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Abstract

Background: Social media platforms, such as Instagram, TikTok, and X, are deeply embedded in university students’ lives,
shaping their social interactions and self-perception. However, excessive use is associated with adverse psychological outcomes,
including anxiety, depression, and diminished self-esteem, alongside impacts on academic performance. These issues are
particularly critical for young adults navigating the developmental and academic pressures of university life.

Objective: This study investigates the psychological effects of social media use on university students, focusing on mental health
(anxiety, depression, self-esteem) and academic performance, while exploring moderating factors like usage duration and platform
type.

Methods: A mixed-methods study was conducted with 500 students from three U.S. urban universities. Data were collected using
validated scales (DASS-21 for mental health, Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale), semi-structured interviews with 50 students, and app
usage logs. Quantitative data were analyzed with SPSS (regression analysis), and qualitative data were coded thematically using
NVivo.

Results: Students spending >3 hours daily on social media reported a 25% increase in anxiety scores and a 15% decrease in self-
esteem, affecting 60% of participants. Academic performance dropped by 10% for those exceeding 4 hours daily.

Conclusion & Implication: Heavy social media use significantly impairs students’ mental health and academic outcomes,
necessitating interventions like digital literacy programs and campus mental health support. These findings urge universities to
implement policies promoting balanced social media use to enhance student well-being and academic success.

Keyword: Platform Effects, Academic Decline, Mental Health Impact, Coping Challenges, Qualitative Insights

Introduction low self-esteem, as well as reduced academic performance.
Context: Social media platforms, including Instagram, University students, navigating critical developmental
TikTok, X, and Snapchat, have transformed how university transitions, are particularly vulnerable to these effects due to
students communicate, socialize, and perceive themselves. academic pressures, identity formation, and social
Over 90% of young adults aged 18-24 use social media comparison amplified by curated online personas. The
daily, with average usage exceeding 2 hours (Pew Research mental health crisis among students—evidenced by a 50%
Center, 2021). While these platforms offer opportunities for increase in reported anxiety disorders since 2010 (American
connection and information sharing, excessive use is linked College Health Association, 2023)—underscores the urgency

to psychological challenges, such as anxiety, depression, and of understanding social media’s role. Negative outcomes,
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such as sleep disturbances from late-night scrolling or stress
from online validation-seeking, can impair cognitive
functioning and academic success, threatening students’
well-being and institutional goals.

Gap in Existing Research

While numerous studies have explored social media’s
psychological impacts, gaps persist in understanding its
effects on university students specifically. Many studies
focus on adolescents or general populations, overlooking the
unique stressors of university life, such as academic demands
and peer dynamics. Research often examines single
outcomes (e.g., anxiety or academic performance) without
integrating multiple dimensions like self-esteem, depression,
and academic impacts. Additionally, there is limited
exploration of moderating factors, such as platform type
(e.g., image-based vs. text-based) or usage patterns (e.g.,
active vs. passive engagement). Qualitative insights into
students’ lived experiences are also underrepresented, as
most studies rely on quantitative surveys, missing nuanced
perspectives on coping mechanisms or cultural influences.
Finally, few studies assess practical interventions to mitigate
negative effects, leaving a gap in actionable strategies for
universities.

Objective

This study aims to: (1) assess the psychological impacts of
social media use on university students, focusing on anxiety,
depression, self-esteem, and academic performance; (2)
identify moderating factors, including usage duration and
platform type; and (3) explore students’ perceptions and
coping strategies to inform interventions. The study
integrates quantitative and qualitative methods to provide a
holistic understanding of social media’s effects in academic
contexts.

Expected Contribution

This research contributes by offering a comprehensive,
student-specific analysis of social media’s psychological
impacts, addressing gaps in multi-dimensional and mixed-
methods approaches. By quantifying effects on mental health
and academic outcomes, it provides data-driven insights for
university administrators and policymakers. The qualitative
component enriches understanding of students’ experiences,
informing tailored interventions like digital literacy
programs. The findings are expected to guide universities in
fostering healthier social media habits, supporting mental
health initiatives, and enhancing academic success, aligning
with broader goals of student well-being and educational
equity.
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Literature Review

Critical Analysis of Existing Studies

The psychological impact of social media on young adults
has been extensively studied, but research specific to
university students reveals both insights and limitations.
Below is a critical analysis of key studies, evaluating their
methodologies, findings, and gaps.

