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Background and context

Findings spotlight – social media 
literacy interventions

Promising public health interventions to address the effects 
of social media use on mental health - spotlight on social 
media literacy interventions1

The impact of social media use on mental health is complex. Social media has been 
shown to have both positive and negative effects, however there is growing concern 
and urgent need for action to counter the most substantial negative effects of social 
media.

To improve this understanding, Beyond Blue commissioned BehaviourWorks at 
Monash University to undertake a rapid evidence review to identify public health 
approaches that could help address social media’s negative effects while fostering its 
positive effects, such as providing information, education and a platform for social and 
emotional support. This included relevant academic literature and select grey literature 
published since 2020.
 
Key findings included the important role of social media literacy interventions, and the 
need for social media companies to take seriously the principles of safety by design.2 
There are clear opportunities for policymakers, researchers and advocacy organisations 
to advance this agenda. 

Beyond Blue has produced two briefing notes from this rapid review, focused on:
•	 the role of social media companies in mitigating mental health harms from their 

platforms
•	 opportunities to improve mental health and wellbeing outcomes through social 

media literacy interventions.

Social media literacy is focused on the 
development of different abilities that 
range from the technical to the social-
emotional.3 Recently developed social 
media literacy frameworks are based on 
the concept that social media literacy can 
not only minimise harms associated with 
social media use, but maximise positive 
opportunities.4 The rapid review found 
that social media literacy interventions 
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Governments should continue to invest in high-quality, evidence-based social 
media literacy resources

Social media literacy interventions tailored to need

Australian governments should continue to invest in high-quality resources for 
building the digital capabilities of children. Evidence highlights the importance 
of young people taking an active role in the process of designing digital literacy and 
safety education materials for which they are the intended users.6 There is a key role 
for the eSafety Youth Council established by the eSafety Commissioner in the public 
conversation on useful social media literacy approaches, alongside broader strategies 
to mitigate harm and promote the positive benefits of social media for young people.

The eSafety Commissioner has produced a suite of classroom resources that can 
be filtered by classroom level and topic, and covers issues such as data security, 
disinformation, cyber-bullying, privacy, and online boundaries and consent.7 These 
resources can be self-directed or led by the educator, and they provide an evidence-
based platform to discuss concerns relevant to young people.

The rapid review included promising evidence on interventions focused on promoting 
healthier engagement with social media, rather than encouraging ‘abstinence.’ The 
authors suggest a tailored approach dependent on how an individual engages with 
social media:

For example, some interventions focus on the ‘unrealistic nature of social media’, 
while others may focus on increasing the individual’s understanding of social 
media advertising, or how platforms are specifically designed to maintain user 
engagement and increase profit for social media companies. Social media literacy 
programs that focus on these aspects have been effective in improving body 
image and overall wellbeing, especially for girls.8,9

For population level social media literacy 
interventions, we suggest it is beneficial 
to maintain a focus on material that 
covers how social media platforms are 
deliberately designed to maximise 
users’ attention,10 rather than just placing 
the onus on individuals to change their 
behaviour. 

Promising social media literacy 
interventions identified in the literature 
included the following elements:

that focus on improving user knowledge of how to engage safely and meaningfully 
online can reduce problematic social media use,5 and this is associated with better 
mental health outcomes.
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•	 Increasing user awareness of the influential nature of social media, particularly 
Highly Visual Social Networking Sites (HVSNs) such as Instagram, Facebook and 
Snapchat, and the potential negative impact on mental health outcomes. This 
includes strategies to manage associated pressures. 11

•	 Reducing body dissatisfaction from online appearance comparisons and unrealistic 
ideals.12 This approach focuses on positive engagement with social media through 
exposure to body positive content and practicing self-compassion.13

•	 Psychoeducation, whereby young people are supported to critically engage 
with social media content to better understand mental health challenges that are 
related to their social media use.14

More tailored individual interventions can focus on education about passive and active 
use of social media, addressing the dangers of scrolling through harmful content (e.g. 
idealised, highly visual content) and how targeted use (e.g., viewing the content of 
close friends and reminiscing on positive past content) may be more beneficial.15

Social media as a platform to promote mental health

Social media also plays an important role in promoting good mental health, including 
through delivery of mental health information. Web and smartphone-based mental 
health psychotherapy interventions for conditions like depression and anxiety- some of 
which were delivered by social media - were found to be as effective as face-to-face for 
children and young people.16 

The review included promising evidence on the role of single-session interventions 
(SSI) delivered through social media platforms for treating anxiety and depression. It is 
therefore critical that policymakers consider the benefit of social media as a scalable 
and accessible17 way to deliver mental health interventions to young people when 
changing or limiting access to these platforms.
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1 The research question for the rapid review was What are promising public health interventions to address the effects 
of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of the community?

2 Safety by Design is described by the Australian E-Safety Commissioner as ‘the ways technology companies can 
minimise online threats by anticipating, detecting and eliminating online harms before they occur. It encourages 
technology companies to alter their design ethos from ‘moving fast and breaking things’ or ‘profit at all costs’ to 
‘moving thoughtfully’, investing in risk mitigation at the front end and embedding user protections from the get-go.’ 
For an explanation of Safety by Design principles, see https://www.esafety.gov.au/industry/safety-by-design#safety-by-
design-principles  
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