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Abstract 

 There are about 3.8 billion social media users around the world (How Many People…, 

2020). How does social media use affect the mental health of its users? Excessive social media 

use has the potential to increase vulnerability to the development of psychological disorders, 

specifically increasing psychological distress, decreasing self-esteem, and increasing depressive 

symptoms. With social media use on the rise among people of all ages, it is important to 

understand the potential adverse effects so that usage guidelines and interventions can be 

developed. This is a proposed study to determine what the effects of using Instagram, Facebook, 

or no social media for a week will have on mental health. Specifically, this proposed study will 

examine the effects of using Instagram, Facebook, or no social media for a week on the Patient 

Health Questionnaire-9, Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale, and the Kessler Psychological Distress 

Scale. These scales measure depressive symptoms, self-esteem, and psychological distress. 

Taken together, results from this proposed study will contribute to understanding the potential 

deleterious effects of social media use and provide information to help shape the development of 

social media usage standards and interventions for individuals adversely affected by social media 

usage. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this project is to review the literature on different social media platforms 

and their respective influences whether positive or negative on mental health, and to propose a 

study to investigate the effects of social media use on mental health. First, I will describe two 

social media platforms, Facebook and Instagram, by examining important variables within each 

platform that correlate with effects on mental health. I will then summarize what the research 

tells us about these social media platforms and their effects on mental health. Finally, I will bring 

together all of the important information the literature has revealed and then develop novel, 

testable hypotheses for a proposed study. 

Social Media Background 

Social media use has soared since it was first invented and there are many different 

platforms in which to socialize online (Smith, K., 2019). Facebook is arguably one of the 

biggest, if not the biggest, social media platforms today (Smith, K., 2019). Some recent research 

has claimed Facebook reaches about 60.6% of internet users and about 69% of adults in the U.S. 

claim they use Facebook (Mohsin, M., 2020), or approximately 147.38 million adults. With these 

statistics in mind, in addition to the fact that the average Facebook user spends almost one hour 

on the site per day, it is imperative to determine how this particular social media platform affects 

the mental health of its users, if it does indeed affect mental health (Mohsin, M., 2020.) Aside  
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from Facebook, it is important to determine how all types of social media affect an individual’s 

mental health. If we can understand how social media affects mental health, we can begin to 

understand the role social media plays into an individual’s mental health and begin to change 

social media behavior to minimize or eliminate any adverse effects.  

     It is important to distinguish typical social media users from those who may have an internet 

and/or social media addiction. The DSM-V does not define either social media addiction or 

internet addiction. For the purposes of this project and based on existing literature (Hawi, N., & 

Samaha, M., 2019), I will define social media addiction as a psychological or behavioral 

dependence on social media that results in excessive amounts of time spent on social media, a 

loss of interest in other areas of life (e.g., work, hobbies, family), and disruptions to other areas 

of life. The two social media platforms I will be focusing on are Facebook and Instagram. I had 

originally intended to include Twitter as well, but my literature searches yielded no research 

between Twitter and mental health.  

Facebook and Instagram Statistics 

It is important to understand a typical users’ behavior with each platform. Statistics 

related to each social media platform characterize the typical way individuals interact with each 

of the two platforms. As of this year, it is estimated that there are 2.6 billion Facebook users 

worldwide, making it the leader in social media platforms for the amount of users (Mohsin, M.,  
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2020). The average time an individual spends on Facebook is estimated to be 58.5 minutes per 

day (Mohsin, M., 2020). Regarding Instagram, it is estimated that about 1 billion people use 

Instagram worldwide, with each individual spending an average of 28 minutes per day on the site 

(Aslam, S., 2020). These statistics are important because they tell us, generally, 

                                                       

 

Figure 1. Average breakdown of time spent during the day. 

