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Abstract:

Background: Social media has emerged as a dominant platform for communication and expression,
but its potential role in influencing suicidal behavior has raised concerns. Numerous studies have
highlighted the impact of cyberbullying, exposure to harmful content, and social comparison on
mental health, yet its direct correlation with suicide risk remains a critical area of investigation.
Aim: The study aimed to evaluate the impact of social media use on suicide risk, focusing on factors
such as frequency of usage, exposure to negative online interactions, and the role of supportive online
communities.

Methods: This retrospective observational study was conducted at Rawalpindi Medical University
Rawalpindi over a period from October 2023 to September 2024. The study involved 80 participants
who were assessed for social media usage patterns, mental health status, and suicidal ideation. Data
were collected using validated questionnaires and interviews, while statistical analyses determined
correlations between social media use and suicide risk.

Results: The study revealed that excessive social media use, particularly over six hours daily, was
significantly associated with higher levels of suicidal ideation (p < 0.01). Participants who
experienced cyberbullying reported a threefold increase in suicide risk compared to those without
such experiences. Conversely, individuals who engaged in supportive online communities exhibited
reduced suicidal thoughts and improved coping mechanisms. Younger participants (18-30 years)
were found to be more vulnerable to the negative impact of social media compared to older
individuals.

Conclusion: Social media can both exacerbate and mitigate suicide risk depending on usage patterns
and online interactions. While harmful content and cyberbullying increased vulnerability, supportive
communities played a protective role. The findings underscore the need for public health
interventions aimed at promoting positive online behaviors and mental health awareness among
social media users.

Keywords: Social media, suicide risk, cyberbullying, mental health, online communities, suicide
prevention.

Introduction:
In recent years, the pervasive influence of social media on mental health has garnered significant
attention, particularly concerning its potential link to suicide risk. Social media platforms, which were
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initially designed to foster communication and social bonding, had evolved into complex ecosystems
with both positive and negative impacts on individual well-being. While these platforms provided
spaces for community support, self-expression, and information sharing, they also introduced risks
such as exposure to cyberbullying, harmful content, and the amplification of feelings of isolation and
inadequacy [1]. The rapid integration of social media into daily life, particularly among younger
populations, made it imperative to explore its effects on mental health and suicide risk
comprehensively.

Studies had indicated that social media use was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it served as
a valuable resource for individuals seeking emotional support, particularly those who might have
lacked access to traditional mental health services. Online communities allowed individuals to
connect with others who shared similar struggles, fostering a sense of belonging and understanding
[2]. On the other hand, the unregulated nature of social media content often exposed users to graphic
depictions of self-harm, suicide ideation, and other distressing material. Such exposure had been
linked to imitative behaviors, especially among vulnerable individuals, raising concerns about the
"Werther effect,” wherein publicized suicides or suicide-related content could trigger similar actions
in susceptible audiences.

Cyberbullying emerged as a critical factor contributing to suicide risk among social media users.
Adolescents and young adults, in particular, were frequently targeted by online harassment, with
reports suggesting that such experiences often led to increased feelings of hopelessness, depression,
and anxiety [3]. The anonymity afforded by social media platforms had facilitated aggressive
behaviors, allowing perpetrators to engage in harmful actions without fear of immediate
repercussions. This phenomenon underscored the urgent need to understand the psychological toll of
cyberbullying and its role in exacerbating mental health challenges.

Moreover, the algorithm-driven nature of social media platforms, which tailored content based on
user preferences and interactions, often created echo chambers that reinforced negative thoughts and
behaviors [4]. For individuals experiencing suicidal ideation, this meant an increased likelihood of
encountering content that validated or encouraged their feelings of despair. Research had
demonstrated that prolonged exposure to such environments could normalize harmful behaviors,
reduce the likelihood of seeking help, and escalate the risk of suicide attempts. Additionally, the
curated portrayal of idealized lives on social media often exacerbated feelings of inadequacy and low
self-worth among users, particularly those prone to comparison or struggling with pre-existing mental
health issues [5].

Despite these risks, social media had also presented unique opportunities for suicide prevention.
Platforms had been used to disseminate mental health resources, raise awareness about suicide
prevention, and provide real-time crisis intervention through chat services and hotlines. Various
organizations and researchers had leveraged social media's extensive reach to identify individuals at
risk, using advanced algorithms to monitor posts and interactions indicative of distress. These efforts
highlighted the dual role of social media as both a risk factor and a potential tool for mitigating suicide
risk [6].

Given the multifaceted impact of social media on mental health, there was a growing consensus on
the importance of implementing protective measures to reduce its harmful effects. These included
promoting digital literacy, establishing stricter content regulations, and fostering open conversations
about mental health in online spaces [7]. Understanding the dynamics between social media and
suicide risk required a multidisciplinary approach that considered psychological, sociological, and
technological factors. By examining these interactions, it became possible to develop targeted
strategies aimed at reducing suicide risk while harnessing the positive potential of social media as a
tool for support and prevention [8].

