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Abstract: In the contemporary digital ecosystem, social media has transitioned from a supplementary communication tool into a 
foundational pillar of students' daily lives, dictating frameworks for education, peer socialization, and emotional expression. 
While these digital networks offer unprecedented opportunities for collaborative learning, community building, and 
psychological support, their unregulated or compulsive consumption is increasingly tied to adverse psychological outcomes. This 
comprehensive review synthesizes recent international literature across diverse educational cohorts to map the multi-layered 
relationship between social media engagement and student wellbeing. 
We critically examine the psychological manifestations of digital dependency— specifically anxiety, depressive symptoms, 
chronic stress, systemic sleep fragmentation, and academic burnout—while balancing these risks against the documented 
benefits of online support networks. 
The analysis highlights key behavioral drivers including peer-to-peer social comparison, the Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), 
cyberbullying, and algorithmic validation loops, with a specific focus on the compounding behavioral shifts triggered by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The review concludes by offering an actionable framework for digital literacy, institutional intervention, 
and proactive mental health strategies. This paper aims to refine the discourse surrounding digital wellbeing, providing 
actionable insights for educators, clinical psychologists, and policymakers. 
Keywords: Digital Wellbeing, Social Networking Sites (SNS), Adolescent Psychology, Academic Stress, Cyberbullying, Mental 
Health Interventions. 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 
The meteoric rise of Web 2.0 architectures has fundamentally re-engineered the sociological landscape of the 21st century. Platforms 
such as Instagram, TikTok, WhatsApp, YouTube, Snapchat, and X (formerly Twitter) are no longer merely technology applications; 
they serve as primary cultural habitats for the student demographic. Within academic environments, these tools have democratized 
access to information, facilitated borderless peer collaboration, and provided vital avenues for marginalized voices seeking 
community validation. However, this hyper-connectivity comes with significant psychological trade-offs. As digital environments 
become deeply intertwined with the developmental milestones of adolescence and emerging adulthood, researchers have observed a 
parallel surge in psychological distress. Prolonged exposure to curated online personas frequently subjects students to intense social 
comparison, toxic validation metrics, and digital harassment. 
[Algorithmic Feed] ──> [Upward Social Comparison] ──> [Self-Esteem Deficit]──> [Compulsive Usage Loop] 
This dynamic was heavily intensified by the COVID-19 pandemic. The abrupt shift to remote learning forced an unprecedented 
reliance on digital screens, blurring the lines between productive academic screen time and compulsive recreational scrolling. While 
digital networks served as an essential social lifeline during periods of physical isolation, they simultaneously acted as vectors for 
misinformation and emotional exhaustion. 
Addressing student mental health is a vital public health imperative. Students navigate a high-stakes developmental window 
characterized by academic pressure, identity formation, and shifting social dynamics. When superimposed onto algorithmically 
driven environments that prioritize engagement over user well-being, these pressures can easily overwhelm adaptive coping 
mechanisms. This paper presents a structured evaluation of current global literature to disentangle the constructive and destructive 
elements of social media usage among modern learners. 
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II.  RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
To provide a rigorous analytical foundation, this review operates under the following structural objectives: 
“To map” the direct and indirect correlations between quantitative social media metrics (e.g., screen time, engagement frequency) 
and qualitative mental health indicators in students. 
“To deconstruct” the cognitive and behavioral mechanisms—such as social comparison theory and FOMO—that mediate digital 
anxiety and depression. 
“To evaluate”how problematic social media usage affects cognitive load, attention span, and subsequent academic outcomes. 
“To contextualize” the long-term behavioral shifts and psychological vulnerabilities introduced by the digital reliance of the 
COVID-19 era. 
“To formulate” a multi-tiered mitigation framework spanning parental guidance, institutional policy, and user self-regulation. 
 

III.  HYPOTHESES FOR ACADEMIC EVALUATION 
To guide future empirical testing and ground the thematic analysis, this paper synthesizes the literature around six core hypotheses: 

> “H_1:” ‘There is a statistically significant, positive correlation between high daily screen time on image-centric social 
platforms and elevated generalized anxiety scores among students.’ 

> “H_2:” ‘Compulsive social media usage directly predicts a higher incidence of sleep disturbances, which mediates 
depressive symptomatology.’ 

> “H_3:” ‘Digital distraction and social media-induced multitasking cause a measurable decline in student grade point 
averages (GPAs) and deep-work concentration capacity.’ 