 

 



 

THE EFFECTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA                                                                                            8 

how many people use each social media platform and, on average, how many minutes per day an 

individual spends on each social media platform (see Figure 1). Figure 1 shows that the average 

individual spends about 2 hours on social media during an average day. In the following 

sections, I will begin to outline what kinds of effects the two different social media platforms 

outlined above have on an individual’s mental health. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chen, and Lee, in (2013) determined how Facebook interactions and psychological 

distress interact with each other in two main areas: communication overload and personal self-

esteem. The authors of the research defined communication overload as, “When too much 

information is flowing into an individual’s brain - emails, texts, phone calls, instant messages, 

posts, and status updates - an individual can become overwhelmed.” This research was drawn 

from an online survey given to 513 college students and only students with valid answers to all 

questions on the survey were utilized in the research. 

Psychological distress was measured by using six items adapted from the Kessler 

Psychological Distress Scale and Facebook interaction was measured by eight items that 

indicated the frequency of Facebook activities in the past 30 days through a 7-point Likert-scale. 

The researchers had numerous hypotheses about this study, one of them being that “The 

frequency of Facebook interaction is positively related to psychological distress” (Chen, W., and  
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Lee, K. H., 2013). This study found out that frequent interaction with Facebook is associated 

with greater psychological distress through a two-step pathway that reduces self-esteem and 

increases communication overload. The results of this research are important to help us begin to 

understand the effects social media have on mental health, specifically Facebook. Since 

psychological distress was positively correlated with the frequency of Facebook interaction, it 

can be inferred that the more an individual interacts with Facebook, the more psychological 

distress that individual will deal with (as a result of an increase in communication overload and 

reduced self-esteem). 

An earlier study that investigated social media and mental health comes from Hawi, N., 

& Samaha, M. in 2019. These researchers sought to find out the relationship between social 

media, self-esteem, and self-construal. The researchers defined self-construal as “one’s definition 

of one’s self, independent of others’ opinions and views”. Some of the assessment tools utilized 

in this research were the Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale (RSES), the Satisfaction with Life Scale 

(SwLS), and the Self-Construal Scale (SCS). The researchers did not specify any hypotheses but 

the results showed that, among other variables, a lower sense of self-esteem and emotional 

stability were significantly correlated with both internet addiction and social media addiction. 

That is, the less self-esteem and/or less emotional stability an individual has, the higher the 

chances the individual develops an internet addition and/or social media addiction. Age, 

satisfaction with life, and self-construal were neither correlated with internet addiction nor social 

media addiction. 
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The results of this research are important because they give us an idea for what variables 

are significantly correlated with internet addiction and social media addiction (see Table 1). Self-

esteem and emotional stability are both negatively correlated with both internet addiction and 

social media addiction. This means that the less emotionally stable an individual is and/or the 

less self-esteem an individual has, the more likely that individual is going to develop an internet 

addiction and social media addiction. However, age, satisfaction with life, and self-construal 

were all not correlated with either internet addiction or social media addiction. These findings 

are important because we can begin to understand what traits people with internet addiction 

and/or social media addiction generally carry- less emotional stability and less self-esteem than 

the average person. This research is able to help us understand the previous research stated in 

this paper. If an individual is less emotionally stable and/or has a low self-esteem, that individual 

is more likely to develop an internet and/or social media addiction. If an individual carries an 

internet and/or social media addiction, what are the chances that individual interacts more than 

the average individual with Facebook? If it is the case that an individual with a social media or 

internet addiction interacts with Facebook more than the average person, because they have an 

addiction to either the internet or social media, previous literature has stated that individual will 

have a higher chance of developing psychological distress. This research is important not only 

because we can gather the fact that more interactions with Facebook generally causes more 

psychological distress in an individual, but we can begin to  
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understand how internet addictions and social media addictions also play into the role of 

psychological distress. 

Variable Correlation Type 2nd Variable 

Self-esteem Negative Correlation Internet and Social Media 

Addictions 

Emotional Stability Negative Correlation Internet and Social Media 

Addictions 

Age No Correlation Internet or Social Media 

Addictions 

Satisfaction with Life No Correlation Internet or Social Media 

Addictions 

Self-construal No Correlation Internet or Social Media 

Addictions 

 

Table 1. Measures and their correlation to Internet and/or Social Media Addictions. 

