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Social media is a technology that 
offers its users a variety of functio-
nal opportunities to connect with 

others, communicate, create, share and 
consume textual and audiovisual con-
tent (created by others). Moreover, social 
media can be accessed almost anytime 
and anywhere, requiring only an internet 
connection and a suitable device (e.g. a 
computer or smart device). Today the in-
ternet is home to a large number of plat-
forms and applications that can perform 
various general or nuanced functions 
but are essentially based on the ability to 
communicate with other people. 
	 The main functions of social media 
are the free spread of information and 
connecting people across geographical 
barriers. By now, problematic aspects 
are also evident, such as the spread of 
misinformation, disinformation or malin-
formation and the polarisation of social 

groups. Although there are many threats 
associated with the use of social media, 
including cybercrime (e.g. identity theft 
and phishing) and cyberbullying, this ar-
ticle focuses on the risks associated with 
excessive social media use that are cent-
ral to the mental health debate. These 
risks are often, and sometimes baselessly, 
described as social media addiction.
	 This article outlines the problematic 
use of social media and its associations 
with mental health, how it is handled in 
the media and among Estonian youth, 
and practical recommendations that 
could help balance (social) media use. 
The article is based on recent research 
carried out in Estonia and internationally.

4.3
Social media use and mental health

KEY MESSAGE

While the excessive use of social media is associated with many difficulties 
in daily life (including mental health problems), the topic can be overem-
phasised in the media, and there is no reason to consider social media use 
in itself as the root cause of problems in daily life.
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Is social media addiction  
a real addiction?

The study of social media addiction 
is a relatively recent discipline but 
borrows from older research. While  

studying social media – a very recent 
technological innovation – it shares 
strong similarities with research on digi-
tal addiction, including smartphone and 
internet addiction. In fact, it can be said 
that the study of social media addiction 
stems from these other fields of rese-
arch. The development of this line of re-
search can be summarised as follows: the 
criteria for alcohol and drug abuse were 
adapted to the use of technology. This 
means that concepts such as withdrawal 
symptoms (e.g. irritability), tolerance (the 
idea that the same ‘dose’ of social media, 
smartphone or internet use is no longer 
sufficient) and disruptions of everyday 
life (problems at work or home because 
of excessive use of digital technologies) 
are now applied to technology use. 
	 In recent years, researchers have 
spent considerable energy discussing 
whether the excessive use of digital tech-
nology can and should be considered an 
addiction. Many researchers studying 
addiction and the interactions between 
digital technology and the psyche have 
now concluded that, more often than 
not, excessive social media should not 
be described as an ‘addiction’. Howe-
ver, the phrase ‘social media addiction’ 
is still fairly widely used in the academic 
world. This seems to be the result of mai-
nly two circumstances. First, many rese-
archers want to be consistent with pre-
vious works (including the terminology). 
Second, the term ‘addiction’ seems to be 
used in cases where the researcher has 
yet to explore the discussions in the field. 
The latter happens when the researcher’s 
professional background is not related to 
(clinical) psychology or psychiatry.
	 It is worth noting that perceived and 
self-labelled ‘social media addiction’ may 

stem at least partially from a long-stan-
ding narrative that associates techno-
logical innovation with changes in a 
person’s sense of self. For example, the 
information collected from the diaries of 
students on a five-day break from social 
media reveals that media technologies 
are very important in constructing one’s 
personal identity and that of one’s ge-
neration (Murumaa-Mengel and Siibak 
2019). The participants in this qualitative  
study had adopted the label ‘digital 
youth’ and described their generation as 
technologically capable and adaptable 
to social media. On the other hand, they 
also stated that ‘we are those addicts; it’s 
scary to even contemplate’ and tended 
to use generalisations about the poor 
mental well-being of the younger gene-
ration. However, the results of the survey 
conducted among Estonian youth re-
veals that the degree to which the sur-
vey participants thought they were ad-
dicted to social media did not correlate 
well with where they placed themselves 
on the problematic use scale. In other 
words, young people may tend to think 
they are more dependent on social me-
dia than they actually are.
	 One of the biggest problems with the 
concept of social media addiction is that 
there is no way to reliably and appropria-
tely measure it. Research in recent years  
has found that people’s perception of 
their social media use interfering in 
daily life is not strongly correlated with 
their actual behaviour (i.e. the objecti-
vely measured time and frequency of 
their social media use). This is one of the  
biggest problems in research in this 
field. For example, a 2018 survey among  

