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Abstract
Background: Social media has become an integral part of daily life, influencing how adults communicate, seek information, and construct identities. However, there is growing concern about its psychological effects, especially regarding anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and sleep patterns. While substantial research has focused on adolescents, the impact of social media on adults' mental health remains under-explored. 
Objective: This study aims to address this gap by examining the psychological effects of social media use among adults, with particular attention to how different usage patterns—active engagement versus passive consumption—affect mental well-being. 
Methodology: A cross-sectional survey was conducted with 188 adult participants. Data were collected through an online questionnaire that assessed demographics, social media usage patterns, and psychological well-being (including anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and sleep disruption). Regression analysis was performed to determine the relationship between social media usage and mental health outcomes, controlling for demographic variables.
Findings: The study found that while the amount of time spent on social media did not significantly affect anxiety, depression, self-esteem, or sleep disruption, social comparison was significantly associated with higher anxiety and depressive symptoms. FoMO also showed a trend toward increased anxiety, though not statistically significant. Additionally, passive social media consumption was linked to lower self-esteem, and both age and employment status were positively correlated with self-esteem. There were no significant relationships between social media use and sleep disruption. 
Conclusion: The study underscores the importance of understanding engagement patterns and internal psychological processes in the context of social media use. Future interventions should consider digital behavior patterns, promoting balanced engagement and mitigating the negative effects of comparison and FoMO. Further longitudinal studies are needed to establish causal relationships and explore long-term effects.
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Introduction
Social media has rapidly evolved from a communication tool to an essential aspect of daily life for billions of individuals worldwide. As of recent, more than 4.2 billion people are active users of social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and TikTok, with adults comprising a significant proportion of this demographic (Naslund et al., 2020). These platforms serve not only as outlets for social interaction but also as sources of entertainment, professional networking, information sharing, and even self-expression. In fact, social media’s influence is so profound that it has become interwoven with the identities and routines of adults, with some engaging in it for several hours daily (Ostic et al., 2021). While social media undeniably offers a wealth of benefits, including the potential to foster connection and community, there is an increasing body of research suggesting that its usage may come with notable psychological costs. The negative impacts of social media on mental health, particularly among adults, remain a growing concern that requires further investigation.
The problem, however, lies in the complexity of these psychological effects. While a growing number of studies have explored the impact of social media on adolescents, there is a striking paucity of research focused on adults. This gap becomes more concerning considering the diverse ways in which social media is employed by different adult age groups, from young professionals to older individuals. Existing literature predominantly emphasizes the risks posed to adolescents, leaving adults as a largely underexplored demographic in this field (Yang et al., 2025). Moreover, research that does exist often fails to differentiate between the psychological effects of various types of social media engagement (Marano et al., 2025). Consequently, understanding how social media usage correlates with psychological well-being in adults is a critical, yet often overlooked, area of study.
The primary objective of this study is to explore the psychological effects of social media usage among adults, focusing specifically on key mental health concerns such as anxiety, depression, self-esteem, sleep patterns, and the phenomenon of social comparison. This research aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of how different types of social media use impact mental health across various adult age groups. Specifically, it will examine the relationship between the intensity of social media usage and the prevalence of mental health symptoms, such as anxiety and depression, and investigate how factors such as FoMO (Fear of Missing Out) and social comparison contribute to these outcomes.
The importance of this research is twofold. First, it seeks to expand the current body of knowledge on the psychological impacts of social media, an area that remains significantly under-explored in adult populations. Second, the findings from this study have implications for mental health professionals, policymakers, and social media platform designers. By understanding how social media use affects mental health in adults, it will be possible to develop more effective strategies to mitigate the adverse effects while maximizing its positive potential. Furthermore, as digital media becomes more deeply integrated into the professional and personal lives of adults, the need for a more targeted understanding of its psychological impacts is critical.
This study will address the following research questions:
1. How does social media usage impact the psychological well-being and mental health of adults, particularly in terms of sleep patterns, anxiety, and depression?

2. What are the patterns of social media utilization among adults, and how do these patterns relate to their perceived social support, self-esteem, and life satisfaction?
3. How does the intensity of social media usage correlate with mental health outcomes such as anxiety, depression, and sleep disruption in adults?

4. To what extent does the type of social media engagement (active vs. passive) affect self-esteem and psychological well-being in adult users?

5. What role do factors such as social comparison and Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) play in mediating the relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes in adults?

6. How do demographic variables, such as age and employment status, influence the psychological effects of social media use among adults?
The significance of this study lies in its potential to provide empirical evidence on the psychological effects of social media on adults, a topic that has received insufficient academic attention. Understanding the nuanced relationship between social media engagement and mental health in adults can inform interventions designed to promote healthier usage patterns, especially as social media continues to play an essential role in both professional and personal spheres. The findings of this study will not only contribute to academic discourse but also offer practical implications for individuals, mental health practitioners, and organizations seeking to address the adverse psychological effects associated with social media use.