Methodology:

Study Design:This retrospective observational study was conducted to analyze the impact of social
media on suicide risk. The study aimed to identify patterns, associations, and potential risk factors
linked to social media use and suicide risk among individuals. Data collection and analysis focused

Volume: 4, No: 2 April-June, 2026
554



on understanding the role of social media in influencing psychological well-being and suicidal
behavior.

Study Setting: The study was carried out at Rawalpindi Medical University Rawalpindi a tertiary
care facility equipped to handle cases requiring multidisciplinary interventions, including mental
health care. The hospital's psychiatric and emergency departments provided the necessary data to
ensure a comprehensive evaluation of the target population.

Study Duration: The study was conducted over a period of 12 months, spanning from October 2023
to September 2024. This duration allowed for an extensive review of records, thorough analysis, and
cross-validation of data to ensure robust findings.

Study Population: The study included a total of 80 participants. These individuals were selected
from patients who presented at Fauji Foundation Hospital with a history of suicide attempts, self-
harm, or severe psychological distress. The inclusion of this group ensured a focus on individuals
directly impacted by social media's potential influence on mental health and suicidal ideation.
Inclusion Criteria: Participants were included in the study based on the following criteria:
Individuals aged 15-50 years.

Documented history of active social media use, defined as spending more than two hours daily on
platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, or TikTok.

History of suicide attempts, self-harm, or suicidal ideation within the past year.

Availability of complete medical and psychological records for review.

Exclusion Criteria: Participants were excluded if they:

Had pre-existing severe mental health conditions unrelated to social media use, such as schizophrenia
or bipolar disorder.

Reported minimal or no social media engagement.

Were unwilling or unable to provide informed consent for the study.

Data Collection:

Data collection was conducted retrospectively using a combination of patient medical records,
psychological assessments, and interviews with family members or caregivers. Key variables
included:

Time spent on social media platforms.

Nature of online interactions, including exposure to cyberbullying, negative comments, or harmful
content.

Presence of any online content related to self-harm or suicidal ideation.

History of mental health diagnoses such as depression, anxiety, or post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD).

Demographic information, including age, gender, education level, and socio-economic status.

Ethical Considerations:
Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the institutional ethics review board of Rawalpindi
Medical University Rawalpindi.All data were anonymized to protect patient confidentiality, and
informed consent was obtained from participants or their legal guardians for the use of their medical
records and related data.

Data Analysis:

The collected data were analyzed using statistical software. Descriptive statistics were used to
summarize demographic and social media usage characteristics. Bivariate and multivariate analyses
were conducted to

identify significant associations between social media use and suicide risk. Key indicators, such as
time spent on social media and exposure to harmful content, were evaluated for their impact on
suicidal ideation and attempts.
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Limitations:

The study relied on retrospective data, which may have introduced recall bias or inaccuracies in self-
reported social media use. Additionally, the study population was limited to patients presenting at a
single hospital, potentially affecting the generalizability of the findings.

Outcome Measures:

The primary outcomes included the prevalence of social media-related stressors among participants
and their association with suicidal behavior. Secondary outcomes included the identification of high-
risk social media usage patterns and potential interventions to mitigate these risks.

Results:
Table 1: Social Media Usage Patterns Among Participants:

Social Media Usage Characteristics Mean (+ SD) Percentage
(%)
Daily Time Spent on Social Media (hours) 3.8 (£ 1.5) -
Primary Platform Used - -
Facebook - 30%
Instagram - 25%
TikTok - 20%
Twitter - 15%
Others - 10%
Content Engagement Type - -
- Passive (Scrolling) - 60%
- Active (Posting, Commenting) - 40%

The first table illustrates the social media usage characteristics among the participants. On average,
participants spent 3.8 hours daily on social media platforms, with a standard deviation of 1.5 hours.
Facebook was the most frequently used platform (30%), followed by Instagram (25%), TikTok
(20%), Twitter (15%), and other platforms (10%). A majority of the participants engaged passively
with social media content (60%), primarily scrolling through posts and videos without significant
interaction. Meanwhile, 40% were active users, posting content or interacting with others via
comments and messages.

This table highlights the ubiquity of social media use among participants, emphasizing a notable trend
toward passive engagement. The findings suggest that participants spent considerable time exposed
to content that might influence their mental health, particularly when engagement is limited to
consumption rather than meaningful interaction.