 

We now know frequent interactions with Facebook may cause greater psychological 

distress via a two-step pathway (Chen, W., and Lee, K. H., 2013) containing reduced self-esteem 

and increased communication overload (see Figure 2) but what would happen if someone 

decides to quit using Facebook? In a study conducted by Morten Tromholt in 2016, the effects of 

quitting Facebook were analyzed. 1,095 Danish participants were recruited via Facebook in 2016 

for this research. It is notable, though, that eighty-six percent of the sample were women and the 

average age of participants was thirty-four-years-old. The two hypotheses from Morten suggest  
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that “Facebook use affects life satisfaction negatively” and “Facebook use affects emotions 

negatively”. After completing a fifteen-minute online questionnaire, the participants were 

randomly assigned to one of two groups. One group was told not to use Facebook for a week and 

the other group was told to continue using Facebook for a week. The results of this study showed 

that the participants who did not use Facebook for a week reported significantly higher levels of 

life satisfaction than participants who did use Facebook for a week- which confirms the 

hypothesis that “Facebook use affects life satisfaction negatively”. This research also found that 

Facebook users gained aspects of well-being based on how they used Facebook. Heavy users of 

Facebook who quit the social media site for a week reported greater well-being than light users 

of Facebook who quit the social media site for a week. This result means an individual does not 

necessarily have to quit Facebook altogether to gain a higher sense of well-being, but change the 

behavior in which the individual uses Facebook. Using Facebook less-heavily results in a greater 

sense of well-being than using Facebook heavily. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

THE EFFECTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA                                                                                          13 

Figure 2. The relationships between communication overload, Facebook interaction, 

psychological distress, and self-esteem (Chen, W., and Lee, K. H., 2013). 

This research by Morten Tromholt in 2016 shows the effects of quitting Facebook for a 

week versus not quitting Facebook for a week. This research is important because it shows that 

quitting Facebook for only a week increases an individual’s sense of life satisfaction and well-

being. Now that we know using Facebook less or quitting the site altogether produces an increase 

in life satisfaction and personal well-being, we can add that to the previous finding that Facebook 

produces a greater psychological distress through diminished self-esteem and increased 

communication overload to make general finding that Facebook, one of many social media sites, 

is negative for one’s mental health in a few different aspects. Adding to this fact that, among 

other variables, a lower sense of self-esteem and emotional stability were significantly correlated 

with both internet addiction and social media addiction, we can start to see the  
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negative effects of social media use altogether. If an individual has a lower sense of self-esteem 

and emotional stability, that individual is more likely to develop an internet addiction and social 

media addiction. If an individual develops these addictions, we can conclude, based on prior 

research, that the addictions will, generally, only lessen life satisfaction and well-being while 

increasing psychological distress if the individual uses Facebook. 

In a recent study by Sherlock and Wagstaff (2019), Instagram use was looked at in order 

to try and establish a link between Instagram use and various psychological variables. The 

participants of this study were 129 women between the ages of 18 and 35. First, the participants 

completed a series of questionnaires that showed Instagram use is correlated with self-esteem, 

depressive symptoms, general and physical appearance anxiety, and body dissatisfaction. The 

research showed that these correlations were mediated by social comparison. That is, if an 

individual uses Instagram and consciously or subconsciously compares themselves to the people 

they are looking at or interacting with on Instagram, then Instagram use is correlated with the 

variables listed above (Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. L., 2019). In another portion of this study, 

participants were exposed to a collection of either beauty, fitness, or travel Instagram images to 

see how interpretation and interaction with the images correlated with various psychological 

variables. The results of this portion of the study showed that fitness and beauty images 

significantly decreased self-rated attractiveness of the participants, and the size of this decrease 

in self-rated attractiveness was correlated with depressive symptoms, anxiety, body 

dissatisfaction, and a decrease in self-esteem (Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. L., 2019). 
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As the previous study regarding Instagram use and various psychological variables showed 

(Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. L., 2019), Instagram use and the way individuals interact with the 

social media site are associated with negative mental health outcomes such as depressive 

symptoms, decreased self-esteem, general and physical appearance anxiety, and body 

dissatisfaction. These correlations were mediated by social comparison, so if an individual were 

to consciously or subconsciously compare themselves socially to the people or images seen on 

the site, then the negative outcomes would appear. Additionally, when exposed to fitness and 

beauty images on Instagram, participants showed significantly decreased self-rated 

attractiveness. The size of the decrease in self-rated attractiveness was correlated with depressive 

symptoms, anxiety, body-dissatisfaction, and a decrease in self-esteem (Sherlock, M., & 

Wagstaff, D. L., 2019). These results are important because they begin to help us understand 

what Instagram use and looking at either fitness or beauty images on Instagram can do to a 

person’s mental health.  