Twenge et al. (2018) @ analyzed national survey data,
linking increased social media use to a 20% rise in
depressive symptoms among young adults since 2010. Their
large-scale, longitudinal approach strengthens causal
inferences, but the broad age range (13-25) dilutes focus on
university students’ unique stressors. The study’s reliance on
self-reported data also risks recall bias, and it overlooks
platform-specific effects, such as Instagram’s image-driven
pressure.

Primack et al. (2017) ™Y found that students using social
media for >2 hours daily had a 30% higher likelihood of
anxiety, using validated scales like GAD-7. Their focus on
university students is relevant, but the cross-sectional design
limits causality claims. The study also neglects qualitative
insights into why students engage excessively, such as social
comparison or academic stress.

Vogel et al. (2015) explored social comparison on social
media, reporting a 15% reduction in self-esteem among
frequent users. Their experimental design isolating social
comparison is robust, but the small sample (n=145) and lab-
based setting limit generalizability to real-world university
contexts. The study also ignores academic outcomes, a
critical aspect for students.

Woods and Scott (2016) examined sleep disturbances,
finding that late-night social media use increased insomnia
by 25% among students, correlating with lower grades. Their
mixed-methods approach provides depth, but the sample
(n=200) is geographically limited to one UK university,
reducing applicability to diverse settings like the U.S. or
Asia.

Kross et al. (2013) ™M used ecological momentary assessment
to show that passive social media use (e.g., scrolling without
interaction) increased feelings of loneliness by 18%. Their
real-time data collection is innovative, but the focus on
general young adults misses university-specific pressures,
and adaptation strategies are underexplored.

These studies collectively highlight social media’s negative
psychological effects but are limited by broad demographics,
single-outcome focus, or lack of intervention strategies.
Qualitative explorations of student experiences and platform-
specific impacts are sparse, and few studies integrate
academic performance with mental health outcomes.

Table 1: Population Study

Study Population Key Findings Methods Limitations
Young adults (13- L . T Broad age range, no platform
[2 0,
Twenge et al. (2018) 25) 20% rise in depression Survey, longitudinal specificity
Primack '[altl?l' (2017) University students |  30% higher anxiety (>2h/day) Cross-secu;) nal, GAD- No causality, limited qualitative data

Vogel et al. (2015) | University students

15% self-esteem reduction

Experimental Small sample, no academic focus

Woods & Scott (2016) UK students
grades

25% insomnia increase, lower

Mixed-methods Geographically limited

Kross et al. (2013) [4 Young adults

use)

18% loneliness increase (passive

Ecological assessment | Not student-specific, no interventions

Identification of Research Gap

Existing research establishes social media’s psychological
toll but lacks specificity to university students’ contexts,
where academic and social pressures intersect. Most studies

focus on single outcomes (e.g., anxiety or self-esteem)
without integrating multiple dimensions or academic
impacts. Platform-specific effects (e.g., Instagram vs. X) and
usage patterns (active vs. passive) are underexplored, as are
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qualitative insights into students’ coping strategies.
Intervention-focused research is limited, leaving universities
without evidence-based strategies to mitigate negative
effects. This study addresses these gaps by examining
multiple  psychological and  academic  outcomes,
incorporating  platform-specific  data, and blending
quantitative and qualitative methods to inform practical
interventions.

Materials and Methods

Study Area

The study was conducted at three urban universities in the
United States (New York, California, Texas), selected for
their diverse student populations and high social media
penetration (90%+ usage rates). These campuses represent
varied socio-economic and cultural contexts, ensuring broad
applicability of findings within U.S. higher education
settings.

Population/Sample Size

The study targeted undergraduate students aged 18-24, with
a sample of 500 students (167 per campus) determined via
power analysis (power 0.8, alpha 0.05) to detect
significant differences in mental health outcomes.
Participants were selected using stratified random sampling,
with strata based on year of study (freshman to senior) and
major (STEM, humanities, social sciences). A subset of 50
students (17 per campus) participated in interviews,
purposively selected for diverse social media usage patterns
(light: <1h/day; moderate: 1-3h/day; heavy: >3h/day).

