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Introduction

Social media (SM) has become deeply embedded in the daily lives of young people. It
refers broadly to digital platforms that enable users to create, share and interact with
content and with one another in real time, such as YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram. For
youths, social media serves multiple purposes: maintaining friendships and social
networks, expressing themselves through photos and videos, seeking information and
support, and consuming entertainment. It is a part of their social environment in which
they live, grow, and seek identity.

The scale of usage reflects this reality for Singapore youths. In Singapore, a 2021 study
by the Singapore University of Social Sciences (SUSS) reported that at least 90% of
respondents aged 16 to 25 years old used social media (SUSS, 2021). Local data also
suggest high screen engagement. A 2024 survey conducted jointly by Channel News
Asia (CNA) and the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS) reported that Singapore teenagers
aged between 13 and 19 spent nearly 8.5 hours a day on screens, with around 1.5 hours
spent on social networking. The CNA-IPS study also noted that 58.8% of the
respondents reported using devices to cope with stress or negative emotions (Tang,
2025). Given the high prevalence of social media use and the substantial amount of
time youths spend on these platforms, it is important for us as a society to understand
how social media may influence our youths’ attitudes and behaviours, including those
related to drug-taking.

The impact of Social Media on Youths’ Drug-taking Behaviour

Social media is a double-edged sword. On one hand, it provides a space for social
support (Phelan et al., 2025) and is used to cope with stress (Wolfers et al., 2022). On
the other hand, research also suggests an association between social media use and
substance abuse (Liu et al., 2024).



Positive Roles of Social Media
Social Media as a Support Tool

Wolfers et al. (2022) characterises social media as a dynamic environment for stress
management, where users employ a spectrum of both reactive and proactive coping
strategies. When used in a reactive way, individuals utilise these platforms to regulate
negative affect by seeking cognitive distractions from stressful encounters or by using
digital spaces for emotional venting. On the proactive end of the spectrum, social media
facilitates instrumental problem-solving by providing access to information and
expansive support networks. Central to both approaches is the mobilisation of peer
groups, which allow individuals to secure the social validation and emotional support
necessary to address the underlying sources of their distress.

Additionally, research by Phelan et al. (2025) suggests that social media can serve as a
supportive environment for individuals navigating substance use disorders. This is
particularly true for youth populations, who utilise digital platforms to access recovery-
oriented content and connect with both professionals and peers. In their study of 255
U.S.-based participants aged 18 and older, the authors found that social media was
widely adopted as a primary tool for recovery support. Furthermore, a majority of the
participants perceived these digital interactions as beneficial, noting that social media
helped improve their sense of community and reinforced their commitment to the
recovery process.

Negative Roles of Social Media
Social Media as a Stressor

Social media stressors such as approval anxiety, fear of missing out (FOMO), exposure
to misleading or threatening information, and the persistence of constant notifications
have been identified as significant contributors to psychological distress, such as
increase in social isolation and decrease in self-acceptance (Wolfers et al.,, 2022;
Cipolletta et al., 2020). Given that stress is a well-established precursor to substance
use disorders, recent research has begun to examine how these digital pressures
correlate with drug use. Specifically, a Norwegian study by Brobakke et al. (2025)
found that adolescents aged 16 to 21 years old who experienced social media as a
stressor faced a heightened risk of using illicit substances or having drug problems,
most notably cannabis. While these findings demonstrate a noteworthy association,
further research is required to determine a definitive causal relationship.

Singapore data, while not directly linking social media use to drug abuse, indicate
related concerns. A study by Nanyang Technological University (NTU) found that 45%
of youths aged 13 to 25 reported mixed or negative emotions after using social media
(NTU, 2025). Six in ten respondents in the SUSS study reported experiencing negative
online behaviours such as negative comments, harassment or exclusion (SUSS, 2021).
Additionally, a 2024 study by the Institute of Mental Health reported that about one in
three young people aged 15 to 35 years old experienced severe or extremely severe
symptoms of depression, anxiety and/or stress, with excessive social media use linked
to these symptoms (CNA, 2024). Given the well-established association between stress
and mental well-being with substance use, these findings suggest potential pathways
through which social media may indirectly increase vulnerability.




Social Media as a Reinforcement Pathway

Emerging research suggests that social media may influence the brain’s reward
systems. When youths scroll through feeds and receive likes or notifications, dopamine
is released - the same neurotransmitter involved in reinforcing substance use
behaviours such as alcohol and drug consumption. This conditioning may make young
brains more vulnerable to chasing stronger stimulations, such as drugs, later in life (De
et al., 2025; Savoia, 2025).

This neurological vulnerability manifests in measurable behavioural trends among
adolescents. For instance, a U.S. study of 586 middle school students found that higher
problematic internet use scores were significantly associated with higher odds of using
cannabis and e-cigarettes (Liu et al., 2024). This correlation is particularly relevant in
our local context, as research by the Institute of Mental Health has reported that about
one in two Singaporean youths aged 15 to 21 exhibit problematic smartphone use
(Tushara, 2024). Although behavioural addiction to smartphones is not equivalent to
substance addiction, studies note overlapping features such as impaired control and
continued use despite harm (Amirthalingam et al., 2024). Such behavioural patterns
may co-exist with or heighten vulnerability to other risky behaviours such as drug abuse
(Liu et al., 2024).