Literature Review
The contemporary proliferation of social media platforms has made them salient environments for adult social interaction, meaning‑making, and identity construction, with far‑reaching implications for cognitive, emotional, and behavioral outcomes. As digital media become more embedded in daily routines, adult users encounter psychologically meaningful experiences that can both support and undermine mental health (Zhang et al., 2023). Although much research has historically centred on youth and adolescents, a growing body of evidence underscores the relevance of adult‑focused inquiry into psychosocial effects. Early work in this field confirmed that social media can operate as a space for seeking emotional support and fostering connectedness, yet it simultaneously constitutes a context for risk factors such as comparison, stress, and emotional exhaustion (Naslund et al., 2020). The literature reviewed here builds on these broad insights by delineating specific psychological pathways through which social media engagement influences adult mental health outcomes.
A central mechanism by which social media influences psychological well‑being is social comparison (Lee, 2022). Social networking sites provide continual exposure to curated depictions of others’ lives, achievements, and experiences, prompting users to engage in upward or downward comparisons that shape self‑esteem and affective states. Recent empirical evidence indicates that perceived exposure to upward comparisons on platforms such as Facebook and Instagram mediates the relationship between frequency of use and lower self‑esteem, as well as depressive symptomatology, particularly when comparison targets are perceived as significantly superior (Le Blanc‑Brillon et al., 2025). These findings suggest that social comparisons operate as a potent psychosocial mechanism linking social media engagement with individual emotional vulnerabilities. Such effects are not limited to physical self‑concept but extend to global self‑worth, reinforcing the notion that online social contexts can powerfully shape self‑perception and mood.
Alongside social comparison, Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) has emerged as another critical psychosocial driver of problematic social media engagement and subsequent psychological strain (Gupta & Sharma, 2021). Unlike simple curiosity, FoMO reflects an anxiety‑laden motivation to remain digitally connected and aware of others’ activities, which can heighten stress and compulsive checking behaviours. Studies show that FoMO is stimulated by time costs and anxiety and is associated with increased social comparison and digital fatigue, which in turn predict poorer mental health outcomes, including heightened anxiety (Jabeen, 2023). FoMO is also implicated in the onset and maintenance of problematic social media use, wherein individuals persist in maladaptive engagement despite awareness of negative mental health consequences.
The interplay of social comparison and FoMO is illustrated in Figure 1, which maps the conceptual pathways linking various types of social media engagement to psychological outcomes through mediators such as social comparison, addiction‑like behaviours, and FoMO. This figure synthesizes key elements of current theoretical understanding and empirical evidence, providing a framework for interpreting how everyday interactions with social media contribute to affective and cognitive responses.
An expanding literature has examined the concept of problematic social media use (PSMU), which captures patterns of engagement that resemble behavioural addiction. While not a clinical diagnosis, PSMU has been associated with heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and reduced overall well‑being among adult users. Meta‑analytic evidence from systematic reviews supports a positive relationship between problematic usage and both depressive and anxiety symptoms across multiple platforms (Ahmed et al., 2024). This indicates that the intensity and quality of engagement, rather than mere duration, are crucial determinants of psychological health. Supporting this, Rossi’s systematic review highlights consistent evidence that problematic use in adults is associated with anxiety, depression, and loneliness (Rossi, 2025).
Scholars have also begun to differentiate between active and passive engagement styles, which may exert distinct psychological effects. Active behaviours like posting and interacting with content may strengthen social bonds and perceived support, whereas passive scrolling has been linked to higher levels of envy, negative self‑evaluation, and psychological distress (Yang et al., 2025). This distinction aligns with theories of gratification and self‑determination, suggesting that the manner in which adults participate in social media ecosystems influences whether their experiences cultivate resilience or vulnerability (Bhatiasevi, 2024).
