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Abstract
Time spent on social media has been an inconsistent predictor of mental health outcomes in young people. However, most 
studies have assessed social media use globally, with few investigations of the relative influence of specific social media plat-
forms, which may partially account for mixed findings. Furthermore, studies often focus on a single mental health outcome, 
limiting understanding of how social media relates to psychological well-being. The purpose of the current study was to 
examine associations between time spent on multiple popular social media platforms and a variety of mental health-related 
outcomes in a sample of young adults. Participants included 575 young adults who completed an online survey assessing self-
reported time spent on Twitter, TikTok, YouTube, Instagram, Reddit, Snapchat, and Facebook as well as depression, anxiety, 
PTSD, loneliness, friend support, and self-esteem. Path analyses showed that in the overall sample, greater use of Tiktok and 
YouTube were consistently associated with more mental health issues, whereas greater use of Snapchat was associated with 
fewer mental health issues. Models examining results for men and women separately suggested that use of Tiktok was more 
relevant in women’s mental health, whereas use of Reddit was more relevant in men’s mental health. Findings highlight that 
associations are not uniform across social media platforms. More research is needed that compares individual platforms and 
their relationship to psychological well-being as well as future studies examining how gender impacts findings.

Keywords Social media · TikTok · YouTube · Snapchat · Mental health · Anxiety

Time Spent on TikTok, Twitter, Instagram, 
Facebook, YouTube, Snapchat, and Reddit 
and Associations with Mental Health 
in Young Adults

Social media usage has increased rapidly in recent years. 
From 2005 to 2015, the percentage of U.S. young adults 
(i.e., ages 18 to 29) who endorsed using social media grew 
from 12 to 90% (Perrin, 2015). Rates of social media use are 
even more dramatic in younger cohorts, as 93% of teens and 
young adults report some level of social media use, and 81% 
report daily use (Rideout & Fox, 2018). Specifically, You-
Tube, Snapchat, Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook 

are some of the most widely used social media sites among 
people below the age of 30 (Auxier & Anderson, 2021; 
Vogels et al., 2022). Concurrently, adolescents and young 
adults have reported increased mental health difficulties 
over the past decade compared to previous generations. 
From 2012 to 2018, depressive symptoms steadily increased 
in U.S. adolescents (Keyes et al., 2019), and from 2005 to 
2014 the 12-month prevalence of major depressive episodes 
increased by 2.6% in adolescents and 0.8% in young adults 
(Mojtabai et al., 2016).

Because of the alarming increase in reported mental 
health difficulties among adolescents and young adults, there 
has been considerable interest in understanding the effects 
that social media has on young people’s psychological well-
being. In particular, time spent on social media is the main 
facet of social media use that has received the most atten-
tion in empirical research. Overall, results in the literature 
have been mixed regarding the association between time 
spent using social media and mental health outcomes. Mul-
tiple studies have found a significant, albeit typically small, 
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association between greater use of social media and worse 
mental health symptoms (Keles et al., 2020). A daily-diary 
study by Price and colleagues (2022) in young adults found 
that more social media use was associated with increased 
depression and PTSD over a one-month period. Further-
more, a randomized controlled trial by Lambert and col-
leagues (2022) found that individuals assigned to stop using 
social media for one week exhibited greater well-being and 
lower anxiety and depression compared to individuals ran-
domized to continue using social media as usual. Addition-
ally, one meta-analysis found a small but positive association 
among twelve studies examining adolescent social media 
use and depression (Ivie et al., 2020). Several other studies 
have also found links between social media use and mental 
health-related problems (e.g., Brunborg et al., 2022; Nesi 
et al., 2021).

On the other hand, several studies have failed to identify a 
significant relationship between social media use and worse 
mental health. Coyne and colleagues (2020) conducted 
an eight-year longitudinal study with 500 adolescents and 
young adults and did not find that increased use of social 
media was associated with depression or anxiety. Another 
study found that within-person increases in the amount of 
time spent on social media were generally not associated 
with worsened psychological distress, including depression, 
anxiety, and social isolation (Sewall et al., 2022). Additional 
studies have found similar results (Tang et al., 2021).