Young people may tend to 
think they are more depen-
dent on social media than 
they actually are.
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350 social media users in Estonia found 
that although people’s perceived Ins-
tagram use frequency was related to 
poor mental health, the correlation 
between actual measured time spent on 
Instagram and depressiveness or anxiety 
was very weak (Rozgonjuk et al. 2020). In 
other words, while people reported they 
used Instagram often (an indicator that 
predicted depressiveness), the actual 
measured time they spent on Instagram 
did not predict depressiveness. There-
fore, perceived excessive social media 
use may be a better predictor of mental 
health problems than actual measured 
use.
	 Here a general question arises: to 
what extent is it even possible to define  
the boundaries of addiction in terms 
of objectively measurable behavioural 
data (e.g. frequency of social media use 
and screen time)? As the digitisation of 
people’s everyday life is likely to conti-
nue, distinguishing between normal and 
excessive daily social media use makes 
answering that question difficult.

In addition to the fact that people’s 
perception of their social media use does 
not correspond to actual behaviour, the 
specifics of social media also raise ques-
tions. Should the use of different plat-
forms be distinguished? In cooperation 
with American and German researchers, 
we found that social media cannot be 
treated in a generalised way: different 
social media platforms can have diffe-
rent potential for addiction (Rozgonjuk 
et al. 2021) (see Figure 4.3.1). 

As the digitisation of people’s 
everyday life is likely to conti-
nue, distinguishing between 
normal and excessive daily 
social media use can be dif-
ficult or impossible.

Figure 4.3.1. Differences in the addictive potential of social media platforms and 
smartphones

SOURCE: Rozgonjuk et al. 2021
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	 We also need to consider the way 
social media is used. In recent years, a 
distinction has been drawn between 
socially active and passive use of social 
media. The former is divided into active 
public use (e.g. posting content and re-
sponding to others’ posts) and active 
private use (e.g. sending messages).  
Passive use means spending time on 
social media, such as browsing the 
news feed and viewing other people’s 
profiles. This distinction is important 
because socially active social media 
use (i.e. for communication) has gen-
erally been found to be associated with 
higher levels of well-being, while pas-
sive social media use is associated with 
lower well-being (Verduyn et al. 2020).
	 To sum up, although studies focus-
ing on social media addiction continue 
to be published, it is a fairly complex 
field with many nuances beneath the 
surface.

Excessive social media 
use and mental health

While there are problems with 
the research of social media 
use (such as the use of termi-

nology referring to addiction), the links 
to mental health cannot be ignored. One 
might think that social media use is as-
sociated with better mental health, as it 
effectively satisfies people’s fundamen-
tal need to communicate. Social media 

also makes it possible to raise social cap-
ital (build relationship networks between 
people) quickly and effectively, thus 
strengthening the feeling of social cohe-
sion. According to a cross-sectional study 
conducted in 2018 among 436 Estonian 
social media users, this, in turn, can have 
a positive effect on well-being (Gugushvili  
et al. 2020). However, several experi-
mental and meta-analysis studies have 
shown that social media use is weakly 
but negatively related to users’ well-be-
ing and mental health (Appel et al. 2020).
	 Why is excessive social media use 
associated with poor mental health? Re-
searchers have suggested social compar-
ison as one possible explanation. Social 
comparison is comparing one’s own abil-
ities, characteristics and opinions with 
those of others to get the most accurate 
self-image possible. People may com-
pare their appearance, social status and 
many other characteristics with those 
of others, but importantly, the compar-
ison requires a comparator – someone 
to compare oneself against. Choosing 
a comparator can depend on the direc-
tion of comparison: there is a difference 
between an upward comparison (with 
people who are better than oneself in 
terms of the comparable characteristic) 
and a downward comparison (with peo-
ple who are worse in that respect). Com-
paring oneself with those who are more 
successful can inspire and motivate, but 
it can also make one feel inferior and 
envy the comparator. For social compar-
ison related to social media, the feelings 
of envy can be explained by the fact that 
people share a more positive image of 
themselves and their activities on social 
media than is actually the case in every-
day life.
	 Research confirms that people tend 
to compare themselves with those who 
are more successful, and this can cause 
negative emotions (e.g. envy and result-
ing frustration), which in turn leads to 
a deterioration of well-being or mental 
health (Gugushvili et al. 2020). People 
who tend to experience sadness and 

