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The Crown

2023

The Perfect Storm

Social media addiction, mental health

and post-pandemic college life

Abstract

Social media has long been a topic of debate, especially
regarding its impact on the mental health of younger users.
Coupled with the COVID-19 pandemic the issue has become a
critical research point. With research already showing the
negative impacts of both COVID-19 and social media on young
adults, an in-depth analysis of the combination of these
components can provide critical information about the
ramifications on college students. The guiding question for my
analysis is: How has the increase in social media use and decline

in mental health during COVID-19 impacted college students?

The post-pandemic period is marked by a crisis of mental health,
especially among college-aged students. Mental health is the
psychological well-being of an individual, and researchers have
determined that college is “a period of increased vulnerability
for a wide range of mental health (MH) challenges” (Liu, et al.).
Multiple studies in Malaysia, the U.S and China have
demonstrated that there has been an increase in rates of
depression and anxiety among college-aged respondents
(Haikalis, Michelle et al); (Lim, Leonard Thomas S., et al).

This is supported by reports of suicidal ideation and calls for
accessible health resources by researchers (Liu, Cindy H, et al.).
Further, from February-March of 2020 to July of the same year,
there was a 60.5% and 120.3% increase in anxiety and
depression respectively in juniors at a mid-sized, private
northeastern college (Haikalis, Michelle, et al.). In addition,
studies show loneliness and anxiety related to school have
increased significantly, due to the sudden lack of socialization
and complete disruption of academia. Overall, the already
substantially poor mental health of college students has
plummeted in response to the COVID-19 pandemic (Haikalis,
Michelle, et al.).

Mental health is not the only crisis future generations
face, as social media has now become addictive to college
students. Social media is any website or application whose
primary purpose is communication, content-sharing or
socialization (Lutkevich, Ben, and Ivy Wigmore). One study
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done on two American universities reported that the average
number of minutes spent on social media by students was 115.83
per day (Tuck, Alison B., and Renee J.Thompson). This is
furthered by the documented increase in daily time spent on
social networking sites and habitual use due to the COVID-19
pandemic. One such study has illustrated that there was a
46.62% increase in the number of Bangladeshi university
students spending four hours or more on social media during
lockdown (Gupta, Ankit, et al.). Additionally, this time went
from concentrated periods at night or late in the afternoon to
throughout the entire day (Gupta, Ankit, et al.). Countless studies
on United States college students produce the same results of
drastic increase in usage and frequency of usage, with the
original 115.83 minutes mentioned rising to 196.38 minutes
during the pandemic (Tuck, Alison B, and Renee J Thompson).
The constant use of the word addiction in many of these

studies demonstrates how problematic the situation has become,
notably with Facebook usage by students in Bangladesh (Ripon,
Rezaul Karim, et al.) As such, multiple studies call attention to
the problematic relationship and urge for further examination on
addiction (Tuck, Alison B, and Renee J Thompson).

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the declining
trend of mental health, most notably regarding the levels of
stress, depression and addiction college students felt. The levels
of negative mental health symptoms reported link social media
use to secondary trauma and depression during the pandemic
(Haddad, J.M., et al.). The frequency of trauma is especially
telling of social media’s impact, and is even more apparent with
statistics relaying that almost half the first year medical students
from a study in India reported having mood fluctuations at the
same time their usage of social media went up. The researchers
concluded that the increase in social media usage had a
significant relationship with the students’ mood fluctuations, and
that both of these components were brought on by the
pandemic (Gupta, Ankit, et al). Another study, conducted in the
U.S., found that students became reliant on social media as a
coping mechanism, and those that used it as a form of escapism
suffered greatly (Eden, Allison L, et al). Conclusively, the
prevalence of a huge mental health decline and social media
upsurge among multiple countries undoubtedly displays the need
for studies on the post-pandemic conditions of college students.
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Appendix

Figure |

Social media use by education

% of U.S. adults who say they use at least one social media site, by education level
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