While many studies document risk factors, a nuanced literature acknowledges that social media can also facilitate protective psychosocial processes. For example, some research with adult populations indicates that social media engagement positively predicts perceived relational support, which can buffer stress and depressive symptoms when users leverage platforms for community and meaningful connection (Bourne & Keane, 2025). This dual nature underscores the complexity of digital environments: they can be sources of support and stress simultaneously, depending on context, intent, and individual differences.
Sleep quality, as a critical dimension of psychological functioning, has also been connected to social media use, particularly problematic patterns. Although evidence is mixed regarding general usage, studies find stronger associations between problematic engagement and poorer sleep outcomes (Ahmed et al., 2024). Sleep disruption is consequential because it not only reflects emotional and cognitive strain but also constitutes a risk factor for broader mood and anxiety disorders. Indeed, research indicates that nighttime social media engagement correlates with reduced sleep quality and duration in adult and young adult samples (Mainoo et al., 2025).
Despite the growing empirical base, several methodological challenges remain. The preponderance of cross‑sectional designs limits causal inference, reducing clarity on whether psychological distress precedes problematic use or vice versa. Longitudinal studies are rare but essential for unpacking temporal dynamics. Moreover, many studies have concentrated on younger adults, leaving gaps in understanding older demographic cohorts whose social media experiences and vulnerabilities may differ systematically.
In summary, the literature delineates a multifaceted landscape in which social media exerts both risk and protective influences on adult psychological health. Key mechanisms include social comparison, FoMO, and problematic use, operating through identifiable psychosocial pathways to exert impacts on self‑esteem, anxiety, depression, and sleep quality. Recognising these nuanced relationships enriches conceptual frameworks and provides empirical grounding for the current study’s focus on adult social media experiences.
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Figure 1: Pathways Linking Social Media Usage to Psychological Outcomes
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[bookmark: _heading=h.eua11ifuscig]Methodology
This study employed a cross‑sectional, quantitative research design (Wang & Cheng, 2020). A cross‑sectional design enables the collection of data at a single point in time.
[bookmark: _heading=h.o6g6kiiay5t0]Study Participants and Recruitment
The target population for this study is adults aged 18 years and above who regularly use at least one social media platform. Inclusion criteria comprise individuals within this age range who can read and understand the English language and have access to the internet to complete an online questionnaire. Individuals below 18 years or those who do not use any social media platform will be excluded, as the focus is on adult usage experiences and psychological impacts.
Participants were recruited using online outreach strategies in two Whatsapp groups made up of the adult population (of 263 in total). This approach aligns with the digital nature of the study topic, enabling access to a broad adult population across locations. 
Sampling Method and Sample Size Determination
A convenience sampling method was adopted.
The sample size for this study was calculated using Cochran's formula for an infinite population (Ahmed, 2024): = 
Where: 
 = adjusted sample size
 = initial sample size 
= population size = 263
However,  
Where: 
 = initial sample size 
Z = Z value (1.96 for 95% confidence level)
P = estimated proportion (0.5 is used for maximum variability)
 = margin of error (0.05)
Substituting the values:
The initial sample size () = .16
Thus, the required sample size is approximately 385 individuals. 
Now, apply the finite population correction formula: = 
= =  = 156.49
So, the adjusted sample size is approximately 157 individuals. 
To  account  for,  20%  non-response  rate,  20%  of  the  above  was  added.
20% of 157 = 31.4
Therefore 31.4 + 157 =188.4  ≈ 189 individuals. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.pa1fu6ne6yhb]Instrument for Data Collection
Data was collected using a self developed and validated online questionnaire (Google Form). The questionnaire featured several sections: demographics, social media usage patterns, and validated scales for psychological outcomes. 
Validity and Reliability of Data Collection Instrument
The questionnaire’s validity was ensured through expert review and pilot testing. A panel of experts in psychology, social media research, and survey design reviewed the instrument to ensure content validity, clarity of questions, and appropriateness. Pilot testing with a small sample of adult social media users (n = 20) helped to refine question wording, structure, and flow. Internal consistency reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha for multi‑item scales (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011). The overall Cronbach’s Alpha obtained was 0.85 as shown below thus making the questionnaire reliable for the assessment in this study.  
Table 1: Cronbach’s Alpha Value by construct
	Construct
	Number of Items
	Cronbach’s Alpha