Social Media as a Driver of Pro-Drug Norms

Social media algorithms prioritise user engagement, which can unintentionally foster
‘pro-drug' echo chambers by filtering content that reinforces existing interests.
Frequent exposure to media that portrays drug use as harmless, desirable or socially
rewarding may lower perceived risks and stimulate curiosity. This effect may be
amplified within the social media spaces where substance use is frequently glamorised,
for example through content that portrays drug use as trendy or fun, or through
endorsements by influencers and celebrities (Ekinci et al., 2025).

Recent research quantifies the impact of this digital exposure. Liu et al. (2024)
observed that encountering drug or alcohol-related posts significantly increases the
odds of substance use. This risk is further compounded by a stark narrative imbalance:
nearly 76.3% of substance-related content has portrayed drugs or drug use positively,
while only 20.2% highlights the negative consequences (Rutherford et al., 2022).

Social Media as a Drug Marketplace

Another concern is the role of social media as a potential marketplace for illicit
substances. Platform features such as private messaging, ephemeral content (photos,
videos, or posts that disappear after a set period), and perceived anonymity may lower
barriers to access. A scoping review study by Fuller et al. (2023) found that, on
average, more than one in ten social media posts contain advertisements promoting
illicit drugs. In early 2025, a Europol-backed operation shut down two of the world’s
largest platforms offering illegal goods and services, including drugs, which collectively
had over 10 million users (Marchini, 2025).




The risk is not only for those seeking substances; the design of these platforms ensures
that drug-related content finds the user. This is reflected in a 2023-2024 study in UK
where 29% of secondary school students encountered drug advertisements without
actively searching for them (Fuller et al., 2025).

Such active and passive exposure increases the visibility and perceived accessibility of
drugs, lowering perceived risks and contributing to the normalisation of drug use. While
local data remains limited, this global trend suggests that the visibility of drugs on social
media is becoming a standard part of the digital experience, underscoring the need for
monitoring and preventive efforts.

What can we do?

While the risks are significant, total restriction or regulation of the social media is often
impractical nor desirable, given its role in communication, education and social
connection. In fact, 54% of U.S. teens report that it would be difficult to give up social
media (Vogels et al., 2022).

This reliance on digital platforms necessitates a shift from restrictive policies toward
proactive, research-driven strategies. However, because there is currently sparse
evidence on the efficacy of interventions specifically targeting social-media-influenced
drug norms and behaviours, the strategies discussed here are informed by broader
frameworks for mitigating digital harms.

Strengthening Media Literacy and Resilience

Developmentally appropriate media literacy programmes can help youths critically
evaluate content, recognise misinformation, and resist manipulative messaging
(Kupersmidt et al., 2010), for example, teaching youths to recognise misinformation and
the reality behind "glamorised" and “normalised” drug content. In terms of message
design, research has found that meme-like interventions are more effective in
promoting media literacy among young adults obtaining substance use information
from social media (Austin et al., 2026).

Fostering media literacy is a collective responsibility that extends from educators to the
family dinner table. As adolescents often mirror their parents’ social media habits
(Morawska et al., 2025), parents can play a significant role in shaping their children’s
digital behaviours by modelling healthy online habits and maintaining open
conversations about their online experiences (American Psychological Association,
2023). In the local context, the Infocomm Media Development Authority (IMDA) has
addressed this need through the Digital for Life portal, providing Singaporean parents
with the resources to guide their children's digital journeys with confidence (Koh,
2025).

While parental guidance and formal education provide the foundation for digital safety,
peer-led interventions capitalise on the unique social capital adolescents hold within
their own networks. Research indicates that youths are more likely to internalise health-
related messaging when it is delivered by peers who share their lived experiences and
digital vernacular (Valente et al., 2017). In the context of drug prevention, "peer
influencers" - youths who are trained to promote healthy norms - can effectively
counter the glamorisation of substance use by sharing authentic, relatable content that
highlights the reality of drug-taking behaviours.
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Creating a Safer Online Space

While regulatory oversight and platform governance are essential, the sheer velocity of
user-generated content means that top-down solutions alone are insufficient. We must
complement these systemic efforts with individual digital citizenship - a final line of
defence against the proliferation of pro-drug misinformation. By practicing intentional
digital habits, adhering to ethical standards, and actively reporting harmful content
(Digital for Life, 2025), users can transform from passive consumers into guardians of
their own online ecosystem.

Closing Remarks

Social media is deeply embedded in the modern youth social ecosystem, offering vital
avenues for connection while simultaneously introducing risks regarding substance use.
Research suggests that the impact of these platforms depends less on usage frequency
and more on the nature of engagement. Consequently, restrictive measures are often
counterproductive, potentially triggering social isolation or severing access to support
networks. A more sustainable approach lies in enhancing media literacy and fostering
safer digital environments, empowering youths to navigate online spaces critically and
avoid the pitfalls of drug-taking behaviours. However, success necessitates integrated,
multi-stakeholder strategies involving peers, parents, schools, policymakers and
platform providers. Together, we can foster a safer and more responsible social media
environment for everyone.

Limitations

It should be noted that this article draws from a specific selection of studies; it is not
intended to be a comprehensive systematic review. Many cited studies are
correlational, and causality cannot be established. Furthermore, findings from overseas
contexts may not fully generalise to Singapore due to cultural and social differences.
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