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Abstract 

This paper investigates the effects of social media on adolescent psychological well-being, with particular 

emphasis on identity formation, trust, and emotional vulnerability. Integrating psychological studies with 

a literary analysis of William Saroyan’s The Summer of the Beautiful White Horse, the paper explores 

parallels between moral dilemmas in literature and contemporary digital experiences. The findings 

underscore how online validation and comparison intensify emotional distress, reinforcing the importance 

of authenticity and ethical judgment in adolescent development. 

 

Statement of Purpose 

This paper aims to explore the intricate relationship between the integration of varied perspectives and the 

cultivation of essential skills that equip individuals to navigate the digital era of the 21st century. By 

examining the significance of critical thinking, creativity, collaboration and cultural awareness, this essay 

will highlight how these 21st-century skills empower as well as demean teen individuals when approached 

with challenges. Ultimately, this illustration seeks to prove that an online community plays a vital role in 

the understanding of growing dependence of teenager on their online lives, and how it influences the 

ability to make beneficial choices that are crucial for personal and professional growth in a rapidly 

evolving world. Through this analysis, I hope to underscore the necessity of shedding light on such an 

imperative topic with rightful purpose. 

 

Objectives 

1. To examine the impact of social media and digital environments on adolescent psychological well-

being, with a focus on how online validation, comparison and virtual interactions shape teenagers’ 

mental health and decision-making. 

2. To analyze adolescent identity, trust, and moral conflict through a literary lens, by drawing parallels 

between modern digital struggles and William Saroyan’s “The Summer of the Beautiful White Horse,” 

highlighting how the story’s themes reflect contemporary adolescent experiences. 

 

Behind the Screens: The Plague of Adolescent Psychological Vulnerability 

In the past few decades, the rise of social media has transformed the way individuals communicate, share 

information and perceive others and themselves. Social media platforms have created new social 

environments that significantly influence users mental well- being. While many benefits like connectivity 

and community building prevail, the ill effects such as its direct or indirect contribution to anxiety, 

depression and isolation remain. A British study tied social media use to disrupted, decreased and delayed 

sleep schedules which were said to be “associated with depression, memory loss and poor academic 

performance.” (Jacqueline Sperling. “Here’s How Social Media Affects Your Mental Health.” McLean 

Hospital, 2018). 
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One of the primary drawbacks that social media paves way for is insecurity. Insecurity is a result of a 

phenomenon known as social comparison. Users often try to emulate the curated, idealized 

versions of reality presented by others. And in failing to do so, fall prey to setting subconscious 

expectations for oneself, by oneself. In The Summer of the Beautiful White Horse, the young protagonist, 

Aram and his cousin, Mourad, long to enjoy the pleasures that owning a fine horse brings, despite knowing 

that they could not afford one. The horse, belonging to John Byro, symbolizes a standard of wealth and 

prestige they yearn for but cannot claim. Much in the same way that social media users are drawn to the 

polished images of others’ lives, the boys were tempted by the vision of an ideal they could not genuinely 

attain. No matter how much one may profess about the awareness spread on social media, lifestyle and 

beauty standards over time cripple the minds of the youth who spend countless hours online. Eventually, 

this comparison leads to feelings of inadequacy when they fail to reach such a benchmark, exacerbating 

feelings of loneliness and isolation. 

Moreover, the addictive nature of social media can have users hooked on for prolonged periods of time. 

Social media platforms like Instagram, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube are designed to maximize 

engagement, resulting in excessive amounts of time scrolling through feeds and checking notifications. A 

study conducted by Primack et al. found a correlation between “higher social media usage and increased 

levels of perceived social isolation” (Primack et al. “Social Media Use and Perceived Social Isolation 

Among Young Adults in the U.S.” National Institute of Health, 575, 2017). This paradoxical phenomenon, 

where individuals feel increasingly isolated despite higher connectivity, highlights a critical facet of social 

media impact on overall well-being of users. This mirrors Aram’s inner conflict; though riding a horse in 

secret gave him moments of joy, the looming knowledge that it is not theirs creates a quiet detachment 

from reality. Like users who let themselves indulge in online fantasy worlds, Aram is caught between the 

fleeting thrill of the ride and the sobering truth that is fleeting. The secrecy becomes a form of self-imposed 

isolation, similar to how online escapism can distance people from genuine connections, simply because 

of the fear of reality. 

Furthermore, social media can also serve as a double-edged sword, in terms of the risks of infliction online. 