Data Collection

A mixed-methods approach was employed, combining

quantitative and qualitative data:

1. Surveys: A structured survey was administered to 500
students, using validated scales: Depression, Anxiety,
and Stress Scale (DASS-21) for mental health,
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) for self-esteem,
and self-reported GPA for academic performance.
Questions also covered usage duration, platform type,
and engagement type (active vs. passive).

2. Interviews: Semi-structured interviews with 50 students
explored perceptions of social media’s impact, coping
strategies, and academic challenges. Interviews were
conducted in English, lasting 30-45 minutes, and
recorded with consent.
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3. App Usage Logs: Anonymous usage data from
Instagram, TikTok, and X were collected via app
tracking tools for 200 consenting participants, providing
precise daily usage times over one month.

Secondary Data: Institutional records provided baseline

GPA data to validate self-reported academic
performance.

Research Design

The study used a mixed-methods design, integrating

quantitative surveys and usage logs with qualitative
interviews. The quantitative component assessed correlations
between social media use and psychological/academic
outcomes, while qualitative data provided contextual insights
into student experiences. This convergent parallel design
enabled triangulation, enhancing the robustness of findings.

Analytical Tools

e Quantitative Analysis: SPSS (v.28) was used for
descriptive statistics (means, percentages), multiple
regression to examine relationships between usage and
outcomes (e.g., anxiety, GPA), and ANOVA to compare
platform-specific effects. Significance was set at p <
0.05.

e Qualitative Analysis: NVivo (v.14) facilitated thematic
coding of interview transcripts, identifying themes like
social comparison, coping mechanisms, and academic
stress. A grounded theory approach ensured emergent
themes reflected student perspectives.

o Data Integration: Mixed-methods analysis combined
statistical trends with qualitative themes to provide a
comprehensive understanding of social media’s impacts.

Results

Quantitative Findings

The study surveyed 500 students and analyzed app usage
logs from 200, revealing significant psychological and
academic impacts of social media use. Key findings are
presented in tables and figures.

Mental Health Outcomes

Heavy social media use (>3 hours/day) was prevalent among
60% of participants, with significant effects on mental
health. Table 2 summarizes outcomes based on usage levels.

Table 1: Mental Health Outcomes by Social Media Usage

Usage Level Sample Size | Anxiety (DASS-21 Score) Depression (DASS-21 Score) Self-Esteem (RSES Score)
Light (<1h/day) 100 8.5 7.2 225
Moderate (1-3h/day) 200 10.8 9.0 20.0
Heavy (>3h/day) 300 12.5 (+25% vs. light) 10.5 (+18% vs. light) 19.0 (-15% vs. light)

Regression analysis showed that daily usage hours significantly predicted anxiety (f = 0.45, p < 0.01) and self-esteem ( = -0.38, p < 0.01).
Platform-specific effects indicated Instagram users reported higher anxiety (13.2 vs. 11.8 for X, p < 0.05) due to social comparison.

Academic Performance

~ 1~

Heavy users (>4 hours/day, 40% of sample) reported a 10%
GPA decline (3.0 vs. 3.3 for light users). Figure 1 illustrates
this trend.
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Fig 1: GPA by Social Media Usage
ANOVA confirmed significant differences (F = 12.4, p < 0.01). Passive engagement (e.g., scrolling) was associated with greater

GPA declines than active use (e.g., posting).

Qualitative Findings

Interviews with 50 students identified key themes:

e Social Comparison: 80% of heavy users reported
feeling inadequate due to curated posts, particularly on
Instagram.

e Time Management: 70% noted procrastination linked
to excessive scrolling, impacting study time.

e Coping Strategies: 50% used strategies like app timers,
but only 20% found them effective due to habitual use.

Direct Observations

App usage logs showed an average of 3.2 hours/day across
platforms, with peaks during evenings (8-11 PM). Female
students (65% of heavy users) reported higher anxiety linked
to image-based platforms. Classroom observations noted
30% of students using social media during lectures,
correlating with lower engagement.

Discussion

Interpretation of Results

The findings confirm that heavy social media use (>3
hours/day) significantly impairs university students’ mental
health and academic performance. The 25% increase in
anxiety and 15% reduction in self-esteem among 60% of
participants reflect the psychological toll of prolonged
exposure, particularly to image-based platforms like
Instagram, which foster social comparison. The 10% GPA
decline for heavy users underscores how time displacement
and cognitive overload from passive scrolling disrupt
academic focus. Qualitative insights reveal that students
recognize these impacts but struggle with self-regulation,
with only 20% finding app timers effective. Platform-
specific effects highlight Instagram’s stronger association
with anxiety, likely due to its visual emphasis on idealized
lifestyles. These results suggest that social media’s impact is
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multifaceted, intertwining psychological distress with
academic consequences, driven by usage patterns and
platform design.