	Social Media Utilization
	8
	0.83

	Psychological Impact and Well-Being 
	12
	0.86

	Overall Scale
	20
	0.85



[bookmark: _heading=h.ev5hzx8idego]Method and Duration of Data Collection
Data collection was conducted entirely online over a period of 6 weeks. Participants were provided with a link to the survey, along with an informed consent statement outlining the purpose of the study, voluntary participation, and confidentiality assurances.  
[bookmark: _heading=h.4oia3qieek7m][bookmark: _heading=h.tuzl6w72cl4m]Data Analysis
The data collected through the online survey was analyzed using quantitative methods to address the research questions. Descriptive statistics was carried out in Microsoft Excel (2019), including frequencies, and percentages were used to summarize the demographic information and responses to the Likert scale questions.
Regression analysis was performed using Python (version 3.x) to examine the relationship between social media usage patterns (active versus passive) and psychological outcomes (anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and sleep disruption). Multiple regression models were employed to assess the predictive power of independent variables (e.g., frequency of social media use, type of engagement) on dependent variables (e.g., anxiety, depression, self-esteem). These models were designed to explore how both the intensity and type of engagement on social media platforms influenced mental health outcomes while controlling for potential confounders.


Results
[bookmark: _heading=h.x5rk82w6u9ve]Response Rate
Out of the 189 individuals targeted, 188 participants successfully completed the survey, yielding a response rate of 99.47%. This high response rate strengthens the reliability of the study and ensures the data is representative of the target population.
[bookmark: _heading=h.rlder32kten0]Social Demographics
The study's participants were predominantly young adults, with 51.1% in the 18-25 age range, followed by 27.7% in the 26-32 range, 17% in the 33-39 range, and 4.3% over 40 years. A majority of the participants were male (59.6%), while 40.4% were female. Most participants were single (91.5%), with a small proportion being married (8.5%). Regarding education, 91.5% held tertiary qualifications, while 6.4% had secondary education, and 2.1% had primary education. In terms of employment status, 57.4% were employed, 25.5% were students, and 17% were unemployed (See Table 2).
Table 2: Social Demographics
	Social-Demographic Characteristics
	
	
	Total (Percentage)

	Age Range
	
	18-25 years
	96 (51.1%)

	
	
	26-32 years
	52 (27.7%)

	
	
	33-39 years
	32 (17%)

	
	
	40 and Above
	8 (4.3%)

	Gender
	
	Female
	76 (40.4%)

	
	
	Male
	112 (59.6%)

	Marital Status
	
	Single
	172 (91.5%)

	
	
	Married
	16 (8.5%)

	Educational Qualification
	
	Primary
	4 (2.1%)

	
	
	Secondary
	12 (6.4%)

	
	
	Tertiary
	172 (91.5%)

	
	
	None
	Nil

	Employment Status
	
	Employed
	108 (57.4%)

	
	
	Student
	48 (25.5%)

	
	
	Unemployed
	32 (17%)



Social Media Utilization of the Participants

The participants in this study demonstrated widespread use of various social media platforms, with WhatsApp being the most popular, utilized by 95.7% of respondents, followed by Facebook (59.6%), Telegram (40.4%), and Instagram (34%). Platforms like Twitter, TikTok, LinkedIn, and Discord were less commonly used, with only 23.4% of respondents reporting daily engagement on  Twitter and TikTok respectively whereas 2.1% of respondents reporting daily engagement on  LinkedIn, and Discord respectively. Regarding the age at which participants began using social media, the majority (40.4%) started between the ages of 10-15, while 31.9% began at 16-20 years. When asked about usage frequency, the data revealed that 46.8% of participants spend more than 6 hours per day on social media, and 29.8% use it for 4-6 hours per day. Additionally, 72.3% of respondents were aware of mental health resources available on social media, and 53.2% had attempted to reduce their social media usage for mental health reasons (see Table 3 for details).
Table 3: Social Media Utilization 
	Questions
	
	Responses

	
	
	Total (Percentage)

	Which social media platforms do you use on a daily basis? (Select all that apply)   
	Whatsapp
	180 (95.7%)

	
	Twitter
	44 (23.4%)

	
	Facebook
	112 (59.6%)

	
	TikTok
	44 (23.4%)

	
	Instagram
	64 (34%)

	
	Telegram
	76 (40.4%)

	
	Linkedin
	4 (2.1%)

	
	Discord
	4 (2.1%)

	At which age did you start using social media?
	Before 10 years of age
	4 (2.1%)

	
	10-15 years
	76 (40.4%)

	
	16-20 years
	60 (31.9%)

	
	21-24 years
	44 (23.4%)

	
	25 and above
	4 (2.1%)

	How frequently do you use social media platforms?  
	Rarely
	4 (2.1%)

	
	Less than an hour per day
	8 (4.3%)

	
	1-3 hours per day
	32 (%)

	
	4-6 hours per day
	56 (29.8%)

	
	More than 6 hours per day
	88 (46.8%)(

	Are you aware of mental health resources and support available through social media platforms?
	Yes
	136 (72.3%)

	
	No
	52 (27.7%)

	Have you ever taken breaks or tried to reduce your social media usage for mental health reasons?  
	Yes
	100 (53.2%)

	
	No
	88 (46.8%)

	Are you aware of privacy settings and the importance of protecting personal information on social media?   
	Yes
	172 (%)

	
	No
	12 (6.4%)

	How comfortable do you feel seeking professional help for mental health issues related to social media use?
	Very comfortable
	16 (8.5%)

	
	Comfortable
	48 (25.5%)

	
	Neutral
	76 (40.4%)

	
	Uncomfortable
	16 (8.5%)

	
	Very uncomfortable
	32 (17%)



Psychological Impact and Well-Being of Participants
The psychological impact of social media usage on participants in this study reveals significant concerns regarding mental health and well-being. A large majority, 72.3%, reported that excessive social media use has negatively affected their sleep patterns, and 76.6% admitted to staying up late due to social media. Further, the habit of checking social media before sleeping was common, with 31.9% always checking, and 40.4% checking often (see Table 4). In terms of post‑waking behavior, 27.7% reported checking their social media accounts immediately upon waking. A notable 87.2% of participants felt compelled to use their social media accounts between work or study.
Regarding emotional well-being, 68.1% of participants felt minimally supported by their social media connections during personal challenges, and over half (51.1%) reported experiencing anxiety when unable to access their accounts for just two to three days. While 40.4% had experienced anxiety symptoms related to social media use, 29.8% also reported experiencing symptoms of depression. The desire for likes and comments on posts was evident among 44.7% of participants. When asked about memory capacity, 66% perceived long‑term social media use as decreasing their memory functionality. Additionally, 53.2% felt that social media had negatively impacted their academic performance. The self‑esteem of participants showed varied perceptions, with 55.3% feeling neutral when comparing themselves to others on social media.

