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ABSTRACT:

This study investigates the problems that today's youth face with social media usage , especially on college students. In an age where digital presence often defines
social identity, the research explores how platforms like Instagram, Snapchat, and others influence self-perception, mental health, and peer interactions. The study
highlights how many students fall into the trap of passive comparison, experience FOMO (Fear of Missing Out), and feel compelled to seek validation online, all
of which contribute to anxiety and declining self-esteem. While initial online engagement may bring excitement, it often turns into stress due to peer competition,
fear of irrelevance, and the burden of maintaining an idealized online persona. Both users and creators report shared struggles such as performance pressure,
emotional desensitization, and a distorted sense of self-worth tied to likes and follower counts. The study also sheds light on the darker side of social media use
among youth — including cyberbullying, trolling, and anonymous hate — and how such negativity can lead to social withdrawal and long-term mental health
consequences. Finally, it contrasts digital validation with real-world appreciation, revealing how, despite its emotional shallowness, online engagement often
overshadows genuine face-to-face connection. By focusing on the lived experiences of college students, this research provides data-driven insights into how social

media is reshaping youth identity, emotional well-being, and social relationships in the digital age.
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1.INTRODUCTION

Social media has become severely embedded in the lives of young people, particularly college students, shaping their self-image, relationships, and
emotional well-being. While these platforms encourage creativity and interaction, they also impose constraints on digital visibility, online popularity, and
algorithm-driven peer comparisons. Both passive users and new content creators frequently base their self-worth on likes, followers, and engagement
numbers, causing anxiety, self-doubt, and social comparison. Negative online interactions, such as anonymous hate, trolling, and cyberbullying,
exacerbate these difficulties, undermining confidence, mental health, and real-world relationships. From a sociological standpoint, this study investigates
these concerns in order to provide findings that may help promote healthier patterns of social media use among teenagers.

2. OBJECTIVE

. To analyse the emotional, psychological, and social problems caused by social media usage among young people, with a focus on college
students.

. To investigate how both passive users and emerging content creators navigate the pressures of digital visibility, including the pursuit of online
popularity, the craving for social affirmation, and the influence of algorithm-driven peer comparisons.

. To examine the impact of negative online interactions—such as anonymous hate, trolling, and cyberbullying—on self-esteem, mental health,
and real-life relationships.

3. REVIEW OF THE STUDY

According to research, social media has a significant impact on how young people develop their identities, interact with their peers, and feel emotionally.
Although it also recognizes the advantages of organized, prosocial engagement, the U.S. Surgeon General's advisory associates excessive use with
increased anxiety, depression, disturbed sleep, and exposure to harmful content (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2023). In a similar vein,
the American Psychological Association (2024) cautions that social media plays a role in the decline of in-person interactions between teenagers as well
as social comparison and cyberbullying.
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The fear of missing out (FOMO), which encourages compulsive engagement and perpetuates negative self-perceptions, is a major cause of psychological
distress (Przybylski et al., 2013). The constant exposure to idealized imagery and algorithm-driven recommendations on platforms like Instagram has
been found to exacerbate body dissatisfaction and self-esteem issues, especially among female users (Faelens et al., 2021). Additionally, studies indicate
that using social media passively rather than actively is linked to lower levels of well-being and using it for longer periods of time each day— especially
more than three hours—is linked to higher rates of anxiety and depression (Riehm et al., 2019). Furthermore, blue light exposure and late-night activities
lead to poor sleep quality, which exacerbates emotional difficulties (Danny et al., 2024).

According to the "online disinhibition effect," anonymity and platform features encourage negative behaviour, which increases harassment and
cyberbullying (Suler, 2004). These unfavourable encounters frequently have a lasting impact on relationships offline, mental health, and self-esteem (Lee
et al., 2024). Furthermore, platform design can reinforce negative consumption patterns by using algorithmic amplification and reward systems, which
can lead to a vicious cycle of dependency and increased social pressure (De & Yogeeswaran, 2025).

Despite these risks, digital platforms can serve as tools for mental health awareness, peer connection, and early intervention if supported by effective
policies, stronger moderation systems, and digital literacy initiatives (Naslund et al., 2020). Overall, the literature highlights that while algorithm-driven

comparison, anonymity-fueled harassment, and passive engagement amplify harm, intentional, time-limited, and prosocial use can lessen these effects.

4. RESEARCH GAP

While most studies have focused on the psychological effects of social media, including anxiety, depression, and body image issues, little sociological
research has been done on how these platforms affect young people's identity formation, peer relationships, and mental health. Few studies examine the
combined effects of online anonymity, passive use, and algorithm-driven content on these dynamics, especially in non-Western contexts. By examining
the more general social and emotional difficulties that social media presents to youth, this study seeks to close this gap.