STUDY RATIONALE 

           In order to obtain baseline Internet Use information, I will ask participants to complete a 

3-question Internet Use Questionnaire (see Appendix A). This questionnaire asks participants to 

list the social media sites they have accounts for, list the average amount of time, per day, they 

spend on each social media site, and name the number of friends they have. Given the above 

research, I have generated seven hypotheses for my proposed experiment regarding Facebook 

and Instagram that will be tested in the proposed studies. 
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Effect of Facebook Use on Psychological Distress 

The first hypothesis, regarding Facebook usage is that “Facebook use will result in 

increased psychological distress”. Based on previous studies, Facebook use should result in high 

psychological distress because Facebook use creates psychological distress through 

communication overload and decreased self-esteem (Chen, W., and Lee, K. H., 2013). 

Effect of Facebook Use on Self-Esteem 

The second hypothesis, also regarding Facebook use is that “Facebook use will result in 

decreased self-esteem”. Based on previous studies, Facebook use should result in decreased self-

esteem because it has been found that frequent Facebook interaction results in reduced self-

esteem (Chen, W., and Lee, K. H., 2013). 

Effects of Instagram Use on Self-Esteem 

The third hypothesis, regarding Instagram use is that “Instagram use will result in 

reduced self-esteem”. Based on previous studies, Instagram use should result in reduced self-

esteem because a correlation has been found between Instagram use and self-esteem, especially 

if a user is exposed to fitness and/or beauty images on Instagram (Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. 

L., 2019). 
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Effects of Instagram Use on Depressive Symptoms 

The fourth hypothesis, again regarding Instagram use, is that “Instagram use will result in 

increased depressive symptoms”. Based on previous studies, Instagram use should result in 

increased depressive symptoms because a correlation has previously been found between 

Instagram use and depressive symptoms (Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. L., 2019). 

Effects of Not Using Facebook and Instagram on Self-Esteem 

The fifth hypothesis regarding both platforms is that “Not using Facebook and Instagram 

results in increased self-esteem when compared to those individuals who use Instagram and 

Facebook”. Based on previous studies, it has been shown that Facebook (Chen, W., and Lee, K. 

H., 2013) and Instagram (Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. L., 2019) both reduce self-esteem. 

Therefore, not using Facebook and Instagram should result in an increase in self-esteem.  

Effects of Not Using Facebook and Instagram on Depressive Symptoms 

The sixth hypothesis is that “Not using Facebook and Instagram results in decreased 

depressive symptoms when compared to those individuals who use Instagram and Facebook”. 

Based on previous studies, not using Facebook (Chen, W., and Lee, K. H., 2013) and Instagram  

(Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. L., 2019) should result in decreased depressive symptoms because 

of a decrease in psychological distress and self-esteem 
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Effects of Not Using Facebook and Instagram on Psychological Distress 

Finally, the seventh and final hypothesis states that “Not using Facebook and Instagram 

will result in decreased psychological distress when compared to those individuals who use 

Instagram and Facebook.” Based on previous studies, not using Facebook (Chen, W., and Lee, 

K. H., 2013) and Instagram (Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. L., 2019) should result in decreased 

psychological distress because this finding has been previously reported.  