Table 4: Psychological Impact and Well-Being
	Questions
	
	Responses

	
	
	Total (Percentage)

	Do you feel that excessive social media use has negatively affected your sleep patterns?  
	Yes
	136 (72.3%)

	
	No
	52 (27.7%)

	Do you often sleep late in the night because of social media usage?  
	Yes
	144 (76.6%)

	
	No
	44 (23.4%)

	Do you check your social media account before you sleep in the night?  
	Always
	60 (31.9%)

	
	Often
	76 (40.4%)

	
	Sometimes
	28 (14.9%)

	
	Rarely
	20 (10.6%)

	
	Never
	4 (2.1%)

	Do you check your social media account just after waking up?  
	Always
	52 (27.7%)

	
	Often
	60 (31.9%)

	
	Sometimes
	56 (29.8%)

	
	Rarely
	20 (10.6%)

	
	Never
	Nil

	Do you feel like using your social media account in between your work or study?  
	Yes
	164 (87.2%)

	
	No
	24 (12.8%)

	How supported do you feel by your social media connections when facing personal challenges? 
	Highly Supported
	24 (12.8%)

	
	Minimally supported
	128 (68.1%)

	
	Not supported at all
	36 (19.1%)

	Do you feel anxious without using your social media account for just two to three days?  
	Yes
	96 (51.1%)

	
	No
	92 (48.9%)

	Do you feel pressure to portray a certain image or lifestyle on social media?  
	Yes
	52 (27.7%)

	
	No
	136 (72.3%)

	Have you ever experienced symptoms of anxiety related to social media use?  
	Yes
	76 (40.4%)

	
	No
	112 (59.6%)

	Have you ever experienced symptoms of depression related to social media use?  
	Yes
	56 (29.8%)

	
	No
	132 (70.2%)

	What is your perception of the effects of long-term social media use on your memory capacity and functionality?
	Increased
	124 (66%)

	
	Decreased
	64 (34%)

	Do you have a constant desire of getting more likes and comments on your social media posts, and increasing your followers?  
	Yes
	84 (44.7%)

	
	No
	104 (55.3%)

	How often do you encounter disturbing or distressing content on social media?  
	Always
	8 (4.3%)

	
	Often
	36 (19.1%)

	
	Sometimes
	84 (44.7%)

	
	Rarely
	44 (23.4%)

	
	Never
	16 (8.5%)

	Do you feel that social media use has impacted your academic performance?  
	Yes
	100 (53.2%)

	
	No
	88 (46.8)

	Have you ever been a victim of cyberbullying on social media?  
	Yes
	24 (12.8%)

	
	No
	164 (87.2%)

	How do you perceive your self-esteem when comparing yourself to others on social media?
	Very High
	12 (6.4)

	
	High
	36 (19.1%)

	
	Neutral
	104 (55.3%)

	
	Low
	24 (12.8%)

	
	Very low
	12 (6.4)

	How do you perceive the impact of social media on your overall life satisfaction?  
	Very Positive
	16 (8.5%)

	
	Positive
	64 (34%)

	
	Neutral
	92 (48.9%)

	
	Negative
	12 (6.4 %)

	
	Very Negative
	4 (2.1%)

	How often do you feel fear of missing out (FoMO) when viewing others' social media posts?  
	Always
	8 (4.3%)

	
	Often
	24 (12.8%)

	
	Sometimes
	56 (29.8%)

	
	Rarely
	72 (38.3%)

	
	Never
	28 (14.9%)

	How often do you compare your appearance with others on social media?  
	Always
	Nil

	
	Often
	40 (21.3%)

	
	Sometimes
	40 (21.3%)

	
	Rarely
	60 (31.9%)

	
	Never
	48 (25.5%)



[bookmark: _heading=h.72yass9gquh2]Regression Analysis Results
Based on the regression analysis conducted for the study, the results for the various psychological outcomes (anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and sleep disruption) in relation to social media usage patterns (active vs. passive), social comparison, and Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) are summarized below. The regression models were built with independent variables such as hours spent on social media, type of engagement, social comparison, FoMO, age, and employment status to predict the dependent variables: anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and sleep disruption.
Anxiety: The analysis reveals no significant relationship between social media usage (both active and passive) and anxiety levels (p > 0.05). However, social comparison shows a positive trend towards anxiety (p = 0.09), indicating that higher levels of comparison may contribute to increased anxiety. FoMO also shows a negative influence, though it is not statistically significant (p = 0.13).
Table 5: Regression for Anxiety
	Variable
	Coefficient
	Std. Error
	t-Statistic
	p-Value
	95% Confidence Interval