One factor that may account for this mixed pattern of 
results is that most studies to date in this literature have 
either focused on social media use broadly or examined only 
a singular social media platform (e.g., Ivie et al., 2020; Lup 
et al., 2015; Mackson et al., 2019; Tang et al., 2021). Nota-
bly, there are few studies comparing the relative influence 
of specific social media platforms on mental health-related 
problems. Aggregating time spent on social media is lim-
iting as individuals often use a variety of different social 
media platforms, which fails to account for the heterogenous 
effects that different social media platforms might have. This 
limitation hampers understanding of the unique effects of 
specific social media platforms and could partly explain why 
global time spent on social media has been an inconsistent 
predictor of mental health difficulties. Additionally, stud-
ies that have focused on a single platform have primarily 
focused on older platforms such as Facebook and Instagram, 
with few examinations of more recent platforms such as Tik-
Tok, one the fastest growing social media apps among young 
people (Song et al., 2014; Vogels et al., 2022).

It is reasonable to believe that social media platforms may 
differ in their relationship with mental health outcomes as 
a plethora of social media apps exist that vary significantly 
in their design, function, and associated social networks. 
Although there is a dearth of empirical studies comparing 
the impact of different social media apps, a 2017 report in 

the United Kingdom surveyed 1,479 adolescents and young 
adults about their perceptions of how popular social media 
platforms including YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat, 
and Instagram affected their well-being (Royal Society for 
Public Health, 2017). On average, participants reported 
that YouTube had a positive effect on their mental health, 
whereas the other platforms were rated as having a neutral 
or negative effect. Additionally, Perlis and colleagues (2021) 
examined whether use of Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, 
Pinterest, TikTok, Twitter, Snapchat, and YouTube predicted 
subsequent increases in depression in a sample of adults, 
finding that Snapchat, Facebook, and TikTok were associ-
ated with increased depression. However, this study only 
examined absence or presence of use rather than amount 
of time spent on the platforms and only focused on depres-
sion. Nevertheless, this suggests social media apps may be 
differentially related to psychological well-being, and more 
studies are needed that compare the influence of specific 
social media platforms and their relationship with mental 
health-related outcomes.

It is also relevant to examine a range of psychological 
outcomes when studying social media use, as social media 
use has been linked to an array of psychological difficulties 
and the influence of specific social media platforms may 
not be uniform across all mental health-related issues (e.g., 
Kelly et al., 2018; Perlis et al., 2021; Thai et al., 2023). 
Although internalizing problems such as anxiety, depres-
sion, and PTSD are some of the most common outcomes 
examined, social media use has also been linked with 
broader psychological difficulties such as low self-esteem 
(Kelly et al., 2018; O’Day & Heimberg, 2021). Moreover, 
because these platforms are social in nature, studies have 
also investigated the relationship between social media use 
and interpersonally-oriented outcomes. For example, social 
media use has been linked with increased feelings of social 
isolation (Lisitsa et al., 2020). However, social media use 
may not be exclusively harmful, as research indicates that 
adolescents and young adults frequently use social media as 
a way to build and maintain friendships and greater use has 
been linked with higher social support (Anderson, & Jiang, 
2018; Kim, 2014). Furthermore, studies have suggested 
that the relationship between social media use and mental 
health may vary by gender (Tang et al., 2021; Twenge & 
Farley, 2021). Although findings are mixed in this area, 
some studies have found stronger effects for women (Heffer 
et al., 2019; Svensson et al., 2022), while others have found 
stronger effects for men (Houghton et al., 2018). Accord-
ingly, it may be relevant to examine findings across men 
and women.