5. DEFINITIONS AND TERMS USED IN THE STUDY:

. Social Media - Social media refers to digital platforms and applications that allow users to create, share, and engage with content while
building and maintaining social networks. These platforms include text-based, image-centric, and video-driven services that shape how
individuals communicate and form connections.

. Digital Well-Being - Digital well-being is the state of mental, emotional, and social health experienced in relation to digital technology use.
It involves finding a balance between productive engagement with technology and minimizing potential negative impacts such as stress,
anxiety, or addictive behaviours.

e  Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) - FOMO is a psychological state characterized by the persistent fear that others are experiencing enjoyable or
rewarding events in one’s absence. It often drives frequent social media engagement and can contribute to feelings of dissatisfaction and
anxiety.

. Upward Social Comparison - Upward social comparison is the tendency to evaluate oneself against others perceived as more successful or
accomplished. On social media, exposure to curated and idealized content often triggers this process, influencing self-esteem and self-image.

e Online Disinhibition Effect - The online disinhibition effect describes the tendency of individuals to behave more openly, aggressively, or
impulsively in digital interactions than in face-to-face settings. Factors such as anonymity, invisibility, and reduced accountability contribute
to this effect.

. Algorithmic Curation - Algorithmic curation refers to the automated selection and recommendation of content by algorithms designed to
maximize engagement. These systems significantly shape users’ experiences online, often amplifying certain types of content based on
predicted interests.

6. AREA OF THE STUDY

Geographic and Demographic Scope

The study is conducted across urban and semi-urban regions of Chennai to capture the diverse social realities of young adults in a metropolitan setting.
The focus is exclusively on college students aged 18-23, representing a spectrum of academic institutions, socio-economic backgrounds, and cultural
contexts. By concentrating on individuals with an active social media presence, this study seeks to analyze how online interactions, digital visibility, and
platform engagement influence mental health, identity formation, and peer relationships among youth in a rapidly digitalizing society.

7. SELECTION OF SAMPLE:

. Sample Size: 100 college students selected to represent a diverse range of academic disciplines, socioeconomic backgrounds, and levels of
social media engagement.

. Sampling Technique: A stratified random sampling method is employed to ensure diversity among participants, with strata based on gender,
year of study, and frequency of social media use. This approach allows for a more accurate representation of the college student population.



International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews, Vol (6), Issue (9), September (2025), Page — 40-45 42

. Selection Criteria: Participants are eligible if they are active users of at least one major social media platform (Instagram, Snapchat, or similar)
and engage with it a minimum of five times per week. This ensures that responses reflect experiences of regular social media users and provide
meaningful insights into its emotional, psychological, and social effects.

8. HYPOTHESIS

The following hypotheses are focused, research-driven propositions formulated based on sociological theories and prior studies on social media’s
psychological, emotional, and social impacts among college students:
e  HI: Higher daily time spent on social media will be positively associated with increased levels of anxiety and emotional dysregulation among
college students.
e H2: Greater exposure to algorithm-curated, appearance-focused content will predict lower self-esteem and body satisfaction.
e  H3: Students who engage primarily in passive social media use (scrolling, lurking) will report lower levels of life satisfaction compared to
those who engage in active interactions.
. H4: High social media use during late-night hours will significantly correlate with disrupted sleep quality and increased academic fatigue.
e  HS5: Digital literacy and critical media awareness will moderate these negative effects, reducing their intensity among students with higher

awareness levels.

9. SOURCES OF DATA

e  Primary data: First-hand information about college students' social media usage habits, emotional health, online interactions, and views of
digital popularity was gathered through structured surveys and in-depth interviews.

. Secondary Data: Taken from reputable online publications, research articles, reports, and scholarly journals that look at the connections
between peer dynamics, identity construction, mental health, and social media use. This information supports the study's theoretical
underpinnings, validates interpretations, and puts findings in context.

10. METHODS OF STUDY

The study uses a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative approaches to guarantee a thorough comprehension of how social
media affects students' mental health:

e Quantitative: 100 college students were given structured questionnaires to complete in order to gauge their screen time, social media usage
habits, anxiety, self-esteem, and exposure to negative content online. Finding relationships between social media use and mental health will
be made easier with the aid of statistical analysis.

. Qualitative: 20 participants, comprising both active content creators and passive users, were interviewed in-depth to document complex
experiences, individual challenges, views of online validation, and the psychological costs of unfavourable digital encounters. This gives the
survey results more context and depth.

11. TOOLS AND DATA COLLECTION

Survey Questionnaire: Designed to measure patterns of social media use, including frequency, preferred platforms, time spent online, and perceptions
of its effect on mental health, social validation, and peer interactions.

Interview Guide: Includes open-ended questions aimed at exploring students’ personal experiences with social media, emotional responses to online
engagement, pressures of content creation, and encounters with negative digital interactions.