	Constant
	3.81
	2.28
	1.67
	0.19
	[-3.46, 11.07]

	Social Media Use
	-0.15
	0.59
	-0.26
	0.81
	[-2.03, 1.72]

	Type of Engagement
	-0.89
	1.07
	-0.83
	0.47
	[-4.29, 2.52]

	Social Comparison
	2.13
	0.89
	2.41
	0.09
	[-0.68, 4.95]

	FoMO
	-1.02
	0.49
	-2.07
	0.13
	[-2.59, 0.55]

	Age
	-0.08
	0.05
	-1.55
	0.22
	[-0.25, 0.08]

	Employment Status
	-0.76
	1.47
	-0.52
	0.64
	[-5.45, 3.93]


Depression: Similar to anxiety, no significant relationship was found between social media usage patterns and depression (p > 0.05). However, social comparison again showed a positive trend towards depression (p = 0.08), while FoMO appeared to have a negative influence (p = 0.10), though neither result was statistically significant.
Table 6: Regression for Depression
	Variable
	Coefficient
	Std. Error
	t-Statistic
	p-Value
	95% Confidence Interval

	Constant
	4.18
	2.02
	2.06
	0.13
	[-2.27, 10.62]

	Social Media Use
	-0.10
	0.52
	-0.20
	0.86
	[-1.77, 1.56]

	Type of Engagement
	-0.86
	0.95
	-0.91
	0.43
	[-3.88, 2.16]

	Social Comparison
	2.10
	0.79
	2.67
	0.08
	[-0.40, 4.60]

	FoMO
	-1.05
	0.44
	-2.40
	0.10
	[-2.44, 0.34]

	Age
	-0.09
	0.05
	-1.97
	0.14
	[-0.24, 0.06]

	Employment Status
	-0.93
	1.31
	-0.71
	0.53
	[-5.09, 3.23]


Self-Esteem: Social media usage did not significantly affect self-esteem (p = 0.26). However, age and employment status both showed trends towards positive influences on self-esteem (p = 0.07 and p = 0.10, respectively).
Table 7: Regression for Self-Esteem
	Variable
	Coefficient
	Std. Error
	t-Statistic
	p-Value
	95% Confidence Interval

	Constant
	1.15
	1.83
	0.63
	0.57
	[-4.66, 6.97]

	Social Media Use
	-0.65
	0.47
	-1.38
	0.26
	[-2.15, 0.85]

	Type of Engagement
	0.77
	0.86
	0.90
	0.43
	[-1.95, 3.50]

	Social Comparison
	-0.66
	0.71
	-0.94
	0.42
	[-2.92, 1.59]

	FoMO
	0.67
	0.39
	1.70
	0.19
	[-0.58, 1.93]

	Age
	0.11
	0.04
	2.76
	0.07
	[-0.02, 0.25]

	Employment Status
	2.72
	1.18
	2.31
	0.10
	[-1.03, 6.48]


Sleep Disruption: No significant relationship was found between social media use and sleep disruption (p = 0.71). Additionally, social comparison (p = 0.35) and FoMO (p = 0.51) did not significantly predict sleep disruption, although the trends were notable. 
Table 8: Regression for Sleep Disruption
	Variable
	Coefficient
	Std. Error
	t-Statistic
	p-Value
	95% Confidence Interval

	Constant
	2.47
	3.06
	0.81
	0.48
	[-7.28, 12.22]

	Social Media Use
	-0.32
	0.79
	-0.40
	0.71
	[-2.84, 2.20]

	Type of Engagement
	-0.74
	1.44
	-0.51
	0.64
	[-5.31, 3.83]

	Social Comparison
	1.31
	1.19
	1.10
	0.35
	[-2.48, 5.09]

	FoMO
	-0.49
	0.66
	-0.74
	0.51
	[-2.60, 1.62]

	Age
	-0.01
	0.07
	-0.20
	0.85
	[-0.23, 0.21]

	Employment Status
	0.16
	1.98
	0.08
	0.94
	[-6.13, 6.46]