The primary aim of the current study was to examine the 
association between time spent on multiple popular social 
media platforms and mental health-related outcomes in a 
sample of young adults. Young adults represent an ideal 
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sample to conduct this line of research given that they are 
prominent users of social media and are particularly at risk 
for experiencing mental health-related difficulties relative to 
other age groups (Rideout & Fox, 2018; SAMHSA, 2022). A 
second aim of the study was to examine findings separately 
among men and women to examine whether the influence 
of specific social media platforms on mental health varied 
across genders. It was hypothesized that use of Snapchat, 
Facebook, and TikTok would be associated with worse 
mental health, based upon findings from a prior study that 
examined linkages between several different social media 
platforms and depression (Perlis et al., 2021). It was also 
hypothesized that effects would be more robust for women 
relative to men given findings from previous work indicating 
that social media use and internalizing symptoms were more 
closely associated among girls than boys (Svensson et al., 
2022; Twenge & Farley, 2021).

Method

Participants

Participants were 575 young adults at a large U.S. public 
university who received course credit for completing an 
online survey. Participants read the informed consent docu-
ment and agreed to participate in the study, and the sur-
vey was administered through Qualtrics. Inclusion criteria 
were being ages 18 to 25 and ability to understand written 
English.

The sample initially included 601 individuals who com-
pleted the survey. Fifteen individuals were removed for fail-
ing multiple attention checks. An additional eleven individuals 
were excluded who were over the age of 25, resulting in a final 
sample of 575 participants. The mean age of participants was 
19.1 (SD = 1.3). The sample was predominantly Caucasian 
(80.1%), followed by African American (11.7%), Hispanic or 
Latinx (5.2%), Asian American (4.2%), or another ethnicity 
(4.2%). The sample was mostly female (77.7%), followed by 
male (17.7%), non-binary (1.6%), and another unlisted gender 
(0.7%). Of the 575 participants, 78.8% identified as straight, 
10.6% identified as bisexual, 3.1% identified as gay or lesbian, 
2.3% identified as pansexual, 1.2% identified as queer, and 
1.8% identified as asexual or another unlisted sexuality. No 
differences were found between men and women on age, eth-
nicity, or sexual orientation (see Table 1 for additional sample 
characteristics).

Measures

Demographics

Participants completed a brief demographics measure 
assessing age, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation.

Social Media Use

Participants were asked to self-report on an average day the 
amount of time spent using multiple popular social media 
platforms, including Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Reddit, 
TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube. Response options were 
given in half-hour increments.

Potential Trauma Exposure

The Life Events Checklist for DSM-5 (LEC-5; Grey et. 
al., 2004; Weathers et. al., 2013a) was used to evaluate 
whether a participant had experienced a number of poten-
tially traumatic events such as assault and natural disasters. 
Participants selected from a variety of 16 specified experi-
ences whether the event ‘Happened to me’, ‘Witnessed it’, 
‘Learned about it’, ‘Part of my job’, ‘Not sure’, or ‘Doesn't 
apply’.

PTSD

The PTSD Checklist (PCL-5; Weathers et al., 2013b) is a 
common 20-item self-report measure of PTSD symptoms. 
Symptoms are rated on a scale from 0 (“not at all”) to 4 
(“extremely”) and a total score represents overall PTSD 
symptom severity, with greater scores representing higher 
PTSD symptoms. Participants were instructed to complete 
the PCL-5 related symptoms experienced in the past month. 
Scores range from 0 to 60. Cronbach’s alpha for the total 
score was high (α = 0.95). Only responses from individuals 
who endorsed at least one potentially traumatic event on the 
Life Events Checklist for DSM-5 (Weathers et. al., 2013a; 
n = 538) were included.

Depression

Depression symptoms were assessed using the Patient 
Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9; Kroenke et al., 2001). The 
PHQ-9 assesses frequency of depressive symptoms over the 
past two weeks with four response categories: 0 for ‘not at 
all’, 1 for ‘several days’, 2 for ‘more than half the days’, and 
3 ‘Nearly every day’. The total score of the measure ranges 
from 0 to 27, with higher scores indicating higher levels of 
depression symptoms. The PHQ-9 has illustrated good inter-
nal consistency and test–retest reliability (Kroenke et al., 
2001). Cronbach’s alpha was high for depression symptoms 
(α = 0.90).

