful content or provide timely

redress further compounds the ethical problem.
4.4. Digital Addiction and Exploitative Design:

Another significant ethical concern is the intentional design of social media platforms to
encourage prolonged usage. Features such as infinite scrolling, push notifications, and reward-
based feedback systems (likes, shares, comments) are engineered to capture and retain user
attention.These design strategies exploit psychological principles related to reward and
reinforcement, creating patterns of compulsive usage commonly referred to as digital
addiction. For students, excessive engagement with social media can disrupt sleep patterns,

reduce academic productivity, and impair real-life social interactions.

The ethical issue lies in the deliberate use of such mechanisms to maximize engagement at the
expense of user well-being. This raises questions about the responsibility of platform
developers to prioritize user health over profit.From an ethical perspective, the principle of
non-exploitation is violated when platforms knowingly design features that encourage

addictive behaviour without providing safeguards or warnings.
4.5. Social Comparison and Psychological Harm:

Social media platforms often present curated and idealized representations of life, which can
create unrealistic standards for users. Students frequently compare their own experiences with
these portrayals, leading to feelings of inadequacy, low self-esteem, and dissatisfaction.This
phenomenon, commonly referred to as social comparison, is particularly harmful during

formative years when individuals are developing their identity and self-worth.
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Continuous exposure to idealized content can distort perceptions of reality and contribute to
mental health issues such as anxiety and depression.Ethically, this raises concerns about the
responsibility of platforms in promoting content that may negatively affect users’
psychological well-being. While self-expression is a fundamental aspect of social media, the
amplification of unrealistic standards without contextual awareness can be considered

ethically problematic.
4.6. Lack of Institutional Ethical Responsibility:

Educational institutions also bear ethical responsibilities in addressing the impact of social
media on student mental health. Universities are expected to provide a safe and supportive
environment that promotes overall well-being.However, many institutions lack
comprehensive policies addressing digital behaviour, cyberbullying, and mental health
awareness. The absence of structured support systems, such as counselling services and digital

literacy programs, reflects a gap in institutional accountability.

Ethically, institutions must adopt a proactive approach byPromoting awareness about
responsible social media use, providing accessible mental health support and implementing
policies to address online harassment. Failure to do so may result in neglect of students’ well-

being, undermining the ethical obligation of care.
4.7. Ethical Principles and the Need for Responsible Governance:

The ethical challenges discussed above can be understood through key principles:

Autonomy: Respecting users’ ability to make informed choices

Beneficence: Promoting well-being and positive outcomes

Non-maleficence: Avoiding harm

Justice: Ensuring fairness and equal protection

A responsible digital ecosystem requires the alignment of these principles with technological
design and governance. Social media companies, policymakers, and educational institutions

must collaborate to create ethical standards that prioritize mental health.
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4.8. Towards Ethical Digital Ecosystems:

Addressing ethical concerns requires a shift towards human-centred technology design. This
includesTransparent algorithms, Ethical data practices, User well-being as a design priority
and Strong content moderation mechanisms. Furthermore, promoting digital literacy among
students can empower them to navigate social media responsibly and critically evaluate online

content.
5. FINDINGS OF THE RESEARCH

The present study undertakes a critical examination of the relationship between social media
usage and student mental health within the framework of legal and ethical analysis. Based on
the doctrinal and analytical methodology adopted, several significant findings emerge that
highlight the multifaceted nature of the issue and the limitations of existing regulatory and

institutional mechanisms.
5.1. Social Media as a Double-Edged Phenomenon:

The analysis reveals that social media functions as both an enabling and a disruptive force in
the lives of students. On one hand, it facilitates communication, academic collaboration, peer
support, and access to information. Students are able to engage in discussions, seek guidance,

and express themselves in ways that were not previously possible.

However, the same platforms also generate psychological vulnerabilities. The continuous
exposure to curated content fosters unrealistic expectations and triggers comparative thinking,
leading to diminished self-worth and emotional distress. This dual nature underscores the
complexity of regulating social media, as it cannot be viewed solely as a harmful or beneficial

tool but rather as a system with context-dependent outcomes.
5.2. Intensification of Psychological Distress:

A key finding of this study is the strong association between prolonged social media
engagement and adverse mental health outcomes among students. Patterns of excessive use
are linked to increased levels of anxiety, stress, depression, and social isolation.The
phenomenon of Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) emerges as a recurring factor contributing to
compulsive usage. Students feel pressured to remain constantly connected, leading to reduced

focus on academic responsibilities and personal well-being.
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Additionally, sleep disturbances caused by late-night usage further exacerbate psychological
strain.Cyberbullying and online harassment are identified as significant contributors to
emotional trauma. Unlike traditional forms of bullying, digital harassment persists beyond
physical spaces, making it more intrusive and difficult to avoid. Victims often experience long-
term psychological consequences, including reduced confidence and withdrawal from social

interaction.
5.3. Inadequacy of Existing Legal Frameworks:

The study finds that while existing legal provisions provide a foundational structure for
regulating digital behaviour, they are not sufficiently equipped to address the psychological
dimensions of social media usage.Legislation such as the Information Technology Act, 2000
primarily focuses on penalizing specific cyber offences, such as identity theft and online
harassment. However, it does not adequately address issues such as algorithmic influence,
digital addiction, and the cumulative psychological impact of prolonged exposure to online

content.