Socially active social media 
use (for communication) is 
associated with higher well-
being, while passive social 
media use is associated with 
lower well-being.



266 4.3  |  Social media use and mental health

anxiety and who have low self-esteem 
can be particularly affected when com-
paring themselves to others. Research 
also shows that the use of social media 
platforms can cause information over-
load, the postponing of important ac-
tivities and a decrease in face-to-face 
interactions, all of which can harm peo-
ple’s well-being (Gugushvili et al. 2020). 
FOMO, or the fear of missing out, has 
also been identified as an important fac-
tor in the negative relationship between 
the use of social media and well-being. 
People with high FOMO have a great-
er fear of missing out on other people’s 
(such as friends’) activities and experi-
ences. Thus, researchers have hypothe-
sised that FOMO is also associated with 
greater social media use. In the Estoni-
an sample, it was confirmed that higher 
FOMO is related to poor mental health 
(Gugushvili et al. 2020). Although sever-
al studies have shown that FOMO is as-
sociated with perceived excessive use of 
smart devices and social media, recent 
findings of analyses that measure actu-
al smartphone use and combine survey 
data suggest that FOMO may not pre-
dict actual measured smartphone use 
well (Rozgonjuk  et al. 2021). However, it is 
important to note that researchers have 
not reached a consensus on the direc-
tion of the causal relationship: whether 
social comparison, sadness, FOMO, etc. 
increase social media consumption or 
vice versa.

Coverage of social media 
use in the Estonian media

The problems associated with the 
excessive use of social media in 
everyday life should not be under-

estimated, especially since there is rea-
son to believe that some people are more 
severely affected by the excessive use of 
social media than others. However, it is 
also worth noting that the negative ef-
fects of excessive use and the prevalence 
of social media addiction are consistently 
framed as a much bigger problem than 
it actually is. In other words, public dis-
cussion and the media tend to label the 
(excessive) use of social media as dan-
gerous for (mental) health and for social 
interests and values. This is an example 
of ‘moral panic’. The increasing use of so-
cial media is one of the reasons why over-
tones of moral panic accompany the me-
dia narrative. Another reason may be the 
fact that addiction as a potential social 
problem attracts the media: discourse 
on addictions of various kinds has always 
been amplified in the media, and the Es-
tonian news media portrays social media 
use as a problem that urgently requires 
a cure. For example, various problems 
related to mental health are discussed 
alongside social media addiction in al-
most two-thirds of the articles published 
in the Estonian media (Sinivee 2022).  
Figure 4.3.2 shows the frequency of 

Scientists have not reached 
a consensus on the direction 
of the causal relationship: 
whether social comparison, 
sadness, FOMO, etc. increase 
social media consumption or 
vice versa.

Public discussion and the 
media tend to label the (exces-
sive) use of social media as 
dangerous for (mental) health 
and for social interests and 
values. This is an example of 
‘moral panic’.



