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Abstract

This study has identified and explored the positive and negative effects of social media on high school and
college students. It has highlighted that social media has a large impact on students' lives: this includes
both positively and negatively. This research has emphasised that social media impacts students’ lives
from their academics to their holistic wellbeing. Social media has developed significantly over time. It has
become extremely prevalent in students’ lives, which has caused a large shift in their thought processes
and what they view as being important. Social media has created new and unrealistic standards that
teenagers feel that they need to meet. The findings in this paper contribute towards determining possible
solutions and spreading awareness about the negative and detrimental impacts of social media on young
students.
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Introduction
The Problems That Are Connected to the Use of Social Media

As the world expands, our connection and interaction with technology is developing too. Social media is
continuously expanding on a daily basis. This includes from having constant updates about world events
to new apps, games, websites and programs which are being created every day. For instance, in April
2025, there were a total of 35.3 million websites that were created. This exemplifies the rapid development
of technology and our dependability on each day. While social media may allow people to communicate
with and learn from one another on a day to day basis, it can also consume their lives in negative ways.
Research has pinpointed that students are spending an excessive amount of time on platforms, such as
TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook, YouTube, X and Rednote. This can impact other areas of an
individual's life, such as their mental health, sleep, attention and concentration skills, time management
and communication skills.

On another level, social media applications, games, programs and websites can provide misinformation,
act as platforms for bullying students, and steal their personal and legal identities. Misinformation can be
spread by considering virality over accuracy, having low or no barriers to publish content (that means
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anyone can create a post), manipulating media (for instance, deepfakes, doctored images and misleading
edits) and taking satire literally. For example, in October 2015, Zendaya had been involved in a photoshoot
with Modeliste Magazine for their November issue. Modeliste Magazine had published the shoot with
Zendaya’s hips and torso being extremely slimmed down and edited. This instance highlights how social
media can distort the true images. It can create unrealistic beauty standards for women, which can in turn
affect the perception of young girls, as they believe that they need to become slim and look a certain way
to “fit in” and be accepted by society.

Studies have stressed that social media can act as a communication tool between various people. However,
this tool can be manipulated to act as a direct pathway for people to express hate speeches, make negative
commentaries and bully people. Therefore, whilst having direct access to social media can be used to uplift
and empower people, it can also be responsible for people’ developing lack of self-confidence and an
unhealthy image of themselves.

It is crucial to understand that cyberbullying can have extreme consequences. It can influence students to
feel isolated, helpless and unable to cope with the situations that they are facing. As a result, they can
develop anxiety and depression, and feeling bullied can cause permanent trauma. For instance, on 10
October 2015, a 15-year-old student named Amanda Todd took her own life due to facing severe
cyberbullying. After this, her private photos were released online on platforms without her consent or
knowledge. Then, Amanda was repeatedly harassed across various social media platforms. This caused
her to become isolated and depressed, which led to her to committing suicide. Furthermore, following her
the suicide, her family was harassed for months after on programs such as Facebook, and other internet
hate pages that were dedicated to sexually shaming Amanda.

After suffering the unfair and harsh consequences, Amanda became a ‘poster child’ in terms of spreading
anti-bullying awareness. Another example was Megan Meier, a 13-year-old girl. She was manipulated
into thinking that she was talking to a 16-year-old boy named Josh on MySpace. On 15 October 2006,
Megan had a message from Josh stating, “I don't know if I want to be friends with you anymore because
I've heard that you are not very nice to your friends” (Osman, 2025, p.3). This led to numerous hateful
messages towards Megan from her peers. This caused her to commit suicide by hanging herself in her
closet (Osman, 2025). As demonstrated through Megan and Amanda’s cases, victims of cyberbullying are
being bullied to the point that it consumes their whole lives. Bullying which occurs on social media
applications and programs have taken the lives of young and innocent girls. It reduced their confidence,
sense of self-worth and self-esteem, privacy and their sense of personal identity.

Research indicates that high school and college students are using social media for long periods of time.