It is important to test these hypotheses because as if they are supported by the research, 

the information on how these two types of social media can impact mental health should be made 

known to the general public in order for people to make informed decisions about based on what 

the research shows. If the first hypothesis is supported by the data, then this will demonstrate that 

the average Facebook user has increased psychological distress compared to an average 

individual who does not use Facebook. If the second hypothesis is supported by the data, then 

this will demonstrate that the average Facebook user has decreased self-esteem compared to an 

average individual who does not use Facebook. If the third hypothesis is supported by the data, 

then this will demonstrate that the average Instagram user has increased body dissatisfaction 

compared to an average individual who does not use Instagram. If the fourth hypothesis is 

supported by the data, then this will demonstrate that the average Instagram user has reduced  
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self-esteem when compared to an average individual who does not use Instagram. If the fifth 

hypothesis is supported by the data, then this will demonstrate that the average Instagram user 

has increased depressive symptoms when compared to an average individual who does not use 

Instagram. If the sixth hypothesis is supported by the data, then this will demonstrate that the 

average individual who does not use Facebook and Instagram will result in decreased body 

dissatisfaction when compared to an average individual who does use Facebook and Instagram. 

If the seventh hypothesis is supported by the data, then this will demonstrate that the average 

individual who does not use Facebook and Instagram will have increased self-esteem when 

compared to an average individual who does use Facebook and Instagram. If the eighth 

hypothesis is supported by the data, then this will demonstrate that the average individual who 

uses Facebook and Instagram will have decreased depressive symptoms when compared to an 

average individual who does use Facebook and Instagram. Finally, if the ninth hypothesis is 

supported by the data, then this will demonstrate that the average individual who does not use 

Facebook and Instagram will have decreased psychological distress when compared to an 

average individual who does use Facebook and Instagram.  
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METHODS 

Participants 

 The participants for this proposed research will be all genders between the ages of 18 and 

25. I chose this age bracket because age 18 is when someone becomes a legal adult and age 25 is 

when brain development is complete (Arain, M. et al., 2013). 200 participants will be recruited 

via posting fliers on college campuses in and around the Dutchess County area in New York. 

Additionally, the participants will be compensated with $5 each for participation in this study.  

Application for approval to conduct this study will be obtained from the Bard College 

Institutional Review Board (see Appendix E).  

Procedure 

Part 1 Collection of Internet Use Data 

 Participants will complete an online questionnaire (see Appendix A) regarding individual 

social media activity. The questionnaire will be presented to the participants via Mechanical 

Turk (MTurk). Social media activity will be defined as what social media sites the participants 

have an account for. The questionnaire will ask for an estimate of time spent, per day, on each 

social media site. Additionally, the online questionnaire will ask participants about their number 

of friends. Friends will be defined as someone who an individual talks to in person or online at 

least  
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once per week during a typical week. I have limited the definition of “friend” to someone an 

individual talks to in person or online at least once per week during a typical week because, in 

my experience, it is typical for friends to talk at least once per week on a normal basis. All 

baseline data will be collected and used as a starting point to see how many friends each 

participant has and to see participants’ general social media activity. 

Measures 

 There will be six different measures utilized in this research. The first measure is the 

Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (Chen, W., and Lee, K. H., 2013) (See Appendix B), which 

will be used in order to gain insight into participants’ psychological distress. The second measure 

that will be utilized in this study is Rosenberg's Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) (Hawi, N., & Samaha, 

M., 2019) (See Appendix C) , which will be used to measure self-esteem. The final measure to 

be utilized in this study is the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) (See Appendix D). The 

PHQ-9 will be used to determine if participants have depressive symptoms. All of these 

measures will be used for this research in order to gain insight into participants’ psychological 

distress, self-esteem, satisfaction with life, depressive symptoms, and anxieties.  
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Data Analysis 

Part 1 Baseline Internet Use Information 

 Part 1 of the data analysis will include scoring the baseline questionnaire given to 

participants. This questionnaire includes how many social media sites the participant has an 

account for, the average amount of time spent, per day, on each social media site, and how many 

friends each participant has. Descriptive statistics will be used to characterize baseline levels of 

social media usage. 

Part 2 Social Media or Non-Social Media Use on Effective Measures 

Individual scores on each of the scales listed under the “Measures” will be analyzed. All 

data will be analyzed using one-way-ANOVA methods to determine if the type of social media 

(SM) affects the outcome measures on the five surveys. A one-way ANOVA will be used for 

each of the 7 hypotheses to determine if the analyses will yield statistically significant data. If the 

omnibus F is significant, I will run a Bonferroni post-hoc test to determine if groups differ from 

each other.   
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PREDICTED RESULTS 

 For hypothesis 1, I predict that the Facebook group will show a higher score on 

the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale when compared to the scores on the same scale by the 

Instagram and no social media groups.  