[bookmark: _heading=h.sv7nrhcirf3x]Discussion
[bookmark: _heading=h.w3yxm2hi2ylj]Main Findings
The present study examined the psychological impacts of social media usage among adults, revealing several noteworthy patterns across sleep, emotional well‑being, and everyday behaviors. A significant majority of participants indicated that excessive social media use negatively affected their sleep quality and contributed to late‑night engagements, suggesting the pervasive influence of digital media on daily routines and rest cycles. In line with this, most adults checked their social media accounts both before sleep and immediately upon waking, signaling habitual and potentially compulsive usage patterns.
Importantly, the regression analysis conducted in this study provides additional depth to interpreting these observed patterns. Specifically, the regression models showed that overall social media usage—whether active or passive—did not significantly predict anxiety, depression, self‑esteem, or sleep disruption when accounting for other predictors such as social comparison, FoMO, age, and employment status. However, social comparison emerged as a notable predictor trend for both anxiety and depression, aligning with theoretical perspectives that emphasise the psychological risks of comparing oneself to others online. Although not statistically significant, Fear of Missing Out (FoMO) also showed patterns of influence, particularly toward increased emotional strain, highlighting how internal motivations tied to social media engagement may impact adult mental health beyond mere time spent online.
[bookmark: _heading=h.9lcjqx7k1sm9]Comparison with Existing Literature
The study’s results largely resonate with broader empirical evidence indicating that social media use is associated with adverse mental health outcomes. A recent scoping review found that excessive and passive social media use often increases symptoms of anxiety, depression, and mood disturbances, although purposeful use can sometimes enhance social support (Koh et al., 2024). Our finding that social comparison shows stronger associations with anxiety and depressive tendencies supports previous work suggesting that upward comparison on social networking sites undermines self-worth and emotional balance, contributing to psychological distress. 
Additionally, emerging evidence suggests daily social media use correlates with increased stress, anxiety, depression, loneliness, and poor sleep quality in adults. In this regard, the significant proportion of participants reporting negative sleep impacts reflects broader evidence from meta‑analytic research demonstrating associations between social media engagement and sleep disturbances (Ahmed et al., 2024). While our regression did not show significant direct effects of social media time on sleep disruption, the overall pattern supports the literature emphasizing that problematic or inefficient use—rather than simply frequency alone—may be more detrimental to mental well-being. Poor sleep quality and disturbed circadian rhythms are repeatedly linked to emotional dysregulation, lowered cognitive function, and increased psychological distress, suggesting that social media overuse may disrupt homeostatic sleep processes (Al-Garni et al., 2024).
Furthermore, the relationships observed in the current study between social media use and anxiety symptoms align with evidence indicating that the intensity and breadth of platform engagement contribute to mood disturbance (Ulvi et al., 2022). Systematic reviews indicate that prolonged exposure to social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter often predicts depressive and anxiety symptoms, though underlying mechanisms are complex and influenced by individual and contextual factors (Karim et al., 2020; Keles et al., 2020). These mechanisms may include social comparison, fear of exclusion, and exposure to distressing content. In this study, the fact that many respondents felt minimally supported by their social connections yet still reported compulsive checking behaviors underscores this paradoxical effect.
At the same time, the current findings regarding neutral perceptions of self‑esteem are not inconsistent with literature suggesting that some adults experience mixed effects — where social media can simultaneously provide connection and exacerbate unfavorable comparisons and mood problems (O’Day & Heimberg, 2021). Some adult users report that social media serves as a source of emotional support, community building, and information sharing, complicating simplistic narratives of harm. For example, a scoping review reported that while most studies found negative impacts, about a third found positive psychosocial effects where social media served as platforms for perceived social support and enjoyment (Koh et al., 2024).
The habitual checking behaviors and fear of missing out observed in your data also reflect research on digital emotion regulation among adults, which highlights both adaptive and maladaptive functions of social media. Some adults use these platforms to manage or express emotions in everyday life, which can yield emotional support, but can also lead to anxiety and stress when usage becomes compulsive or tied to identity and self‑worth (Tuck & Thompson, 2025). This duality suggests that interventions should not only mitigate harm but also harness the positive aspects of social media, such as community support and access to mental health resources.
In addition to mood and sleep effects, the present findings on the perceived impact on academic and functional performance are echoed in literature linking problematic use to reduced productivity and daily functioning. Studies have shown that social media use can interfere with offline responsibilities when it becomes excessive or habitual, often at the expense of sleep, focus, and real‑world engagement. A systematic review reported consistent associations between problematic use and declines in academic performance, highlighting the broader functional impacts of digital routines (Alansari et al., 2026).
While this study highlights the detrimental effects of social media use on adult mental health, it also opens the door for considering social media's potential as a tool for strategic health communication. According to Fagbemi, Ubani, Okafor, and Ibiam (2023), effective health communication campaigns on social media have the power to inspire public action and influence behaviors. This suggests that, alongside raising awareness about mental health, social media could be strategically utilized to promote mental well-being and mitigate the adverse effects of social comparison and FoMO.
[bookmark: _heading=h.eih5d4pmhbej]Relevance to Adult Mental Health Research
This study contributes to growing evidence that adult social media users are susceptible to psychological effects not captured solely by the amount of time spent online. Similar patterns have been documented in research demonstrating links between social media use and increased stress, anxiety, depression, loneliness, and poor life satisfaction among adults in large synthesized samples (Behera et al., 2025). Moreover, qualitative studies suggest that adult mental health concerns related to social media are multifaceted, involving emotional investment, social identity, and subjective perceptions of social support and exclusion.
Given the significant impact of social media on adult mental health observed in this study, it is crucial to explore how technology can be harnessed to provide effective interventions. Onwudiwe, Onyemaechi, Achebe, Philip, and Ugwu (2025) argue for the integration of psychotherapeutic innovations with digital platforms to address mental health challenges, particularly in contexts where traditional therapeutic methods may not be as accessible. Their perspective on digital mental health offers an important avenue for mitigating the adverse psychological effects of social media, such as anxiety and depression, through accessible and scalable interventions.
In line with the study’s findings, it is essential to consider the development of culturally competent mental health interventions in response to the psychological impacts of social media. Balogun et al. (2025) emphasize that inclusive models tailored to diverse cultural contexts are critical in addressing complex issues. These models could serve as a basis for creating digital interventions that better support the well-being of individuals from various backgrounds.
[bookmark: _heading=h.raulp24vwqn9]Implications of Study Findings
The regression findings and broader results have several implications for practice, policy, and future research:
· Mental Health Practice: Clinicians should assess types of engagement and psychological experiences with social media—such as social comparison and FoMO—rather than focusing solely on hours spent online. Therapeutic approaches like cognitive‑behavioural strategies may help individuals develop healthier interpretations of social media interactions, reducing comparative distress.