For instance, by watching videos and short reels for entertainment purposes, and aimless scrolling on
multiple platforms. This includes scrolling through photo feeds, comments, entertainment updates, articles
and websites for shopping. In other words, students are utilising a significant amount of time by being
engaged in the social media world, instead of actively participating in their real-life situations and
experiences. This could include interacting with loved ones, being mindful of their surroundings, being
able to enjoy the things that they have in life, and actively working towards their self-improvement. This
in turn can impact students’ attention span and patience levels by causing them to hyper-fixate and focus
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only on what is on their screens. Hyperfixate refers to when people become intensely focused on spending
excessive time, and demonstrate the mental capacity of focusing on only one type of content or topic
online.

The encounters steal students’ precious time away from aspects, such as maintaining physical activity,
building in-person connections with people, completing their revision and any assignments, projects and
exam preparations for school and compromising on the quality and time in terms of sleep. On another
level, in recent times phubbing has become a daily occurrence. It refers to the act of ignoring someone in
a social setting by concentrating on one’s phone instead of talking to the person or people directly (Ali et
al., 2024). This can further take individuals away from their loved ones and ensure that they stay fixed on
screens.

Social media can lead to students “[losing] their ability to engage themselves for face-to-face
communication” (Siddiqui & Singh, 2016, p. 72). The growing usage of social media “prevents learning
and growth via interpersonal skills, real-life bonding, and social consultations” (Ali et al., 2024, p. 931).
This reality highlights the idea of students getting lost in their own virtual world, losing touch with their
reality, and only focusing on possible false narratives that are depicted on the screen.

Understanding Personal and Legal Identities

Personal identity refers to what makes a person unique. It encompasses a combination of their personality,
beliefs, values and life experiences. It explains how a person views themselves and how they wish to be
seen by others. Additionally, legal identity is the official recognition of an individual by the government
which establishes a unique set of attributes, such as name, date of birth, gender and nationality. Legal
identity is established and can be maintained by civil registration, official documents and biometrics. The
foundation of a legal identity is typically shown from a birth certificate which is issued by an authorised
government body.

The Importance of the Study

It is significant to research this area as the disconnect between the virtual and real world can lead to
depression and isolation, which can further develop mental health problems for students. The negativity
and feeling hopeless can affect them, their families and their other loved ones. As students are dealing
with issues, such as anxiety, depression and/or isolation, it will have a strong impact on their holistic health
and well-being. In turn, their moods, behaviour and daily habits can be disrupted. This as a result can have
negative effects on their families, other loved ones, the healthcare system and government.

For families, there may be an increase in the number of conflicts at home, emotional stress and frustration
for parents and/or siblings who feel helpless, and even financial strain due to the fees that are connected
with seeking professional therapy and/or medication. These factors can further contribute to the poor
mental health of families and lead to a divide, causing more isolation within people in families. In terms
of the healthcare system aspect, there will be an increased number of adolescents requiring mental health
services and support, such as counseling and/or psychiatric care. This will lead to an increase in the waiting
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list length and usage of funds which are part of the healthcare system. Thus, limiting the number of
psychologists and therapists which are available to patients in countries.

Aims and Goals of the Paper

This research paper highlights the key patterns of social media use among school and college students,
such as frequency, purpose of use and experiences on certain platforms. The internet can have its good
and bad aspects, which are further explored in this paper. For example, this study explores the influence
social media has on students’ study habits, productivity, concentration, social life and mental health. With
the focus on mental health, analysis of the psychological and emotional effects that are associated with
lengthened social media presence, including stress, anxiety, self-esteem and mental well-being.

Literature Review
Understanding Social Media

Social media is an umbrella term that includes websites and applications which enable users to create and
share content, or participate in social networking. Digital platforms, applications and websites allow users
to communicate, create content and consume media in real time.