> “H_4:” ‘Perceived peer isolation, exacerbated by upward social comparison and cyberbullying, acts as a primary driver of 
low self-esteem in adolescent users.’ 

> “H_5:” ‘Intentional, collaborative, and digitally literate use of social platforms yields positive outcomes for students' 
emotional resilience and social connectedness.’ 

> “H_6:” ‘The structurally induced digital dependence of the COVID-19 pandemic permanently altered student coping 
mechanisms, leaving them more vulnerable to algorithmic burnout.’ 
 

IV.  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
This study utilizes a qualitative, systematic review-based methodology to synthesize current empirical insights. Data collection was 
executed by searching high-impact scholarly databases including ‘ScienceDirect’, ‘SpringerLink’, ‘BMC Psychiatry’, ‘JMIR Mental 
Health’, *Frontiers in Public Health*, and ‘arXiv’ preprints. 
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V.  COMPREHENSIVE LITERATURE REVIEW 
A. Social Media and Psychological Wellbeing 
The link between intensive social media usage and compromised psychological health is well-documented. Cross-sectional evidence 
confirms that tracking validation via numbers—such as likes, comments, and shares—can trigger volatile shifts in mood and 
emotional stability. 

 
A critical element identified in recent research is the bidirectional cyclical relationship 
 
* between technology use and mental health: 
This cycle shows that students facing academic or personal stress often use digital spaces as an avoidant coping mechanism. 
However, passive scrolling usually worsens rather than fixes their emotional distress, leading to a continuous loop of digital 
dependency. 
B. The Pandemic Catalyst: Long-Term Behavioral Shifts 
The COVID-19 pandemic acted as an unprecedented accelerant for digital integration. When educational institutions globally 
transitioned to emergency remote teaching, social networking sites shifted from a choice to a structural necessity. 
For specialized cohorts, such as medical and engineering students, this digital immersion created unique challenges. These students 
faced high academic demands alongside a constant influx of distressing pandemic news, creating a state of continuous cognitive 
overload. While online spaces offered a way to combat isolation, they also left users vulnerable to "doomscrolling"—the 
compulsive consumption of negative news—which significantly increased rates of health anxiety and emotional burnout. 
 
C. Social Media Addiction and Behavioral Manifestations 
Social media addiction is increasingly understood through a behavioral addiction framework, characterized by salience, mood 
modification, tolerance, withdrawal symptoms, and conflict with daily responsibilities. 
 

Behavioral Manifestation Immediate Psychological/Academic Outcome 
Cognitive Fragmentation Constant notification pings disrupt deep focus, reducing the brain's ability to consolidate 

long-term memories. 
Academic Procrastination Using infinite scroll feeds as a dopamine-driven escape from challenging academic 

tasks. 
Circadian Disruption Late-night screen exposure suppresses melatonin production, leading to chronic sleep 

debt and morning fatigue. 
Sedentary Lifestyle Extended screen time replaces physical exercise, directly impacting neuroplasticity and 

emotional resilience. 
 



International Journal for Research in Applied Science & Engineering Technology (IJRASET) 
                                                                                           ISSN: 2321-9653; IC Value: 45.98; SJ Impact Factor: 7.538 

                                                                                                                Volume 14 Issue VI June 2026- Available at www.ijraset.com 
     

762 ©IJRASET: All Rights are Reserved | SJ Impact Factor 7.538 | ISRA Journal Impact Factor 7.894 | 
 

D. The Dual Threats: Cyberbullying and Upward Social Comparison 
Two distinct behavioral dynamics drive the negative mental health outcomes associated with social media: 
• “Upward Social Comparison”: Rooted in Leon Festinger’s classic social comparison theory, modern digital platforms encourage 

users to compare their daily lives against the carefully curated, filtered highlights of their peers. This uneven comparison creates 
a distorted sense of relative deprivation, leaving students feeling inadequate regarding their body image, academic 
accomplishments, and social status. 

• “Cyberbullying and Digital Harassment”: The relative anonymity and rapid spread of digital platforms have amplified the reach 
and impact of bullying. Unlike traditional peer harassment, cyberbullying follows students into their private spaces, offering no 
physical escape. The resulting stress is strongly linked to severe depressive episodes, social anxiety, and increased suicidal 
ideation. 
 

E. Counter-Narratives: Positive Drivers of Digital Interconnectedness 
An objective assessment requires acknowledging that social media is not inherently harmful. Its impact depends heavily on user 
agency, digital literacy, and platform design. 
Validation to historically marginalized or isolated students. validation to historically marginalized or isolated students.validation to 
historically marginalized or isolated students. 