Figure 4. Predicted scores for each of the social media groups on the Kessler Psychological 

Distress Scale. A higher score indicates higher distress. The no social media (NSM) group has 

the lowest score and the Facebook Group (FG) has the highest score. 

For hypothesis 2, I predict that the NSM group will have a higher score on the 

Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale when compared to the scores on the same scale of the Facebook 

group, but the Instagram group’s scores will be lower than the scores on the RSES for the 

Facebook group. This is the case because I believe Instagram reduces self-esteem more than 

Facebook.   
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Figure 5. Predicted scores for each of the social media groups on the Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem 

Scale. A higher score indicates a higher self-esteem, The NSM group has the highest score and 

the Instagram group (IG) has the lowest score. 

For hypothesis 3, I predict that the Instagram group will have the highest scores on the 

RSES when compared to the Facebook group’s scores and no social media group’s scores. See 

figure 5 for the proposed scores of each group on the RSES. 

For hypothesis 4, I predict that the Instagram group will exhibit higher scores on the 

PHQ-9 when compared to the scores of the Facebook group and no social media group.  
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Figure 6. Predicted scores for each of the social media groups on the Patient Health 

Questionnaire-9. A higher score indicates a higher depression severity. The no social media 

(NSM) group has the lowest score and the Facebook group (FG) has the highest score. 

For hypothesis 5, I predict that the NSM group will show the highest scores on the RSES 

when compared to the scores of the Facebook group and Instagram group on the same scale 

because using no social media for a week should increase participants’ self-esteem. See figure 5 

for the predicted scores on the RSES. 
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For hypothesis 6, I predict that the NSMG will show the lowest scores on the PHQ-9 

when compared to the scores of the Facebook group and Instagram group on the same scale 

because not using social media for a week should decrease depressive symptoms. See figure 6 

for the predicted scores on the PHQ-9. 

For the last hypothesis, number 7, I predict that the NSM scores will show the lowest 

scores on the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale when compared to the scores of the Facebook 

group and Instagram group on the same scale because not using social media for a week should 

decrease participants’ psychological distress. See Figure 4 for the predicted scores between each 

group and their scores on the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale.  

DISCUSSION 

 The current study sought to identify significant relationships between Facebook use, 

Instagram use, and the mental health markers: self-esteem, depressive symptoms, and 

psychological distress. If the predictions from this proposed study are accurate, Facebook and/or 

Instagram use will be found to produce greater negative mental health symptoms compared to no 

use. For example, if hypothesis 1 is supported and the Facebook group shows higher scores on 

the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale, then we know that frequent interaction with Facebook 

causes psychological distress. Additionally, Instagram also would cause psychological distress, 

but possibly not a significant amount. This is important because psychological distress can cause  
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disruptions to everyday life such as the inability to focus on certain tasks, anxiety, fatigue, and 

sadness. It is important for this study to reach the general public because it is critical to inform 

people of the possible negative side effects of using social media, specifically Facebook and 

Instagram.   

As hypothesis 1 states the Facebook group will show higher scores on the Kessler 

Psychological Distress Scale, this hypothesis is supported by previous literature. It has been 

found that frequent interactions with Facebook generates more psychological distress than not 

having frequent interactions with Facebook, via a two-step pathway that reduces self-esteem and 

increases communication overload (Chen, W., and Lee, K. H., 2013). Additionally, in 2016, 

Morten Tromholt found that quitting Facebook for a week led to significantly higher levels of 

life satisfaction compared to not quitting Facebook for a week. Also, when heavy users of 

Facebook quit the social media site for a week, it led to a greater sense of well-being compared 

to when light users of Facebook quit the social media site for a week.  