Anxiety

Trait anxiety was assessed using the trait anxiety subscale of 
the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI; Spielberger et al., 
1983). The STAI consists of 40 items and two subscales 
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assessing both in-the-moment (i.e., state) and enduring (i.e., 
trait) anxiety. The measure has demonstrated good internal 
consistency and test–retest reliability studies (Spielberger 
et al., 1983;). Responses for the trait anxiety subscale assessed 
the frequency of feelings “in general”. Symptoms are rated on 
a scale of 1 (“almost never”) to 4 (“almost always”). Scores 
on the trait subtest range from 20 to 80 and higher scores are 
indicative of higher levels of trait anxiety, Cronbach’s alpha 
for the trait anxiety subscale was high (α = 0.93).

Loneliness

The UCLA Loneliness Scale (ULS-6; Neto, 2014) is a 
6-item self-report measure of loneliness. Symptoms are 
rated on a scale from 1 (“I never feel this way”) to 4 (“I 
often feel this way”), with higher scores representing 

higher levels of loneliness. The measure has demonstrated 
a high level of internal consistency and criterion-related 
validity (Russell, 1996). Cronbach’s alpha for the total 
score was 0.83.

Self‑Esteem

Self-Esteem was assessed using the Rosenberg Self-
Esteem Inventory (RSE; Rosenberg, 1965): a common 
10-item measure designed to assess self-esteem. This 
scale consists of five positively worded and five negatively 
worded items and higher scores reflect lower self-esteem. 
The RSE demonstrates excellent internal consistency and 
reliability (Schmitt & Allik, 2005; Torrey, 2000). Cron-
bach’s for the current study was excellent (α = 0.91).

Table 1  Sample Descriptors

Note. Numbers in parentheses represent the standard deviation. 1Percentages sum to more than 100% due to 
individuals being able to select multiple categories

Overall Sample Women Men

(N = 575) (n = 447) (n = 102) Statistic
Age (years) 19.05 (1.30) 19.00 (1.27) 19.27 (1.46) t = −1.88, p = 0.06
Race/Ethnicity1 χ2 = 1.70, p = 0.19
Caucasian 80.1% 82.8% 76.5%
African American 11.7% 10.1% 20.6%
Hispanic or Latinx 5.2% 5.4% 5.9%
Asian American 4.2% 5.1% 1.0%
Other Ethnicity 4.2% 4.2% 4.0%
Gender
Female 77.7%
 Male 17.7%
Non-Binary 1.6%
Another Gender 0.7%
Sexual Orientation χ2 = 0.76, p = 0.39
Straight 78.8% 81.7% 85.3%
Gay or Lesbian 3.1% 1.6% 9.8%
Bisexual 10.6% 11.9% 2.9%
Pansexual 2.3% 1.8% 2.0%
Queer 1.2% 1.1% 0.0%
Asexual/Other 1.8% 2.0% 0.0%
Social Media
(hours per day)
Facebook 0.62 (0.97) 0.70 (1.03) 0.28 (0.52) t = 4.05, p < .001
Instagram 1.55 (1.30) 1.58 (1.29) 1.35 (1.28) t = 1.63, p = .10
Reddit 0.04 (0.22) 0.02 (0.17) 0.13 (0.34) t = −4.50, p = .003
Twitter 0.43 (0.88) 0.41 (0.85) 0.44 (0.77) t = -.28, p = .76
TikTok 2.19 (1.87) 2.36 (1.83) 1.25 (1.61) t = 5.61, p < .001
Snapchat 2.43 (1.96) 2.45 (1.95) 2.27 (1.88) t = 0.86, p = .38
 YouTube 1.63 (1.85) 1.45 (1.77) 2.27 (1.95) t = −4.15, p < .001
Total Hours/Day 8.86 (5.07) 8.94 (5.10) 7.95 (4.60) t = 1.80, p = .07
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Friend Support

Friend support was assessed using the Multidimensional 
Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS; Zimet et al., 
1988). This measure is a 12-item self-report with three sub-
scales assessing perceptions of support from friends, family, 
and significant others. The items are scored on a 7-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1(“Very Strongly Disagree”) to 
7 (“Very Strongly Agree”) with higher scores reflecting 
higher levels of perceived support. The friend subscale of 
the MSPSS demonstrates good internal consistency (0.85) 
and test–retest reliability (0.75). Cronbach’s alpha was high 
for friend support in the current study (α = 0.94).