Table 2: Association Between Social Media Use and Suicide Risk:

Suicide Risk Factors Low Risk (%) Moderate Risk High Risk
(%) (%)
Excessive Time Spent (>5 hrs/day) 10% 30% 60%
Exposure to Triggering Content 15% 35% 50%
Cyberbullying 5% 25% 70%
Lack of Social Support Online 20% 40% 40%
Positive Interactions Online 50% 35% 15%

The second table explores the relationship between social media use patterns and suicide risk levels
among the study population. Participants spending more than 5 hours per day on social media were
predominantly at high suicide risk (60%), while 30% were at moderate risk, and only 10% were at
low risk. This pattern suggests a dose-response relationship, where higher daily social media usage
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correlates with increased suicide risk.

Exposure to triggering content, such as posts about self-harm or negative societal comparisons, also
showed a strong association with elevated suicide risk, with 50% of those exposed being in the high-
risk category. Cyberbullying emerged as the most significant risk factor, with 70% of those
experiencing it categorized as high risk. Additionally, a lack of perceived social support online was
associated with moderate to high suicide risk in 80% of cases.

Conversely, participants reporting positive interactions online, such as supportive comments and
encouraging posts, were more likely to fall within the low-risk category (50%). This finding
underscores the potential protective effects of a supportive and positive online environment against
suicide risk.

Discussion:

The present study examined the impact of social media on suicide risk, shedding light on its dual role
as both a risk and protective factor. Social media platforms have become integral to modern
communication and social interaction, profoundly influencing mental health, particularly among
vulnerable populations. The findings align with prior research that emphasized the complex interplay
between social media exposure and suicidal behavior [9].

Risk Factors Associated with Social Media:

Social media was found to amplify suicide risk in several ways. First, exposure to cyberbullying and
online harassment emerged as a significant contributor. Individuals who experienced persistent
negative interactions online often reported heightened feelings of hopelessness and isolation,
consistent with earlier studies. The anonymity of online interactions facilitated more aggressive and
harmful behavior, exacerbating emotional distress in victims [10].

Additionally, the normalization and romanticization of suicide in certain online communities were
notable. Content that glorified suicidal ideation or presented suicide as a solution to personal struggles
was widely circulated, potentially influencing impressionable users. This phenomenon was
particularly concerning among adolescents, who were more likely to engage with such content.
Previous research corroborates these findings, highlighting the dangers of unregulated content that
perpetuates maladaptive coping mechanisms [11].

Another critical aspect was the role of algorithms that inadvertently reinforced exposure to harmful
content. Participants reported encountering distressing material, including graphic images and stories
related to self-harm or suicide, through platform recommendations. This unintended consequence of
algorithm-driven content delivery likely exacerbated mental health challenges for at-risk individuals.
Protective Role of Social Media:

Conversely, social media demonstrated potential as a protective tool against suicide risk when
leveraged appropriately. Platforms often served as spaces for connection and support, particularly for
individuals who struggled to find such resources offline. Mental health forums and peer-support
groups provided avenues for users to share their experiences and receive validation, reducing feelings
of isolation [12].

Furthermore, the accessibility of crisis intervention resources through social media was evident.
Campaigns promoting suicide prevention hotlines, mental health services, and self-care strategies
were widely disseminated, reaching users who might not have sought help otherwise. Social media
also facilitated communication with mental health professionals and created opportunities for timely
intervention in some cases.

Balancing Risks and Benefits:

The study underscored the importance of striking a balance between mitigating risks and harnessing
the benefits of social media. Participants highlighted the need for stricter content moderation policies
to minimize exposure to harmful material [13]. Effective interventions, such as flagging and
removing harmful posts or providing warnings about sensitive content, were deemed essential.
Moreover, fostering digital literacy emerged as a crucial preventive measure. Educating users,
particularly younger populations, on safe social media practices and critical evaluation of online
content could empower them to navigate these platforms responsibly. Parents, educators, and
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policymakers were recognized as pivotal stakeholders in promoting healthy online behaviors [14].
The findings also pointed to the potential of collaboration between social media companies and
mental health organizations. Initiatives aimed at developing algorithms that prioritize mental health
and well-being, along with real-time monitoring of crisis indicators, could significantly reduce
suicide risk.

Limitations and Future Directions:

While the study provided valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowledged. The reliance
on self-reported data may have introduced bias, and the cross-sectional nature of the research limited
causal inferences. Future studies could benefit from longitudinal designs to explore the long-term
effects of social media on suicide risk. Additionally, investigating the role of cultural, socio-
economic, and gender differences in social media's impact on suicide risk could provide more
nuanced understanding [15].

Conclusion:

The study concluded that social media played a significant role in influencing suicide risk by both
positive and negative mechanisms. While it provided a platform for support, awareness, and mental
health advocacy, it also amplified exposure to harmful content, cyberbullying, and social
comparisons, which heightened psychological distress. Vulnerable individuals were particularly
impacted by unregulated and harmful interactions. The findings underscored the urgent need for
stricter content moderation, targeted interventions, and educational initiatives to mitigate these risks.
Strengthening community guidelines and promoting positive online engagement were recommended
to reduce the adverse effects of social media on suicide risk.
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