 If hypothesis 2 is supported and the no social media group has a higher mean score on the 

RSES than the Facebook group, then we know that frequent interactions with Facebook produces 

a lower self-esteem. If the Instagram Group (IG) has a lower mean score on the RSES than the 

FG, then we know that frequent interactions with Instagram produces a lower self-esteem than 

frequent interactions with Facebook. This is important because self-esteem can affect many areas 

of life, from how someone carries themselves to how much someone tries on a task for work. 

Hypothesis 2 is supported by previous literature in terms of Instagram affecting self-esteem, but  
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there has been no literature that says Facebook interacts with self-esteem in some way. Previous 

literature regarding Instagram and self-esteem showed that Instagram use is positively correlated 

with a decrease in self-esteem, among other psychological variables (Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, 

D. L., 2019). So, the Instagram portion of hypothesis 2 would be replicating the effects of 

Instagram on self-esteem from Sherlock’s research.  

If hypothesis 3 is supported, then the Instagram group will show the lowest scores on the 

RSES, followed by the Facebook group’s scores, and then followed by the no social media 

group. This distinction between the IG and the FG is important because it allows us to see 

Instagram use pertains to a lower self-esteem, in general, compared to Facebook use. I predict 

the Instagram group will show the lowest scores on the RSES because previous literature has 

shown that fitness and beauty images on Instagram further the association between Instagram use 

and self-esteem, and in my experience, Instagram shows more fitness and beauty images than 

Facebook does, therefore resulting in a lower self-esteem mean than the Facebook group 

(Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. L., 2019). 

If hypothesis 5 is supported, then the NSM will show the highest scores on the RSES 

when compared to both the IG and FB. Higher scores on the RSES indicates a higher sense of 

self-esteem, so people in the no social media group should exhibit a higher sense of self-esteem 

than those people in the FB and IG. There is no previous literature that specifically states not 

using social media will result in a higher score on the RSES, but because there has been literature 

that says Instagram use is related to decreased self-esteem, I believe this is the case.  
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If hypothesis 4 is supported, then the IG will show higher scores on the PHQ-9 compared 

to both the FB and no social media groups. This is an important finding because it tells us that 

Instagram use is associated with more depressive symptoms in the user as compared to Facebook 

use or no social media. Depressive symptoms can be feelings of sadness, hopelessness, 

irritability, loss of interest or pleasure in all or some of normal activities, disturbances to sleep, 

lack of energy, anxiety, and more (Depression, 2018). If both Instagram and Facebook use are 

associated with depressive symptoms, then, in general, the users of these social media sites will 

exhibit one or a few of the depressive symptoms listed above. If this is the case, then there will 

most-likely be disruptions to everyday life for users of Facebook or Instagram. It is important to 

note the relationships between Facebook, Instagram, and depressive symptoms because more 

people experiencing depressive symptoms as a result of social media use would not be beneficial 

for our world. Previous literature has shown that Instagram use is associated with an increase in 

depressive symptoms, among other variables (Sherlock, M., & Wagstaff, D. L., 2019). There has 

been no previous literature that states whether or not Facebook use is associated with an increase 

in depressive symptoms.  

If hypothesis 6 is supported, then the no social media group will have the lowest scores 

on the PHQ-9 when compared to both the IG and FB. Low scores on the PHQ-9 indicate less 

depressive symptoms, so individuals in the NSM group should exhibit low depressive symptoms 

as indicated by the PHQ-9 as a result of not using social media.  
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If hypothesis 7 is supported, then the NSM group should show the lowest scores on the 

Kessler Psychological Distress Scale when compared to the FB and IG groups. Low scores on 

this scale indicate low psychological distress. If this hypothesis is supported, then it is likely that 

the FB and IG groups do exhibit some psychological distress as a result of using a social media 

platform. As does anxiety and depressive symptoms, psychological distress will also cause 

complications in daily life and further disrupt the lives of many people who use these social 

media sites. Previous literature has found that frequent interactions with Facebook generate 

psychological distress via a two-step pathway that reduces self-esteem and increases 

communication overload (Chen, W., and Lee, K. H., 2013). 