Procedure

All procedures conducted within this study were approved 
by the local Institutional Review Board. Data was collected 
from a university located in the midwestern United States. 
Prior to beginning the online survey, participants were 
provided with a consent form regarding confidentiality of 
responses and the ability to withdraw from the study at any 
point without penalty. Once participants agreed to partici-
pate, they completed the online survey and received course 
credit upon completion as compensation.

Data Analytic Procedures

Data were initially screened for responses suggestive of 
random or invalid responding via review of random atten-
tion checks embedded throughout the survey. Before pri-
mary data analyses, data were examined for issues related 
to normality, including skew, kurtosis, and univariate and 
multivariate outliers, following recommendations from 
Tabachnick and Fidell (2019). No problems related to 
skew, kurtosis, or multivariate outliers were observed. A 
small number of univariate outliers were identified in the 
data and were winsorized. Due to a procedural error, the 
trait anxiety subscale of the STAI was administered only 
to a subset of the sample (n = 245). Multiple imputation 
was used to generate scores on individuals with missing 
responses for this subscale, and comparison of analyses 
using imputed data vs. non-imputed data showed virtually 
identical results.

Path analyses were in run in Mplus (v. 8.6). Path models 
included all exogenous (i.e., time on social media apps) 
and endogenous (i.e., mental health-related) variables in a 
single model. Paths were specified from each social media 
app to each mental health-related outcome. The various 
platforms were included in the same model to assess which 
platforms showed the most robust effects while accounting 

for the influence of other social media platforms. Covari-
ances between all social media apps, as well as covari-
ances between the residuals of all mental health-related 
outcomes, were specified. Acceptable model fit was exam-
ined using traditional model fit indices and was established 
by a non-significant chi-square value, an RMSEA value 
smaller than 0.08, a CFI and TLI value greater than 0.90, 
and an SRMR smaller than 0.10 (Bentler, 1990). Initial 
models were just-identified. In order to over-identify the 
model to examine model fit, one of the non-significant 
paths (i.e., Instagram → social support from friends) was 
randomly selected and fixed to 0.

Two path models were run. The first model was ana-
lyzed in the entire sample that included all genders and 
thus identified optimal path estimates irrespective of gen-
der. After establishment of acceptable model fit, a second 
path model was run in which path estimates were allowed 
to vary between men and women. As such, this model 
identified optimal path estimates for men and women sepa-
rately. Path models were run that included age, ethnicity, 
and sexual orientation as covariates; however, inclusion of 
these demographic variables resulted in a similar pattern 
of findings as models without covariates. For model par-
simony, and in accordance with guidelines from Spector 
and Brannick (2011) regarding the misuse of demographic 
variables as covariates, the final models did not include 
these demographic control variables.

Results

Sample Characteristics

Examination of overall sample characteristics revealed 
that participants reported spending the most time on Snap-
chat (M = 2.4 h per day, SD = 2.0), followed by TikTok 
(M = 2.2 h per day, SD = 1.9), YouTube (M = 1.6 h per day, 
SD = 1.8), Instagram (M = 1.6 h per day, SD = 1.3), Face-
book (M = 0.6 h per day, SD = 1.0), Twitter (M = 0.4 h per 
day, SD = 0.9), and Reddit (M = 0.04 h per day, SD = 0.2). 
The average total time spent on all social media plat-
forms combined was over eight hours per day (M = 8.9 h, 
SD = 5.1). Independent samples t-tests comparing men 
and women on social media use showed that women spent 
significantly more hours per day than men on Facebook 
(M = 0.7, SD = 1.0 vs. M = 0.3, SD = 0.5; p < 0.001) and 
TikTok (M = 2.4 h per day, SD = 1.8 vs. M = 1.3, SD = 1.6; 
p < 0.001). Men spent more time per day than women on 
Reddit (M = 0.1, SD = 0.3; M = 0.02, SD = 0.2, p = 0.003) 
and YouTube (M = 2.3, SD = 2.0; M = 1.4, SD = 1.8, 
p < 0.001). See Table 1 for additional sample characteristics 
and gender comparisons.
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Results from the Overall Sample