Similarly, the Mental Healthcare Act, 2017 emphasizes the right to mental healthcare but does
not explicitly account for technology-driven mental health challenges. This creates a
regulatory gap where emerging forms of harm remain unaddressed.Judicial developments
indicate a gradual recognition of these issues, particularly in cases addressing privacy and
platform responsibility. However, the absence of clear legal standards for determining liability

in cases of psychological harm limits the effectiveness of judicial intervention.
5.4. Ethical Gaps in Platform Design and Governance:

The analysis highlights significant ethical shortcomings in the design and operation of social
media platforms. The primary objective of these platforms is to maximize user engagement,
often through mechanisms that exploit psychological tendencies.Algorithm-driven content
curation plays a central role in shaping user experience. By prioritizing emotionally engaging
content, algorithms can amplify negative emotions and reinforce harmful behavioural patterns.
The lack of transparency in these processes raises concerns about informed consent and user

autonomy.

Furthermore, data collection practices often lack clarity and accountability. Students are

frequently unaware of how their data is used, stored, or monetized. This raises ethical issues
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related to privacy, exploitation, and the commodification of personal information.The study
also identifies the absence of adequate safeguards to prevent digital addiction. Platform
features designed to encourage continuous usage contribute to compulsive behaviour,

highlighting a conflict between commercial interests and user well-being.
5.5. Institutional Inconsistencies and Limited Intervention:

Educational institutions play a crucial role in addressing student mental health; however, the
findings indicate significant inconsistencies in institutional responses.While some universities
have established counsellingcentres and awareness programs, many lack comprehensive
policies addressing the impact of social media. The absence of structured guidelines on digital

conduct, cyberbullying, and mental health support reflects a gap in institutional responsibility.

Moreover, mental health services in educational institutions are often under-resourced and
inaccessible to a large number of students. This limits the effectiveness of interventions and
prevents timely support for those in need.The study also finds that digital literacy programs
are insufficiently emphasized. Students are not adequately equipped to critically engage with

social media or recognize its potential risks, which further exacerbates the problem.
5.6. Emerging Trend Towards Platform Accountability:

An important finding is the emerging global trend toward recognizing the responsibility of
social media platforms in mitigating harm. Recent legal developments suggest a shift from
viewing platforms as passive intermediaries to acknowledging their active role in shaping user
behaviour.This shift is particularly evident in cases where platform design features are linked
to addictive usage patterns and psychological harm. Such developments indicate a growing

awareness of the need to hold platforms accountable for the broader impact of their operations.

However, this trend is still in its early stages, and comprehensive regulatory mechanisms have
yet to be established. The challenge lies in balancing innovation and freedom of expression

with the need to protect users from harm.
5.7. Need for an Integrated Regulatory Approach:

The findings clearly indicate that addressing the impact of social media on student mental
health requires an integrated approach that combines legal regulation, ethical governance, and
institutional intervention.A fragmented approach, where laws, ethics, and institutional policies

Ms. Madhuri Dadage www.ignited.in 63



Journal of Advances and Scholarly Research In Allied Education
Vol.23, Issue No. 3 June 2026, ISSN 2230-7540

operate independently, is insufficient to address the complexity of the issue. Instead, a
coordinated framework is required to ensure that all stakeholders—governments, platforms,
and educational institutions—work towards a common objective.Such an approach should

include:

Legal recognition of digital psychological harm

Ethical standards for platform design and data usage

Institutional policies promoting mental health awareness

Enhanced digital literacy among students
5.8. Overall Analytical Insight:

The overarching conclusion of this study is that the impact of social media on student mental
health is not merely a technological issue but a systemic challenge involving legal, ethical, and
social dimensions. The current regulatory environment lags behind technological

advancements, resulting in gaps that expose students to significant risks.