While it offers a forum for individuals to connect with others and share experiences, it can perpetuate 

negative interactions, namely cyberbullying. According to a cohort study from India, adolescents who 

experienced cyberbullying victimization were “2.50 times more likely to have suicidal ideation than their 

counterparts [with no experience of cyberbullying victimization].” (C. Maurya, T. Muhammad, P. Dhillon, 

“The effects of cyberbullying victimization on depression and suicidal ideation among adolescents and 

young adults.” BMC Psychiatry 599, 2022). In the prose, the fear of being discovered by the horse’s 

rightful owner, John Byro, portrays a parallel to the vulnerability victims feel online. Just as a single 

confrontation would unravel the cousins’ secret, one hostile post or harmful message can shatter an 

individual’s sense of emotion stability. The anonymity of the digital space makes way for such cruelty, 

much as the boys’ anonymity as ‘the innocent and truthful family’ keeps them from being suspected and 

emboldens them to keep the horse hidden until reality inevitable catches up. 

The reader may assume that Aram and Mourad’s actions reflect a disregard for the strict societal norms 

which are not out of malice but from the yearning for joy and freedom. Under the intention of creating a 

safe environment for users to share, social media can lull individuals into a false sense of security leading 

them to become blind to the real dangers lurking behind the screens and cause them to grow unaware of 

the harsh reality. The anonymity and distance that social media provides can encourage engagement in 

harmful behavior that have dire implications on the mental health of the victim. 
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Conversely, it is essential to shed light on the positive aspects that social media puts forth. Numerous 

individuals use these platforms to cultivate relationships, exchange ideas and build supportive 

communities. For instance, social media can facilitate connections among individuals with similar 

interests or encounters like mental health conditions, where support has proven to reap the better outcomes. 

Research has undeniably shown multiple illustrations where individuals who are part of supportive online 

communities report “improvement in mood and a sense of belonging” (Eline Frison and Steven 

Eggermont. “Exploring the relationships between different types of Facebook use, perceived online social 

support, and adolescents’ depressed mood.” APA PsycNet, 34, 2016), suggesting that social media can 

enhance psychological resilience among users. Likewise, in The Summer of a Beautiful White Horse, the 

cousins’ shared secret strengthened their bond, showing that mutual understanding, showing that even 

unconventional circumstances can strengthen the foundation of relationships. Besides, social media 

provides a space for self- expression and creativity, allowing individuals to share encounters and opinions, 

which can bolster self- esteem and confidence. 

The influence that social media has on the minds of people, especially our youth, is multifaceted, 

encompassing both assets and liabilities. While it provides avenues for support, making a statement and 

connectivity, it is imperative to recognize its potential for fostering a never-ending cycle of comparison 

and dependence. As society navigates through the digital era, reiterating the adverse impact and amplifying 

the implications of this social weapon on individuals’ mental health is critical. 

 

Reflection 

Writing Behind the Screens: The Growing Plague of Adolescent Mental Distress has been an eye-opening 

journey that pushed me to think far beyond the obvious effects of social media. By drawing ideas from 

William Saroyan’s short story, The Summer of the Beautiful White Horse, I began to see the ways in which 

trust, identity and perception in the digital world parallel the subtle moral struggles in the story. 

Just as Aram’s trust in Mourad is tested by the reality of the stolen horse, teenagers today often grapple 

with the gap between the idealized images they see online and the truth that lies beneath. My research 

revealed that, much like the characters in Saroyan’s tale, young people navigate a complex mix of loyalty, 

self-image and moral choice, however, only now are these challenges amplified by constant online 

comparison, curated identities and the pressure to appear flawless. 

The process was more than just academic; it was a mirror that reflected the hidden anxieties that many 

teenagers, including a lot of people like myself, silently carry. I started to ponder on how validation that 

takes shape of a simple red heart under a post or a comment can become a modern-day “beautiful white 

horse”, something desirable and exciting but ultimately fleeting. 

Through this exploration, my perspective on mental well-being and authenticity has been defined more 

clearly. I realized how essential it is to look beyond the polished feeds and remember the human reality 

behind each post. In the same way that Aram learns to value honesty and integrity over appearances, this 

article has served as a personal evocation to value genuine connection over digital approval. This journey 

has been more than research, it has been a reminder that to truly understand each other, we must look past 

the filters, past the façade of a screen and uncover the narrative beyond the screen. 
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