Instagram as a Social Media App

Instagram is an application that allows users to post videos and photos which can either be publicly or
privately viewed (this is dependent on user’s settings), follow other people and engage with content
through commenting, liking or reposting the posts. Research highlights that Instagram allows people to
put out a false perception of themselves on the internet. Thus, creating a negative stigma inside the user’s
mind about their current lives.

As a result, users may feel that they are not doing enough for themselves. This can lead them to develop
a negative self-image, which in turn can cause mental health problems, such as depression or anxiety.
Studies have highlighted that viewing and/or being exposed to ‘thinspiration’ and ‘fitspiration’ images
can lead to higher levels of negative body images. Thinspiration and fitspiration are classes of social media
that are characterised by idealised depictions of excessively thin and overtly fit or lean bodies. This can
lead to low self-esteem, social withdrawal and obsessive monitoring about how one looks. This means
constantly checking oneself in the mirror, doing regular body measurements, or taking many photos of
oneself.

Excessive focusing on appearance can lead to comparison cycles. The comparison between users and
influencers can have detrimental effects. While fitspiration may inspire people to improve their own
fitness, it can decrease body satisfaction (Mancin, et al., 2023). This can further increase the drive to
achieve a leaner build. On another note, users can be contacted by anyone. This might lead to
cyberbullying. For example, at Eureka High School - a public high school in Eureka, California, there are
Instagram pages that are dedicated to targeting certain students, which has led to humiliation for the
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students that have been bullied. This has caused students to leave the school and has made other students
not want to go to school anymore.

Strategies That High School and College Students Can Use

Instagram has a feature to block, restrict or report a user for harassment, spreading hate speech and/or
giving threats. Students should take screenshots of harmful messages, save dates and keep a record of
repeated incidents as documentation in case the incidents need to be reported to the police. In addition,
talking to a trusted friend or adult will help students to navigate their next steps. This includes ensuring
that bullying is taken seriously and can reduce feelings of emotional isolation, by providing reassurance.

Furthermore, when a user’s account is hacked, Instagram has specific recovery steps to certify the personal
identity of a user. This includes requesting a login link, security code, two factor authentication (which
can prevent future takeovers), reporting impersonation and adding a secure recovery email. If the takeover
is severe, students can contact local law enforcement to report that their legal identity has been stolen.

TikTok is an application that allows people to create short videos for entertainment, various types of
content and communicate with different users. Additionally, people can participate in viral trends and
jumpstart their career by using TikTok. For example, Addison Rae, began as a creator by doing dance
trends and eventually, she received offers in movies. She is currently nominated for a Grammy for the
Best New Artist Award. In saying that, TikTok can also cause students to become addicted easily due to
its infinite scroll design system. This causes students to have a shorter attention span, and can affect their
overall productivity and academic performance (Opara, et al. 2025). Studies have demonstrated that the
rapid fire scrolling of content on TikTok can lead to distractions and the constant cognitive shifting of
mental focus from one activity to the next. The impacts of these on producing academic work are
detrimental, as students are unable to concentrate on tasks that require extended attention.

Similar to Instagram, TikTok can expose students to unrealistic content, which in turn can impact their
mental health. Wu et al (2024) study illustrated that a greater number of hours spent on TikTok can predict
a lower life satisfaction and has an inverse association with positive emotions. Furthermore, alongside
exposing students to unrealistic content, TikTok can be used as a platform for harassment and bullying,
as it can provide users with direct access to contact students (Conte, et. al, 2025).

To prevent this, TikTok has safety features, such as blocking the bully, the ability to report or restrict
certain posts or accounts, filtering comments, limiting direct messages and changing the account setting
as ‘private’. To build a case against the bully, the maltreatment should be documented carefully by
collecting concrete and solid evidence. This can include taking screenshots of abusive messages,
comments and/or posts. In addition, all evidence should be saved before blocking or reporting the bully.
Next, students have the option to detox from social media as a whole by temporarily deleting the app or
disabling notifications. If one’s personal or legal identity is stolen on TikTok, users can report fake
accounts. As a next step, TikTok’s Safety Team will remove the fake account, disable the detrimental
content and contact the user for verification.
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Methodology
The Aim of Data Collection

The aim for collecting this data is to analyse the impact of social media on high school and college
students. This is specifically focusing on the effects it has on sleep patterns, productivity, mental health
and overall wellbeing. Social media is an integral part of the current society, playing a daily role in most
students' lives. By understanding how much students use social media through quantitative analysis, this
study seeks to identify both positive and negative correlations that are associated with having a social
media presence.