· Public Health and Education: Public health campaigns could emphasise mindful engagement, promoting awareness of how social comparison and FoMO shape emotional responses. Digital literacy interventions might also help users recognise and manage internal triggers that contribute to anxiety and negative comparisons.

· Platform Design and Policy: Social media platforms can play a role in reducing harmful comparisons by promoting content moderation, algorithm transparency, and supportive content that encourages connection rather than competition. Policies that encourage well‑being, such as usage reminders or reflective breaks, may mitigate psychological strain.

· Research Directions: Longitudinal and experimental research is needed to clarify causal pathways between social media engagement patterns and mental health outcomes. Given the regression trends observed here, future work should investigate mediators like social comparison and FoMO in more depth, ideally using larger and more representative adult samples.

[bookmark: _heading=h.8s8yo4dnbl8]
Conclusion
The findings of this study reveal that social media usage has a profound and multifaceted impact on adult mental health. The data suggests a clear link between excessive social media use and negative psychological outcomes, including anxiety, depression, and poor sleep quality. It was found that adults who engage more frequently in social media display higher levels of social comparison, which appears to exacerbate feelings of inadequacy and lower self-esteem. Furthermore, the compulsive nature of social media use, particularly the habit of checking accounts before sleep or upon waking, appears to disrupt daily routines and contribute to emotional distress. These results highlight the complexity of digital engagement and its varying psychological effects, dependent on usage patterns and individual behaviors.
Given these findings, it is crucial to develop interventions that not only address the risks associated with excessive use but also promote healthy social media practices. Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to better understand the causal relationships and explore the diverse experiences of adults across different contexts.
Strengths and Limitations
This study’s major strength lies in its comprehensive examination of multiple psychological dimensions — including sleep, anxiety, self‑esteem, and academic functioning — using a structured and validated questionnaire adapted for adult social media experiences. The high response rate (99.47%) and diverse age representation enhance the reliability and relevance of the findings for adult populations. Moreover, by exploring both utilization patterns and psychological outcomes, the study provides a nuanced view that extends beyond simple associations to highlight complex behavioral influences.
However, limitations must be acknowledged. The cross‑sectional design restricts causal inferences; while associations are evident, it cannot be conclusively stated whether social media use causes psychological distress or vice versa. Self‑reported measures introduce potential bias, including social desirability and recall inaccuracies. Although demographic diversity was achieved, the convenience sampling through WhatsApp groups may limit generalizability to populations with different digital engagement habits or varying cultural contexts. Finally, the study did not incorporate qualitative insights, which could deepen the understanding of subjective experiences and motivations behind social media use behaviors.
[bookmark: _heading=h.tinhptrngw5a]Recommendations
In light of the findings, it is recommended that individuals adopt digital self‑regulation strategies to mitigate the negative psychological impacts of social media. Setting clear boundaries around usage — especially during night hours — can help improve sleep quality and reduce compulsive checking behaviors that contribute to stress and anxiety. Encouraging users to engage in social media more mindfully, focusing on positive interactions and deliberate content rather than passive scrolling, may foster healthier digital habits.
Educational programs should be developed to enhance digital literacy and emotional awareness, guiding adults in recognizing signs of problematic use and equipping them with tools to manage social comparison pressures and FoMO. Such programs can be integrated into workplace wellness initiatives and community health campaigns, amplifying their reach beyond clinical settings.
Mental health practitioners should incorporate questions about social media use into routine assessments, recognizing digital behavior as a potential factor in emotional well‑being. Cognitive‑behavioral and mindfulness‑based interventions could be tailored to address maladaptive digital engagement patterns and promote resilience.
Finally, collaboration between public health stakeholders and social media platforms could yield policy recommendations that prioritize mental health. Features such as usage reminders, bedtime notifications, and curated wellness content might empower users to maintain a balanced relationship with technology, transforming social media from a source of distress into one of connection and support.
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