267

words related to mental health in arti-
cles discussing excessive social media 
use published in the Estonian media be-
tween 1 January 2013 and 1 January 2021.
	 Although a negative tone prevails 
in media coverage of social media, re-
search has shown that young people 
use social media primarily to communi-
cate with each other, and as previously 
stated, socially active social media use 
is more likely to be associated with bet-
ter mental health. Naturally, it is vital to 
notice and help young people who are 
trying to cope with their (excessive) use 
of social media and create and main-
tain in-person social relationships. But 
we need to keep in mind that, according 
to the results of a cross-sectional study  

conducted in 2018 (987 young people  
aged 11–19 years participated), most 
young people are not addicted to the use 
of social media (Sinivee et al. 2022), even 
if they describe themselves as such.

4.3  |  Social media use and mental health

Figure 4.3.2. A word cloud of mental health-related words used in Estonian media to 
discuss the excessive use of social media

SOURCE: Sinivee 2022 

Young people use social media 
primarily to communicate 
with each other, and socially 
active social media use is 
more likely to be associated 
with better mental health.

NOTE: Based on 190 articles on social media addiction published in Estonian media between 1 January 2013 and 1 January 2021. 
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Young people often describe a 
social media break as a lonely 
time when there is no way to 
check whether their existing 
social relationships still stand 
and whether anyone notices 
that ‘I am actually not dead’.

Social media breaks  
reveal fears and  
expectations

Every spring since 2016, students 
participating in one of the internet 
research courses at the University 

of Tartu have been asked to take a five-
day break from social media. The partic-
ipants record their experiences and feel-
ings free-form in a diary, and at the end 
of the course, they may give the diary up 
for research. By the time this article was 
written, 120 students had shared their 
diaries, which provide a comprehensive 
insight into today’s youths’ relationships 
with smart devices and social media. 
With a few exceptions, these are 19-to-
23-year-old undergraduates in social 
sciences and humanities. Most are Esto-
nians, but it is estimated that a quarter of 
the submitted diaries belong to foreign 
students. There are certain cultural and 
contextual differences, but in general, 
the topics covered by Estonian and for-
eign students are similar. Globally, young 
adults have many things in common.
	 The diaries of the social media break 
(Lepik and Murumaa-Mengel 2019) re-
vealed two broad frameworks in the as-
sociations between young people’s men-
tal health and the use of social media.
	 First, the break acts as a wall, isolat-
ing the subject: too little communication 

results in lower well-being. Young peo-
ple are used to the fact that everything 
– friends and family, love and work, en-
tertainment and information – is always 
at their fingertips. Therefore, they of-
ten describe a social media break as a  
lonely time when there is no way to 
check whether their existing social rela-
tionships still stand and whether anyone 
notices that ‘I am actually not dead’. This 
finding is consistent with the results of 
studies described above – active social 
media use is beneficial for psychological 
well-being.
	 Second, the break acts as a vacation: it 
is an excuse for reduced communication 
and thus increases subjective well-being. 
The social media break is seen as an op-
portunity, as a way to regain control of 
communication and time and to return 
to good old ‘technostalgia’. It is usually  
preceded by a perceived decrease in 
the ability to focus and the expectation 
and hope that even a short break from 
the constant stream of information will 
provide mental clarity and the ability to 
focus again. Moreover, many students 
describe experiencing an avalanche of 
notifications, beeps, parallel conversa-
tions, videos and images, and reactions 
and rituals, resulting in feeling buried 
alive under expectations from numerous 
sources to communicate.
	 Taking an overview of the diaries 
(Figure 4.3.3), we see that the most fre- 
quently used word is ‘time’: the fast or 
slow passage of time was mentioned in 
almost all diaries (a total of 1,743 times). 
Variations of the word ‘feel’ (1,381), which 
is typical vocabulary for diaries, take sec-
ond place, and references to the main 
device – the phone – are in third place 
(mentioned a total of 1,295 times). One 
notable finding is that the phone be-
comes almost useless if it is not a gate-
way to social media. The fourth most fre-
quently mentioned word in the diaries 
was ‘friend(s)’ (a total of 915 times). Refer-
ences to specific social media platforms, 
such as Facebook, Instagram and You-
Tube, are also found in the diaries.
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	 In addition, productivity was a dom-
inant value in the diaries. During the so-
cial media break, many felt incomplete 
as the normal information-filled and 
fast-paced, parallel activities of everyday 
life were taken away. On the positive side, 
the young people wrote that the days 
passed ‘surprisingly quickly’ and were 
‘relatively productive’, as slowness and 
idleness are something to avoid, accord-
ing to many diaries.
	 If psychologist Abraham Maslow, who 
proposed the concept of the hierarchy 
of needs, were to read these diaries, he 
would definitely point out the symptoms 
of deprivation in the students’ descrip-
tions. For example, they need social me-
dia to fall asleep (falling asleep to videos 
with soothing content), to feel safe in the 