Findings in this research will help provide a foundation for further investigation into successful and
effective preventative measures, such as strategies to improve digital wellbeing, programs to spread
awareness on issues, such as cyberbullying. This in turn could help improve students’ social media habits
and promote healthier outcomes.

How the Data Was Collected

By using an online data set with a large range of demographics of students in high school and college, a
structured data analysis was conducted by using statistical visualisation, such as bar charts, to evaluate the
implications of social media presence on students. This data set is called ‘Students Social Media
Addiction’ by Adil Shamim, which was found on Kaggle.

To conduct the analysis, the data set was downloaded and then uploaded to a Jupyter notebook on Python.
NumPy and Pandas are the libraries which are used for numerical computation and data manipulation.
Seaborn and Matplotlib were used for statistical visualisation and graphical representation of relationships
between different factors in the data set. Once the data set was imported, to comprehend the structure,
variable types and completeness, a preliminary evaluation was conducted. Summary statistics and data
type information were examined to ensure that they were appropriate for additional analysis.

To ensure the data was clean and accurate, the dataset was inspected across all variables. This helped
maintain the data’s integrity. Therefore, ensuring that there is no incomplete or inconsistent data, which
could have detrimental effects in terms of the accuracy and reliability of the correlation analysis. In terms
of numerical data, it demonstrates addicted score, mental health score and sleep hours per night. A
correlation matrix was created by using these three variables to examine how they relate to other factors
in the dataset. Additionally, bar charts were created to depict which academic levels were the most affected
along with the average addicted score for each social media platform.

To enhance comprehensibility, the correlation matrices were made using heatmaps which display and
illustrate the magnitude and direction of correlations between variables by using colour gradients. By
using this approach, there is a clearer identification of strong and significant patterns related to social
media. Thus, by employing this analytical approach, the correlation between how social media usage
affects students’ sleep patterns, mental health and addiction levels were explored. By identifying these
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relationships, there is concrete evidence to support prior research that supports conclusions on the
implications of social media on students’ mental health.

Findings and Discussion
The Results
By implementing statistics and data visualisation libraries on Python, ridge regression models, bar charts

and correlation matrices were produced. These figures depict a comprehensive understanding of
relationships between features and the dependent variables.
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Figure 1: Most Used Platform and Its Impact on Students’ Mental Health

The graph illustrates that students who most frequently use LinkedIn and Line have the highest mental
health scores compared to other groups. This shows that these apps do not have a detrimental effect on
mental health. Whereas Snapchat, WhatsApp, and TikTok have lower scores. Thus, implying that they
have a negative effect on mental health.
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Figure 2: Most Commonly Used Platforms That Have an Impact on Students Feeling Addicted
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The bar graph displays that the apps that are affecting addicted score the most are WhatsApp, TikTok,
Snapchat and Instagram. This displays that this group has the highest addicted score, compared to others.
The apps with the lowest addicted scores are LINE and LinkedIn, with a score of below 4. Therefore,
illustrating that they do not disrupt people’s daily lives as much in comparison to apps with a score of 6
and above.

Ridge Coefficients (Most Used Platform Features)
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Figure 3: Ridge Coefficients for the Most Used Features of Different Platforms

This is a ridge regression that depicts YouTube and Snapchat have the largest positive correlations
amongst the rest of the platforms. This demonstrates that they have a higher association with social media
addiction. However, WhatsApp and LINE have a considerably high negative correlation showing that they
have a lower association with social media addiction, implying they are not as commonly used in
comparison to YouTube and Snapchat.