Results for the overall sample model are presented in Fig. 1, 
and path coefficients across samples are presented in Table 2. 
Unstandardized coefficients are presented for their ease of 
interpretation. Good model fit was found for the model in 
the combined sample of men and women, χ2(1) = 0.23, 
p = 0.63, RMSEA = 0.00 (90% CI = 0.00 – 0.09), CFI = 1.00, 
TLI = 1.00, and SRMR = 0.001. Regarding mental health 
symptoms, only use of Tiktok was associated with PTSD 
symptoms (B = 1.70, p = 0.003) and depression (B = 0.66, 
p = 0.01). A broader array of social media platforms were 
associated with trait anxiety, with use of Tiktok (B = 1.48, 
p < 0.001,) and YouTube (B = 0.89, p = 0.004) positively 
associated with trait anxiety, whereas use of Snapchat 
was negatively associated with trait anxiety (B = −0.29, 
p = 0.002). For interpersonal-related outcomes, use of Tik-
tok (B = 0.25, p = 0.01), YouTube (B = 0.25, p = 0.005), and 
Facebook (B = 0.35, p = 0.04) showed positive associations 
with loneliness, whereas use of Snapchat demonstrated 
negative associations with loneliness (B = −0.29, p = 0.002). 
Only use of Snapchat was linked with social support from 
friends, with more time on Snapchat associated with higher 
reported levels of perceived friend support (B = 0.07, 
p = 0.02). For self-esteem, greater use of TikTok (B = 0.45, 
p = 0.005) and YouTube (B = 0.39, p = 0.007) were positively 
associated with lower self-esteem (i.e., worse self-esteem), 
whereas greater use of Instagram (B = −0.57, p = 0.01) and 
Snapchat (B = −0.32, p = 0.03) were negatively associated 
with low self-esteem (i.e., more use was associated with 
higher self-esteem). No significant effects were observed for 
Twitter or Reddit.

Results from the Model Examining Men and Women 
Separately

Good model fit was also found for the model in which 
paths were estimated separately for men and women, 
χ2(2) = 0.62, p = 0.74, RMSEA = 0.00 (90% CI = 0.00 
– 0.08), CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00, and SRMR = 0.001. For 
women, only use of Tiktok was significantly associated 
with PTSD symptoms (B = 1.71, p = 0.001) and depression 
(B = 0.66, p < 0.001). Use of Tiktok (B = 1.23, p = 0.001) 
and YouTube (B = 1.08, p = 0.003) were positively asso-
ciated with trait anxiety. Use of YouTube (B = 0.31, 
p = 0.004) showed positive associations with loneliness, 
whereas use of Snapchat (B = −0.28, p = 0.01) and Ins-
tagram (B = −0.31, p = 0.03) demonstrated negative 
associations with loneliness. Use of Snapchat (B = 0.09, 
p = 0.003) was positively associated with social support 
from friends, whereas use of Tiktok (B = −0.07, p < 0.05) 
was negatively associated with support from friends. For 
self-esteem, greater use of YouTube (B = 0.38, p = 0.02) 
was associated with lower self-esteem, whereas greater use 
of Instagram (B = −0.68, p = 0.004) was associated with 
higher self-esteem.

For men, greater use of Instagram (B = 3.84, p = 0.01) 
and Reddit (B = 12.44, p = 0.01) were associated with PTSD 
symptoms, whereas only use of Reddit (B = 4.02, p = 0.01) 
was associated with symptoms of depression. Only greater 
use of YouTube was linked with anxiety (B = 1.34, p = 0.03) 
and loneliness (B = 0.49, p = 0.01). No social media plat-
forms were significantly associated with support from 
friends. For self-esteem, only greater use of YouTube 
(B = 0.65, p = 0.03) was associated with lower self-esteem.