urban environment (sharing their loca-
tion with friends on the way home from 
a party), to maintain friendships (such as 
streaks on Snapchat maintaining a chain 
of daily interactions) or to share the latest 
piece of digital art with their followers.
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Figure 4.3.3. A word cloud of the words used in students’ diaries written during the 
social media break

SOURCE: figure by the authors 

NOTE: The figure shows words that appeared in the diaries more than 100 times. Words related to the task, pronouns, numbers and the like 
are excluded. 

During a social media break, 
many young people felt 
incomplete as the normal 
information-filled and fast-
paced, parallel activities of 
everyday life were taken away.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LIMITING EXCESSIVE USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA 
If a person is concerned about their (excessive) use of social media, they 
should consider cutting back. Research has shown that limiting the use 
of social media can also reduce the use of smart devices (and vice versa). 
One possible approach is to dial down the functionality of the device. For 
example, experiments with setting the screen to grayscale have reduced 
smartphone usage. 
	
You may find the following tips helpful if you want to limit your use of 
smart devices and social media.

1. 	 Turn off unnecessary reminders and notifications (sounds, banners 
and vibration).

2.	 When your phone is in silent mode, keep it face down and out of reach.

3.	 Set a screen lock and make unlocking the screen as inconvenient as 
possible.

4.	 When you go to bed, leave your phone in another room or keep it on 
silent mode and face down.

5.	 Reduce screen brightness, set the screen to grayscale and activate the 
blue light filter (known as night mode).

6.	 Create a separate folder for social media apps, add all relevant apps 
there, and move the folder away from the home screen.

7.	 Let your loved ones and colleagues know that you will not check your 
messages often.

8.	 If you do not need your phone, leave it at home.

SOURCE: Olson et al. 2022

Without a doubt, social media 
platforms like Facebook, In-
stagram, TikTok and Twitter 

have shaped the norms and practices of 
daily life. On the one hand, this effect can 
be negative (echo chambers and infor-
mation bubbles, polarisation, comparing 
oneself with others, etc.). On the other 
hand, social media fulfils many valuable 

functions, and well-being could suffer 
without it. Although social media use 
is often associated with mental health 
problems, the mass media can overem-
phasise this topic and it is often unwise 
to consider social media as the root cause 
of mental health problems. Generally, ac-
tive communication supports well-being. 
Research on social media has also shown 

SUMMARY
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that active communication with others is 
linked to increased well-being. A study of 
social media break diaries revealed that 
not using social media limits communi-
cation, which, in turn, can lead to loneli-
ness. Social relationships were one of the 
main themes in the diaries. Young people 
often wrote about how they missed their 
friends, loved ones and family members 
while on break. At the same time, however,  
social media encourages comparing one-
self with others. And as people tend to 
share the better aspects of their lives on 
social media, self-perception can be dis-
torted by comparing one’s life against the 
positive image that other people choose 
to project. However, a social media break 
can also support well-being: activities are 
not interrupted in order to react to so-
cial media notifications, and social com-
parisons that distort self-perception are 
reduced. Based on these assumptions, 

recent research has proposed (relatively 
uncomplicated) measures to control so-
cial media use, such as turning off pop-up 
notifications, reducing app appeal and 
functionality, and cutting down the role 
of social media in everyday life. ●

Although social media use is 
often associated with mental 
health problems, the mass 
media can overemphasise this 
topic and it is often unwise to 
consider social media as the 
root cause of mental health 
problems.