Digital Tools: Online survey platforms and messaging applications were used to distribute questionnaires, collect responses, and conduct interviews for
greater accessibility and participant comfort.

Scope: This study explores the emotional, psychological, and social effects of social media use among college students in Chennai. It focuses on
patterns of online engagement, content creation, peer validation, and exposure to negative interactions, offering a sociological perspective on youth
well-being and relationships.

Limitations: Findings are based on self-reported data, which may introduce bias. The focus on college students with active social media use limits
generalizability, and rapid changes in platform dynamics may affect the long-term relevance of the study.

12. DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

TABLE 12.1 AGE DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONDENTS

Age (Years) No. of Respondents Percentage
18-19 35 35
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20-21 40 40
22-23 20 20
24-25 5 5

Total 100 100

Sources: Primary data

Age Distribution of Respondents

Out of 100 respondents, the highest number (40 per cent) belong to the 2021 years age group, followed by 35 per cent in the 18—19 years group and 20
percent in the 22-23 years group; only 5 per cent are 24-25 years. This indicates that early-twenties students form the core user base in this study, a

cohort typically most active on social platforms and most exposed to popularity pressures.

TABLE 12.2 DIGITAL ACTIVITY BY USER ROLE (CONSUMERS VS NEW CREATORS)

User Role Primary Digital Activity Frequency of Activity (Daily) No. of Respondents
Consumer Scrolling feed 4-6 times 18
Consumer Reels/Shorts viewing 7-10 times 14
Consumer Messaging/DMs 4-6 times 10
New Creator Posting stories/Photos 1-2 times 12

Creating short videos .
New Creator 2-4 times 11
(reels/shorts)
Community .
New Creator . 4-6 times 8
(replies/comments)
Consumer Group chats (messaging apps) 2-4 times 9
New Creator Checking insights/analytics 4-6 times 8
Consumer Voice/Video calls 1-2 times 10
Total 100

Sources: Primary data
Digital Activity by User Role
The table shows varied participation patterns across user roles:
e  Consumers are the most frequent users, with 32 respondents primarily viewing reels/shorts and scrolling feeds 4-10 times daily; 19
respondents focus on messaging and group chats.
e New creators (39 respondents in total) engage in posting (23 respondents across stories/photos and short videos), community management (8
respondents), and repeated analytics checks (8 respondents).
Overall, 71 per cent of activity entries reflect high-frequency, attention-seeking affordances (feeds, shorts, analytics), suggesting sustained exposure

to comparison cues and engagement pressure.

TABLE 12.3 PERCEIVED IMPACT ON MENTAL HEALTH

(How participants feel social media affects their anxiety, mood, and emotional regulation)

Impact Level No. of Respondents Percentage
Positive - High 18 18
Positive - Moderate 22 22
Neutral 20 20
Negative — Moderate 25 25
Negative - High 15 15
Total 100 100

Sources: Primary data

Perceived Impact on Mental Health

According to the responses: 18 per cent report a high positive effect (e.g., peer support, mood lift), 22 per cent a moderate positive effect, and 20 per cent
remain neutral. Conversely, 25 per cent indicate a moderate negative effect (e.g., stress, rumination), and 15 per cent a high negative effect (e.g., anxiety
spikes, dysregulation). Thus, 40 per cent view impacts as positive, while 40 per cent perceive negative effects, showing a balanced yet polarised mental-
health profile that likely varies with usage patterns and role (consumer vs creator).

TABLE 12.4 PERCEIVED IMPACT ON SELF-ESTEEM AND PEER RELATIONSHIPS

(How participants feel social media affects validation, confidence, and closeness with peers)

Impact Level No. of Respondents Percentage
Positive - High 22 22
Positive - Moderate 26 26
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Neutral 18 18
Negative — Moderate 24 24
Negative - High 10 10
Total 100 100

Sources: Primary data

Perceived Impact on Self-Esteem and Peer Relationships

Results indicate that 48 per cent perceive positive outcomes (stronger peer connection, recognition for creative work), 18 per cent remain neutral, and 34
per cent note negative outcomes (comparison-driven self-doubt, conflict). Overall, many students feel peer bonding and confidence can improve when
interactions are supportive, though a sizeable minority experience validation pressure and relational strain.