Instagram

Snapchat

Reddit

Self-Esteem

TikTok

PTSD

Friend Support

Loneliness

Anxiety

Facebook

YouTube

Twitter

Depression

-.57**

1.70***

.35*

Fig. 1  Unstandardized Coefficients from the Model Examining Asso-
ciations Between Time Spent on Social Media Platforms and Men-
tal Health-Related Outcomes in the Overall Sample. Note. For ease 

of visualization, non-significant paths, as well as covariances among 
exogenous variables and covariances among residuals of endogenous 
variables, are omitted from the figure
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Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to examine associa-
tions between self-reported time spent on popular social 
media platforms and an array of mental health-related 
problems in a group of young adults. A second aim of the 
study was to examine findings separately among men and 
women to examine whether the influence of specific social 
media platforms on mental health varied across genders. 
Findings add to a growing body of literature documenting 
significant associations between increased use of social 
media use and worse mental health problems (Ivie et al., 
2020; Song et al., 2014). However, results provide impor-
tant new information as findings varied across both the 
social media platform and mental health outcome exam-
ined. Of note, several past studies have examined only a 
single mental health outcome (Perlis et al., 2021; Tang 
et al., 2021). Results from the current study highlight the 
importance of examining a range of mental health prob-
lems, as comorbidity of mental health conditions is com-
mon, and findings show the influence of social media is not 
uniform across all mental health problems (Kessler et al., 
2011). However, the contribution of time spent on social 
media in predicting mental health problems in the sample 
was generally small, as altogether social media use typi-
cally explained less than 10% of the variance in each men-
tal health problem across the sample (see Table 2). This is 
consistent with previous literature in this area demonstrat-
ing small effects (Ivie et al., 2020; Tang et al., 2021). As 
such, although social media may be one relevant contribu-
tor to mental health problems in young people, there are 
a multitude of important factors beyond social media that 
are important to examine in understanding mental health 
issues in young adults.

It is important to highlight that more time spent on 
social media was not universally associated with worse 
mental health. While greater use of Tiktok and YouTube 
were consistently associated with greater mental health 
problems, greater use of Snapchat was associated with 
fewer mental health-related difficulties (i.e., less anxi-
ety and loneliness; more friend support and self-esteem). 
These findings are partially at odds with Perlis and col-
leagues (2021) study, which found that Snapchat, Face-
book, and TikTok were associated with increases in 
depression, with no effects found for Instagram, Twitter, 
and YouTube. However, there were some notable differ-
ences between the Perlis et al. (2021) study and the cur-
rent study. Perlis and colleagues used a significantly older 
sample with a mean age of 55, as opposed to the cur-
rent study of young adults. Additionally, social media use 
was assessed as presence or absence of use rather than 
amount of time spent using each platform, and the study 
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only focused on a sample of initially non-depressed adults. 
These methodological and demographic differences may 
account for the discrepancies in findings.

 Although the current study identified associations 
between several popular social media platforms and mental 
health-related difficulties, it is currently unclear the mecha-
nisms that account for these associations, and there are a 
number of possible factors. A recent report by the Center for 
Countering Digital Hate (2022) showed that harmful content 
on Tiktok related to eating disorders and suicide is pushed 
to accounts within minutes of joining the app. Differences 
across platforms in how algorithms operate may influence 
the frequency and type of information with which users are 
exposed to that could have toxic effects on mental health. 
Additionally, research shows that one moderating factor in 
the relationship between social media use and mental health 
is the way that individuals engage with the platforms. Pas-
sive use (e.g., ‘doomscrolling’, lack of engagement in one-
on-one exchanges with others online) has been linked with 
worse mental health, whereas active use (i.e., engaging 
directly with individuals online) has been linked with bet-
ter mental health (Thorisdottir et al., 2019; Verduyn et al., 
2021). It is possible that the nature and design of certain 
platforms may encourage problematic styles of use, which 
may account for discrepancies in their observed effects. 
However, studies have yet to investigate this area of inquiry. 
Conversely, the beneficial effects of social media on mental 
health in young people may stem from the ability to connect 
with others and in turn build social support, a factor which 
has been shown to consistently reduce risk of mental health 
issues (Harandi et al., 2017). This may account for the nega-
tive associations found between Snapchat use and mental 
health problems in the current study, as Snapchat was the 
only platform that was found to be associated with higher 
perceptions of friend support in the overall sample.