CONCLUSION 

Taken together the predicted outcomes of the proposed study show using Facebook or 

Instagram can have a negative effect on an individual’s mental health by increasing 

psychological distress, reducing self-esteem, and increasing depressive symptoms. It is important 

that the general public is made aware of these negative impacts of social media in order for 

people to make a well-informed decision on whether or not to continue using these social media 

sites. Additionally, more research is needed in order to find out if other social media sites have 

the same effects on people’s mental health as do these two social media sites.  
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The results of this study affect people between the ages of 18 and 25, as this age group is 

what the study is focused on. However, people younger than 18 and people older than 25 may 

also have the same negative mental health outcomes from using social media as people between 

the ages of 18 and 25 do. More research needs to be done in order to figure out how age affects 

the mental health symptoms that can be brought on by the use of Instagram and Facebook. I 

believe the usage of Facebook and Instagram can be changed in order to minimize the risk 

outcome. For example, in 2013, Chen and Lee found that ‘frequent’ interactions with Facebook 

cause greater psychological distress in individuals. So, if people can visit Facebook infrequently, 

maybe once a day or once every two days, then the risk of psychological distress will decrease. I 

believe this finding can be broadened to include both Facebook and Instagram for many 

psychological symptoms. For example, interacting with Instagram less than usual may result in a 

smaller reduction of self-esteem versus interacting with Instagram on a daily basis. There was a 

recent meta-analysis published in 2020 that found “Facebook-based social support had effects on 

three broad categories: general health, mental illness, and well-being” (Gilmour, J., Machin, T., 

Brownlow, C., & Jeffries, C., 2020). Unfortunately, the researchers did not define what they 

meant by ‘Facebook-based social support’, so we can only speculate about what kind of support 

this may be. However, this literature does bring to light the fact that Facebook, and possibly 

other social media platforms, can be used to improve mental health rather than worsen mental 

health. Another article published in 2020 examined the effects of an intervention through  
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Facebook in order to strengthen self-esteem in nursing undergraduates. The nursing 

undergraduates were involved in ten intervention sessions via a private Facebook page that 

posted positive messages, texts, and pictures. The results showed that there were significant 

increases in the scores on the RSES and self-efficacy tests, indicating that the nursing 

undergraduates did benefit from this intervention via Facebook (Ribeiro, R. M., et al., 2020). 

Based on this study, it can be inferred that if someone is solely viewing positive messages, texts, 

and pictures via Facebook, then that individual can have positive mental health outcomes as a 

result. To conclude, people may experience less negative mental health outcomes by visiting 

social media sites infrequently. Also, some variation of ‘Facebook-based social support’ may 

have a positive impact on one’s sense of general health, mental illness, and well-being (Gilmour, 

J., Machin, T., Brownlow, C., & Jeffries, C., 2020). Finally, viewing solely positive texts, 

messages, and pictures via Facebook is possibly a way to increase self-esteem and self-efficacy 

(Ribeiro, R. M., et al., 2020). 

Based on existing literature as described in  the previous paragraph, I believe numerous 

age groups and populations would be able to benefit from social media use if the use of a 

positive intervention on Facebook or ‘Facebook-based social support’ were to be utilized. On the 

flip-side, I believe every population and age group could be at risk for experiencing negative 

mental health repercussions for using social media sites, such as Instagram or Facebook, too 

frequently. One broad implication of social media affecting people is that between 2009 and 

2017, it was found that the rates of depression among children ages 14 to 17 increased by more  
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than 60% (Heid, M., 2019). Additionally, a study found that, in regards to young people, rates of 

suicidal thoughts, plans and attempts all increased significantly, and in some cases more than 

doubled, between 2008 and 2017 (Heid, M., 2019). Some believe these results are because of 

that fact that social media use also took-off in participant numbers during this same time period. 

In conclusion, social media has a large impact on the well-being and mental health of many 

people. I believe whether or not social media negatively affects one’s well-being and/or mental 

health is binded to a case-by-case basis. By this I mean that every individual is different in many 

different ways, so the impact of social media on one’s mental health may look different for 

different people. For example, important variables are the type of material viewed on social 

media sites, how often one views social media sites, and several other factors. I believe more 

research should be done on social media and mental health in order to determine what the exact 

implications of using social media platforms are on mental health in order to develop safe 

guidelines for use and interventions where needed. 
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