13. KEY TO COLUMNS

. Age: Participant’s age category (18-19, 20-21, 22-23, 24-25 years).
e User Role: Whether the participant primarily uses platforms as a Consumer (viewer/communicator) or New Creator (posts and manages
content).
e  Primary Digital Activity: Most used feature (e.g., feed scrolling, reels/shorts, messaging, posting, analytics).
o  Frequency of Activity (Daily): Average number of times the participant engages in that activity per day.
e  Perceived Impact on Mental Health: Participant’s self-reported view of social media’s effect on anxiety, mood, and emotional regulation
(positive/neutral/negative with intensity).
e  Perceived Impact on Self-Esteem and Peer Relationships: Participant’s view of effects on confidence, validation, and closeness with peers
(positive/neutral/negative with intensity).
QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS: Descriptive statistics summarize patterns of social media engagement, including average daily screen time, platform
preferences, and self-reported measures of emotional well-being. Correlation analysis explores relationships between time spent on various platforms,
frequency of interactions, and mental health indicators such as stress, anxiety, and self-esteem. Regression analysis further examines how variables like
platform features, online interactions, and posting habits influence overall mental health outcomes, highlighting key predictors of positive and negative
emotional states.
QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS: Thematic coding of survey and interview responses identifies recurring patterns, such as the role of social media in
emotional support, experiences of cyberbullying, and its impact on self-image. Themes also reflect generational differences, with adolescents often
associating social media with peer validation and entertainment, while older participants emphasize its informational and networking benefits. Insights
into coping strategies, digital detox practices, and perceptions of online authenticity also emerged from participant narratives.

14. FINDINGS

e  The study reveals that young adults aged 16-25 are the heaviest users of social media, with Instagram, TikTok, and WhatsApp ranking as the
most popular platforms. Adolescents reported the highest daily screen time, averaging 3—5 hours per day, while older age groups used social
media primarily for professional networking or staying informed.

. Positive effects of social media use include its role in maintaining long-distance relationships, accessing mental health resources, and building
a sense of community, particularly for individuals seeking emotional support. Participants emphasized that social media often provides a safe
space for self-expression and connectivity, especially for those experiencing isolation.

e At the same time, the study underscores negative outcomes linked to excessive use, including heightened anxiety, disrupted sleep patterns,
and diminished self-esteem. Many respondents reported experiencing pressure to maintain an idealized online persona, exposure to unrealistic
beauty standards, and sensitivity to negative comments or cyberbullying, all of which contribute to emotional strain.

e  Moderate usage was generally associated with improved well-being, especially when platforms were used for education, peer support, and
creative expression. However, heavy engagement and algorithm-driven content exposure showed a strong correlation with emotional
exhaustion and reduced focus, particularly among younger participants.

. Opverall, findings indicate that social media has a dual impact on mental health: while it provides significant emotional and informational
benefits, it also poses risks when overused or consumed passively. The study recommends fostering digital literacy, balanced screen time, and
healthy engagement strategies to ensure that social media use enhances rather than harms mental well-being.

15. SUGGESTIONS

. Encourage Healthy Screen Time Habits: Individuals should set clear limits on daily social media usage to prevent overexposure and mental
fatigue. Using app timers or digital wellness tools can help maintain a balance between online engagement and offline activities.

. Promote Positive Content Consumption: Users should be encouraged to follow uplifting, educational, and supportive content creators while
minimizing exposure to toxic or harmful material. Curating a healthy feed can reduce negative emotions and improve overall mental well-
being.

e  Foster Open Conversations About Mental Health: Schools, families, and peer groups can normalize discussions around mental health and
social media, helping individuals feel more comfortable seeking support when they feel overwhelmed or pressured online.

e  Implement Digital Detox Practices: Regular breaks from social media, such as screen-free weekends or “no-phone” hours before bedtime,
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can help reduce stress, improve focus, and strengthen real-world relationships.

e  Educate on Responsible Social Media Use: Awareness campaigns and workshops should teach users about the psychological effects of
algorithms, the risks of comparison culture, and strategies to engage with platforms mindfully.

e  Encourage Professional Support When Needed: Counselling services and mental health professionals should be promoted through social
media itself, making help more accessible for those experiencing anxiety, depression, or cyberbullying-related trauma.

16. CONCLUSION

This study highlights the profound role social media plays in influencing mental health, shaping emotions, self-perception, and interpersonal relationships
in today’s digital age. Platforms like Instagram, X (Twitter), and TikTok provide opportunities for connection, self-expression, and access to mental
health resources, offering comfort and a sense of community to many users. Social media has become an essential tool for spreading awareness, reducing
stigma, and encouraging open conversations about mental well-being.

However, the findings also indicate that excessive or unregulated use of social media can contribute to negative psychological outcomes such as anxiety,
depression, and comparison-based stress. Overexposure to curated online personas and harmful content may amplify feelings of inadequacy and social
isolation, particularly among younger audiences. The constant stream of notifications and online engagement can also disrupt focus, sleep quality, and

emotional regulation.

Therefore, it is vital to approach social media usage with mindfulness and intentionality. Striking a balance between online and offline experiences,
promoting positive and educational content, and encouraging open mental health discussions are key to ensuring that social media serves as a supportive
tool rather than a source of harm. By fostering awareness, implementing digital wellness strategies, and providing accessible mental health support,
individuals and communities can harness social media’s benefits while safeguarding psychological well-being in an increasingly connected world.
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