 
 
 

VI.  PRIMARY MENTAL HEALTH TAXONOMIES 
The psychological impacts of problematic social media use typically manifest across five major dimensions: 
1) Anxiety and the FOMO Phenotype: Digital anxiety often presents as a persistent fear of missing out (FOMO). This condition 

keeps users in a state of hyper-vigilance, feeling compelled to constantly check notifications out of fear that peers are sharing 
rewarding experiences without them. 
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2) Depressive Symptomatology: Heavy digital consumption can replace meaningful, real-world social interactions with passive, 
low-quality connections. Over time, this shift can lead to feelings of loneliness, emotional detachment, and depressive 
symptoms. 

3) Sleep Architecture Degradation: Using screens right before bed introduces short-wavelength blue light that disrupts natural 
circadian rhythms. This sleep disruption makes it harder for students to regulate their emotions, handle stress, and maintain 
daytime focus. 

4) Self-Esteem Erosion: Constant exposure to unrealistic and idealized lifestyles on visual-heavy platforms can lead to body 
dysmorphia and a diminished sense of self-worth, particularly among adolescents. 

5) Executive Dysfunction and Academic Strain: The habit of media multitasking—such as switching between study documents 
and social feeds—exhausts cognitive reserves, shortens attention spans, and directly impairs academic performance. 

 
VII.  DISCUSSION AND SYNTHESIS 

The gathered evidence indicates that social media does not affect student wellbeing in a simple, linear fashion. Instead, its impact is 
shaped by a complex mix of individual vulnerability, environmental stressors, and platform mechanics. 

 
Rather than advocating for complete digital disconnection—which is impractical in the modern educational landscape—the focus 
must shift toward building psychological resilience and digital literacy. The goal should be helping students transition from passive, 
algorithm-driven consumption to active, intentional digital engagement. 
 

VIII.  ACTIONABLE POLICY AND PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS 
To address these challenges effectively, stakeholders should consider a coordinated, system-wide approach: 

- For Educational Institutions 
• Integrate Digital Literacy Curricula: Schools and universities should implement formal training on understanding 

algorithmic design, recognizing persuasive interface design, and critically evaluating online content. 
• Update Institutional Safeguards: Academic institutions need clear, proactive policies to identify and address cyberbullying, 

coupled with accessible, anonymous reporting systems. 
• Establish Screen-Free Zones: Designate specific campus spaces, such as libraries and dining halls, as screen-free 

environments to encourage face-to-face socialization. 
 

- For Clinicians and Counselors 
• Adopt Digital Wellness Screenings: Healthcare providers should include routine assessments of screen-time habits, sleep 

hygiene, and digital stress during standard student consultations. 

- For Families and Individuals 
• Practice Conscious Curation: Encourage students to actively audit their feeds by unfollowing accounts that trigger negative 

self-comparison or anxiety. 
• Set Tech-Free Boundaries: Establish household norms that limit device use during meals and for at least one hour before 

sleep. 
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IX.  IDENTIFIED RESEARCH GAPS 
While current literature provides a solid foundation, several key areas require further investigation: 
1) Longitudinal Methodologies: There is a need for more multi-year tracking studies to determine whether social media use 

directly causes long-term psychological changes or simply correlates with them. 
2) Cross-Cultural and Socioeconomic Frameworks: Current research heavily skews toward urban populations in Western, 

Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WIRD) contexts; more data is needed on rural and lower-income students. 
3) Algorithmic Architecture Impacts: Future studies should look closer at how specific recommendation algorithms influence 

emotional states and behavioral choices. 
4) Platform-Specific Comparisons: Research must evolve past treating "social media" as a single entity, looking more closely at 

the different psychological impacts of short-form video feeds versus text-based platforms. 
 

X.  CONCLUSION 
Social media platforms have grown far beyond their original design as simple communication utilities, becoming influential 
environments that shape the academic, social, and psychological lives of modern students. While these networks offer valuable 
avenues for learning and community, their unmanaged use carries documented risks to mental well-being, including sleep 
disruption, increased anxiety, and academic strain. 
The path forward lies not in attempting to remove technology from students' lives, but in changing how they interact with it. 
Cultivating digital well-being requires collaborative effort from educators, parents, policymakers, and platform developers. By 
building critical digital literacy and promoting intentional habits, we can help students navigate the digital era with greater 
resilience, protecting their mental health while leveraging the genuine benefits of a connected world. 
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