While social media continues to offer valuable opportunities for communication and learning,
its adverse effects cannot be overlooked. The findings emphasize the urgency of developing
comprehensive strategies that prioritize student well-being while preserving the benefits of

digital connectivity.
6. CONCLUSION

The increasing integration of social media into the daily lives of students has fundamentally
altered the dynamics of communication, learning, and social interaction within higher
education. While these platforms offer significant benefits in terms of connectivity,
information exchange, and self-expression, the present study demonstrates that their impact
on student mental health is both profound and complex. The findings of this research highlight
that social media is not merely a technological tool but a powerful socio-digital environment

that shapes psychological experiences, behavioural patterns, and emotional well-being.

One of the central conclusions of this study is that the adverse effects of social media—such
as anxiety, depression, social comparison, cyberbullying, and digital addiction—are not

isolated phenomena but are interconnected outcomes of platform design, user behaviour, and
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regulatory gaps. The continuous exposure to curated and often idealized content fosters
unrealistic expectations, leading to diminished self-esteem and increased psychological
vulnerability among students. Furthermore, the persistent nature of online interactions
intensifies the impact of negative experiences, making them more pervasive than traditional

offline challenges.

From a legal perspective, the study reveals that existing frameworks, including the Information
Technology Act, 2000 and the Mental Healthcare Act, 2017, provide only partial protection
against the challenges posed by social media. While these laws address specific aspects such
as cyber offences and mental health rights, they do not adequately capture the evolving nature
of digital harm, particularly in relation to algorithmic influence, behavioural manipulation, and
prolonged exposure to online environments. The absence of a dedicated legal framework
addressing the psychological impact of social media represents a significant gap in
contemporary regulatory systems.Ethically, the study underscores the need for greater
accountability in the design and governance of social media platforms. The prioritization of
user engagement over well-being raises serious concerns about autonomy, transparency, and
non-exploitation. The lack of clarity regarding data usage and algorithmic processes further
exacerbates these concerns, creating an imbalance of power between users and platform
providers. Students, as a particularly vulnerable group, are disproportionately affected by these
ethical shortcomings.

The role of educational institutions emerges as a critical factor in addressing these challenges.
Universities are uniquely positioned to provide support systems, promote awareness, and
implement policies that safeguard student well-being. However, the findings indicate that
institutional responses are often fragmented and insufficient. The absence of comprehensive
mental health policies and digital literacy programs limits the ability of institutions to
effectively mitigate the risks associated with social media usage.In light of these observations,
it is evident that addressing the impact of social media on student mental health requires a
holistic and multi-dimensional approach. The issue cannot be effectively resolved through
isolated legal or ethical interventions; rather, it necessitates coordinated efforts across multiple

stakeholders.

In conclusion, the study emphasizes that safeguarding student mental health in the digital age

is not merely a legal obligation but a broader societal responsibility. As technology continues
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to evolve, it is imperative to ensure that innovation is aligned with ethical principles and human
well-being. The challenge lies in creating a balanced digital ecosystem where the benefits of
social media can be harnessed without compromising the mental health of its users.The future
of higher education depends not only on academic excellence but also on the ability of
institutions and societies to foster environments that support the holistic development of
students. Addressing the impact of social media on mental health is therefore a crucial step

towards achieving this objective.
7. FUTURE RECOMMENDATIONS
7.1. Legal Reforms and Policy Development:

There is a pressing need to develop specific legislation that addresses the psychological impact

of social media. Such laws should:
« Recognize digital mental harm as a legally cognizable injury
« Regulate algorithmic practices and addictive design features
« Establish clear accountability standards for social media platforms
« Strengthen enforcement mechanisms for cyberbullying and online harassment
7.2. Strengthening Data Protection and Privacy:
Robust data protection frameworks should be implemented to ensure:
o Transparency in data collection and usage
e Informed and meaningful user consent
e Protection against behavioural manipulation and profiling
7.3. Ethical Platform Governance:
Social media companies should adopt human-centred design principles, including:
o Prioritizing user well-being over engagement metrics
« Ensuring transparency in algorithmic decision-making

« Introducing features that promote healthy usage patterns
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« Strengthening content moderation systems
7.4. Institutional Responsibility and Intervention:

Educational institutions should play a proactive role by:

Establishing well-equipped counselling and mental health support services

Implementing anti-cyberbullying policies

Integrating digital well-being education into academic curricula

Conducting regular awareness and sensitization programs
7.5. Promotion of Digital Literacy and Awareness:
Students should be empowered through:
« Training on responsible social media use
« Awareness of psychological risks associated with digital platforms
« Development of critical thinking skills to evaluate online content
7.6. Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration:
Effective solutions require collaboration between:

Government authorities

Educational institutions

Social media companies

Civil society organizations

Such collaboration can facilitate the development of comprehensive strategies that address

both preventive and remedial aspects of the issue.
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