Ridge Coefficients (Other Features)

Relationship_Status_Single
Relationship_Status_In Relationship
Affects_Academic_Performance_Yes
Academic_Level_Undergraduate
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Figure 4: Ridge Coefficients in Regards to Other Features of Students’ Lives
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There is a large positive correlation between academic performance and addicted score. This indicates that
there is a larger impact on academic performance as addicted score increases. Therefore, further proving
and supporting the previous notions that were created by other research that a higher addiction to social
media will have a larger effect on academic performance. In addition, the large negative correlation
between mental health score and addicted score exhibits that as addiction increases, a person’s mental
health will worsen.

Correlation Matrix for Dependent Variables
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Figure 5: Correlation Matrix Highlighting the Relationship Between Conflicts and Being Addicted
to Social Media

The matrix displays that there is a strong correlation between conflicts over social media and addicted
score (r = 0.93). This implies that as addiction increases, conflicts will increase too. Additionally, there is
a strong negative correlation between addicted score and mental health score (r = -0.95), suggesting that
a higher addicted score correlates more with a lower mental health score.

There is a strong negative correlation between addicted score and mental health score, (r=-0.95), depicting
that a person who is more addicted will have a poorer mental health. Notably, the lowest correlation is
between conflicts over social media and sleep hours per night (r=-0.68), implying they do not have a large
effect on each other. Daily usage hours and sleep hours per night have a high negative correlation (r=-
0.79). This means that if a user is more active online, their sleep hours are typically lower.

Overall, these figures have further proven that social media has a strong negative effect on multiple aspects
of students' lives. The trends shown by these figures display that there is a clear connection between
increased social media use and poor mental health, bad quality sleep, higher levels of stress and anxiety.
Moreover, the impact on academic performance is a result of wasting precious time on social media rather
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than focusing on schoolwork. Thus, decreasing students’ overall productivity. The distractions could be
from frequent notifications, constant updates or engaging in content by commenting, liking or reposting.
This distraction leads to lower academic achievement and poorer learning outcomes.

The figures underline the addictive nature of social media. These figures underscore that students show
signs of dependency from constant checking, difficulty of limiting usage and even face signs of withdrawal
or discomfort when they are unable to access the internet. By having this addiction, mental health of
students will continue to worsen and cause increased usage to further impact academic responsibilities
and routines. A combination of these factors pinpoints to the strong evidence that overusing social media
has extreme effects on mental health, academic performance and addictive behaviours.

Conclusion

This research paper evaluated the implications that social media has on high school and college students.
There has been a specific focus on sleep, mental health, academic performances and bullying. The
evidence highlighted by the data preprocessing conducted has consistently stressed that higher social
media usage is associated with higher levels of addiction, poor sleep quality, poor mental health and higher
social conflicts. The secondary research conducted in this paper supports the conclusions from the data
preprocessing. For example, there is a consistent strong positive correlation between social media usage
and addiction score. Therefore, implying that if a person uses social media more frequently, they will be
more addicted. Additionally, other consistent negative correlations are between social media usage, sleep
hours and mental health scores. These indicate that more online engagement is connected to detrimental
psychological and behavioural outcomes.

From a larger perspective, social media addiction is a growing issue that is common in most teenagers and
young adults. Social media overuse is not an isolated issue, rather it is a prevalent issue in most students’
personal and academic lives. Hence, governments and healthcare providers need to consider that high
social media usage is a risk factor for mental health. Governments, educational institutions and healthcare
providers can implement more awareness programs and policies that promote healthier online habits in
students. In addition, preventative mental health interventions could incorporate digital wellbeing
education and screen-time management strategies.

Policy-focused research could investigate the effectiveness of existing digital wellbeing initiatives and
assess the impact of regulatory measures such as age-appropriate usage limits or platform design changes.
A connected area of research could explore the role of artificial intelligence algorithms in shaping
addictive usage patterns and how modifying these systems might reduce harm.
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