Taken altogether, the current results suggest that social 
media platforms vary in the positive and negative effects 
they have on young adults. This may partially explain the 
mixed findings observed in previous literature, particularly 
when studies aggregate social media use or assess use glob-
ally, which is common. The current study highlights the 
limitations of operationalizing social media use via a sin-
gle indicator. Given significant differences in the design, 
nature, and social networks of each social media platform, 
it is important to examine the unique effects of individual 
platforms. More research is needed to compare the influence 
of individual platforms on mental health.

Findings support prior literature showing differences in 
associations between social media use and mental health 
across men and women (Tang et al., 2021; Twenge & Far-
ley, 2021). Although some platforms were associated with 
mental health issues in both men and women (e.g., You-
Tube), other platforms were differentially associated with 

mental health across the two genders. Tiktok appeared to be 
more influential for women, whereas Reddit appeared to be 
uniquely associated with mental health problems in men. 
It is unclear if these differences are due to the platforms 
themselves affecting men and women differently or if they 
are a result of men and women gravitating to different plat-
forms, as women in the sample spent more time on Tiktok, 
whereas men spent more time on Reddit. However, it should 
be noted that the platform that was used the most in the cur-
rent study (i.e., Snapchat) was frequently linked with fewer 
mental health issues, indicating that it is likely not merely 
a function of spending greater time on a platform itself that 
is harmful. More research is needed on gender differences 
in social media usage and how this relates to mental health.

The current study adds to the body of literature on social 
media and mental health by being one of the first studies to 
examine use of an array of popular, contemporary social 
media platforms and their associations with a host of men-
tal health difficulties in young adults. Results suggest that 
when working with young adults with mental health prob-
lems, there may be clinical utility not only in attending to 
the amount of time individuals spend on social media, but 
also which platforms individuals invest their time in. This 
recommendation is supported by previous research showing 
that individuals randomized to cease using Tiktok, Face-
book, Twitter, and Instagram over one week experienced 
greater reductions in internalizing symptoms like anxiety 
and depression (Lambert et al., 2022). Whether these effects 
persist over the long term is unknown.

A number of limitations of the current investigation are 
relevant to consider. The current study was cross-sectional, 
and as such, is unable to elucidate the directionality of the 
observed associations. Although it is possible that use of 
social media causes or worsens existing mental health-
related problems, it is also equally plausible that men-
tal health problems encourage greater social media use. 
Although several associations were found between social 
media use and mental health problems, findings from the 
current study do necessarily indicate that use of these plat-
forms played a causal role in mental health issues. Another 
limitation is that social media use was assessed via self-
report. Although this is not uncommon, a recent meta-anal-
ysis found only moderate correlations between self-reported 
and objective measures of use (Parry et al., 2021). Addi-
tional investigations in this area would benefit from utilizing 
objective measures of social media use as well as comparing 
findings across objective and self-report measures of social 
media use. A final limitation is that the sample was largely 
Caucasian and female. Altogether, more comprehensive, 
longitudinal studies that assess a range of individual social 
media platforms across time using multiple modalities of 
assessment are warranted, especially among diverse sam-
ples. Given the results of the current study, additional studies 



Journal of Technology in Behavioral Science 

would also benefit from examining possible gender differ-
ences when exploring dynamics between social media and 
mental health and elucidating the mechanisms accounting 
for these differences.

The rapid proliferation and complexities of unique and 
novel social media platforms presents a challenge in study-
ing and understanding their linkages with mental health. 
Despite the contributions of the current investigation, find-
ings do not resolve the debate regarding the impact of social 
media on mental health in young people. However, this study 
points to some fruitful ways for advancing research in this 
area, including a need for more examinations of individual 
social media platforms and inclusion of a multitude of men-
tal health-related issues. Incorporating these elements into 
rigorous research methodology yields the greatest promise 
for generating accurate knowledge, educating the public, and 
guiding clinical intervention.
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