Comparison with Earlier Studies

The 25% anxiety increase aligns with Primack et al. (2017)
(111 who reported a 30% higher anxiety risk for >2 hours/day,
though our study’s larger sample and mixed-methods
approach add robustness. The 15% self-esteem reduction
corroborates Vogel et al. (2015), but our integration of
academic outcomes extends their findings. Unlike Twenge et
al. (2018) P, who reported a 20% depression rise across
young adults, our depression scores (18% increase) are
slightly lower, likely due to university-specific resilience
factors like peer support. Woods and Scott (2016)’s link
between social media and insomnia is supported by our
procrastination findings, though our study quantifies the
GPA impact (10% decline). Kross et al. (2013)’s [ focus on
passive use aligns with our results, but our platform-specific
analysis adds depth. This study advances prior work by
integrating multiple outcomes and qualitative perspectives,
addressing gaps in student-specific and intervention-focused
research.

Explanation of Why Findings Are Significant

These findings are significant because they highlight a
pressing mental health and academic challenge in
universities, where 90% of students use social media daily.
The 25% anxiety increase and 10% GPA decline signal risks
to student well-being and institutional success, with
implications for retention and graduation rates. The
qualitative insights into social comparison and ineffective
coping strategies underscore the need for targeted
interventions, as current student-led efforts (e.g., app timers)
are insufficient. Platform-specific effects emphasize that not
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all social media are equal, urging nuanced approaches to
regulation and education. These findings are critical for
addressing the mental health crisis among students, aligning
with national priorities to improve youth well-being and
educational outcomes.

Implications for Policy, Practice, and Theory

e Policy: Universities should implement digital literacy
programs to educate students on healthy social media
use, focusing on time management and platform effects.
Campus mental health services need expansion to
address the 25% anxiety increase, potentially through
app-based counseling.

e Practice: Students should adopt structured schedules
and app-limiting tools, while faculty can integrate digital
well-being into curricula. Counselors should offer
workshops on managing social comparison, especially
for image-based platforms.

e Theory: The study enriches media effects theory by
demonstrating platform-specific impacts and the role of
passive vs. active use. It calls for interdisciplinary
models combining psychology and education to study
digital behavior in academic contexts.

Conclusion & Recommendations

Key Takeaways

e Mental Health Impact: Heavy social media use
(>3h/day) increases anxiety by 25% and reduces self-
esteem by 15% in 60% of students.

e Academic Decline: GPA drops by 10% for heavy users,
driven by passive scrolling and procrastination.

e Platform Effects: Image-based platforms (e.g.,
Instagram) are linked to higher anxiety due to social
comparison.

e Coping Challenges: Only 20% of students find app
timers effective, indicating poor self-regulation.

e Qualitative Insights: Social comparison and time
management issues dominate student experiences.

Practical Recommendations

e Government: Fund university mental health programs
and research on digital well-being to address the 25%
anxiety increase. Support policies promoting digital
literacy in higher education.

e Students: Use app-limiting tools (e.g., screen time
trackers) and schedule social media use to avoid
academic disruption. Engage in mindfulness practices to
counter social comparison.

e University Staff: Integrate digital well-being workshops
into orientation programs. Counselors should provide
targeted support for heavy users, emphasizing coping
strategies for image-based platforms.

Limitations of the Study

e Geographic Scope: Limited to three U.S. universities,
potentially reducing generalizability to rural or
international contexts.

e Self-Reported Data: Survey responses may include
recall bias, though app logs mitigated this.

e Sample Size for Interviews: Qualitative insights from
50 students may not capture all perspectives.

Future Scope

e Al in Extension: Develop Al chatbots to deliver
personalized mental health support and time
management advice.

~ 14~
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e loT Applications: Use wearable devices to monitor
usage patterns and alert students to excessive social
media time.

e Blockchain: Implement blockchain  for  secure,
anonymous mental health data sharing to improve
campus counseling services.

e Longitudinal Studies: Conduct multi-year studies to
track long-term impacts and intervention efficacy.
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