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Abstract

Through an in-depth literature review, I learned of many gaps in the research on the topic of the impacts of social media on adolescents’ mental health. One gap that was consistent throughout was the lack of longitudinal data. My research study would be a longitudinal research design to explore cause rather than correlation. I would conduct interviews, focus groups, and have participants keep journal entries. To enhance the trustworthiness of my results, I would use member checking. My hope is to gain deeper insight into how adolescents’ social media experiences impact their mental health over time by following them into adulthood. 
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Benchmark Research Proposal 
Literature Review
	My goal is to make a compelling case for the study I am proposing which is, the use of social media among adolescents negatively impacts their mental health. In my search I have found several peer-reviewed studies that highlight the significance of the impact but also how very complex this issue really is. 
	Galea and Buckley (2024) argue that excessive use of social media can lead to negative mental health outcomes. Some behaviors are particularly harmful. Cyber-stalking and harassment are most troubling for adolescents to experience because they may not report these behaviors or be able to shield themselves from them. There are several gaps in this research report, however. Galea and Buckley (2024) conclude there is a need for more longitudinal studies to establish causal rather than correlational relationships. There is also a need for a more balanced approach that considers both the potential positive effects such as social connectivity and negativity such as anxiety and depression.
The findings of Fardouly et al. (2020) and Jarman et al. (2021) suggest that comparing your appearance to those you see on social media results in negative mental health outcomes including body dissatisfaction, depression and social anxiety. There are several gaps in this research as well. Jarman et al. (2021) share that the study points out the need for more exploration of how social media impacts body satisfaction differently in boys and girls. There is compelling evidence on the negative effects on girls but less is known about how boys are affected. There is also a need for longitudinal studies that can more accurately establish causal relationships between social media use and body satisfaction over time. 
Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) can shape the anxiety adolescents feel when they fear they may miss out on something exciting. This keeps them continuously connected and monitoring their social media for online updates (Oberst et al., 2017). Because adolescents are in a developmental stage of life where social belonging is most important and the desire to fit in is intense, they are susceptible to this FoMO phenomenon. The Fioravanti et al. (2021) studies revealed there is a positive relationship between social media use and FoMO and that FoMO correlates positively with signs of depression, anxiety, and neuroticism. Fioravanti et al. (2021) identified gaps in their research, however. Their studies lack the establishment of a causal relationship between FoMO and the overuse of social networking. They found correlations, but longitudinal studies are needed to determine causality. 
Just as troubling, Arendt et al. (2019) describes that many adolescents report exposure to seeing self-harm content on social media. This poses a huge risk for those with existing mental health struggles. Particularly the content on Instagram correlated with emotional distress, self-harm and suicidal ideation. The gaps identified in this study were like the previous studies I analyzed. Arendt et al. (2019) conclude that while this is a two-wave panel design, there is still a need for longitudinal studies to establish the long-term effects of exposure to self-harm content on social media on adolescents’ mental health over time. There are also mediating factors to consider such as individual differences in existing mental health conditions, social support systems, and personality traits. 
The purpose of my research proposal is to fill these gaps. The one overarching gap I found is the need for more longitudinal studies to determine causal relationships. My proposal would be to study the effects of social media use on adolescents’ mental health over time, into adulthood. 
Method
Research Question - Does the use of social media among adolescents negatively impact their mental health over time?
This research question is important because of the disturbing concern with adolescents’ mental health including anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. Social media use has become an addiction especially among adolescents so understanding its long-term effects on their mental health and wellbeing is crucial. 
According to Heppner et al. (2016) a longitudinal research design would help me answer my research question because I would be able to establish a more causal rather than correlational relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes. Also, by following the same adolescents over time into adulthood, I can better account for individual differences that might influence the findings. 
My research would produce qualitative data. A phenomenology strategy works best for my research because it focuses on understanding the lived experiences of individuals, how they perceive and make sense of their experiences. I would gather this data through in-depth interviews, observations, focus groups and their journal entries. 
To enhance the trustworthiness of this data I would utilize member checking. Member checking is where I would share the findings of the study with my participants to verify the accuracy of their experiences. This would increase the validity of the study because the voices of the participants would be accurately represented.
This research investigation would contribute to the field of counseling in many ways. The insights from the findings could inform counselors to make more targeted interventions. Counselors can address specific challenges such as helping adolescents build self-esteem, manage their anxiety, and teach healthier online behavior. This research might help identify risk and protective factors. Understanding these factors could help counselors identify certain adolescents who might be at a higher risk for negative mental health outcomes and help them with prevention. This research could help counselors educate parents. Parents need explicit and succinct awareness of the potential dangers of social media use over time. Counselors can offer parent coaching and support to help their child establish more balanced and safe social media use. 
Integration 
	In “Resurrecting the Person” Swinton (2000) emphasizes the responsibility we have to be “stewards of God” and care for and support those struggling with their mental health. The findings of my study could bring the community together by equipping counselors and parents to bear the burden offering compassion and informed support to adolescents learning to navigate responsible social media use. This reflects the biblical call to love and support one another. This principal can be drawn from, 
Galatians 6:2 – “Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ” 
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Qualitative Research Reporting Assignment
The researchers sought to explore youth motivations for using technology and how their use might impact their daily functioning. The researchers used a consensual qualitative research design that involved getting a convenience sample of 10 participants who had all indicated through a survey, that they excessively use technology in some manner. After consent was received, the researchers interviewed the participants to discuss their use of technology and the impact their use had on their daily functions. The transcripts of the interviews were coded and analyzed, and two themes emerged. 
In the first theme, youth expressed they use technology as their main source of peer connection. Billy said, “I play video games with my friends each day when I get the chance”. Melissa said, “I’m in school all day long and when I get home, I want to be able to talk to my friends”. And Mark said, “Most nights I stay up late so I can group chat with friends”. These youth seemingly use technology to stay social and feel connected with their friends.
In the second theme, youth expressed they use technology when it is expected of them. Ruth said, “There is not a minute that I’m not getting a text or snapchat from my friends. Jeff said, “My friends always want me to text them or be online even when it is a school night”. And, Krista said, “I have over a thousand followers on Instagram so I have to post every day, so they keep following me”.  In this theme, the participants are seemingly feeling pressured to be online to fulfill obligations. 
The themes address the research question in different ways. In the first theme, youth seem to be using technology to socialize and fulfill their emotional and social needs. It seems technology is keeping them socially connected and filling their emotional bucket. In the second theme, youth are using technology because they feel pressure to do so. It seems in this way; the excessive use of technology would be having a negative impact on their daily functioning as there is added stress and anxiety to fulfill obligations and be present online. 
	The implications for the counseling field are many. Counselors will need to help students develop coping strategies to help manage the pressures of always feeling the need to be online. Excessive use increases anxiety and depression especially if there is also cyberbullying happening and you are trying to fulfill what you think friends/society need from you. A counselor’s role would be to help students find healthier ways to stay connected without being online. A students’ academic performance is more than likely affected as well, so counselors would need to help students understand the importance of sleep and help them develop better time management skills to ensure they are still performing academically well. 



