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Abstract 
This study aims to explore the impact of social media use on mental health risk 
among Chinese adolescents. Through a qualitative study of second-year under-
graduates at a university, this paper analyzed their reflections on high school and 
freshman life during adolescence, focusing on the relationship between the fre-
quency and quality of social media use, content type, degree of addiction, and 
mental health risk. The study found that social media use was positively asso-
ciated with the risk of depression, anxiety and psychological distress, especially 
in the behavioral patterns of social comparison and approval seeking. In addi-
tion, this study explored the possibility of mitigating the negative effects of so-
cial media by enhancing digital literacy and mental health awareness. The find-
ings of this study provide a scientific basis for the development of targeted in-
terventions aimed at promoting the mental health of adolescents in China. This 
study sheds light on the complex role of social media in adolescent mental 
health problems, accentuating the importance of families and schools in guid-
ing adolescents to healthy use of social media. 
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1. Introduction 

In today’s digital era, social media has become an indispensable part of the daily 
lives of teenagers—especially in China—where the ubiquitous use of smartphones 
and the rapid development of the internet have made it increasingly common for 
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young people to communicate, gather information, and cultivate social connec-
tions through social media platforms. The term “social media” describes the net-
works of online platforms that allow individuals to communicate and engage with 
others through text and images (Aichner et al., 2021; Carr & Hayes, 2015). How-
ever, every coin has two sides, and inevitably, social media brings negative effects 
as well. There are many issues related to social media—including, but not limited 
to: sexual messaging, privacy, safety, cyberbullying, educational disruptions, and 
mental health challenges (Kaur et al., 2022), which affect most.  

As the ubiquity of digital media has increased, so has screen time among teen-
agers (Zhang et al., 2019). Social media use can lead to depression in adolescents 
(Hussain et al., 2020) or other problems, and in severe cases, suicide. Depression 
and suicidal behaviors among adolescents have increased significantly in recent 
years (Vidal et al., 2020). Depression is a common mental disorder among ado-
lescents, with about 9% of adolescents experiencing moderate to severe depressive 
symptoms. Previous studies have shown that the incidence of depression is higher 
in southern China, with 23.5% of middle school students reporting depressive 
symptoms (Li et al., 2018). In addition to depression, it can also cause sleep prob-
lems. The incidence of sleep problems in college students is significantly higher 
than in the general population. The results of Huang et al. (2020) have shown that 
the incidence of poor sleep quality among Chinese college students was 9.8%, and 
the multi-factor logistic regression analysis has shown that poor sleep quality was 
significantly correlated with the use of smartphones for more than four years and 
more than five hours per day. The prevalence of suicidal ideation among Chinese 
college students is also not low and is closely related to the characteristics of social 
media use (Huang et al., 2022). 

Studies have shown that the effects of social media use on the incidence of de-
pression, anxiety, and psychological distress in adolescents may be multifactorial, 
and they are directly correlated, but may not be conclusively causal (Keles et al., 
2020). Social media fosters appearance-based comparisons, which can lead to 
body dissatisfaction and self-esteem issues, especially among teenagers who al-
ready feel insecure. And the constant need to be online can lead to anxiety and 
interfere with offline social interactions. Also, cyberbullying and exposure to 
harmful content, such as images of self-harm, are significant risks, affecting men-
tal health and exacerbating loneliness (Popat & Tarrant, 2023). Of course, more 
literature shows that problematic or addictive social media use can have adverse 
effects on adolescents’ mental health (Boer et al., 2021; Karim et al., 2020; Li et al., 
2018; Santos et al., 2023). Some are not only associated with depression, but also 
have a higher effect size with anxiety disorders (Hussain et al., 2020; Shannon et 
al., 2022). Most of the literature highlights the influence of quantitative and qual-
itative factors in the use of social media (Vidal et al., 2020). In problematic or 
addictive use of social media, the effects of likes, comments and followers on the 
mental health of adolescents are particularly obvious, as they lead users to seek 
social approval and self-esteem satisfaction, which is prone to stress, depression 
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and anxiety. At the same time, browsing posts and media sharing can also exacer-
bate users’ psychological problems caused by comparing themselves to others. In 
contrast, social media gaming has less impact on mental health (Beyari, 2023). 

Therefore, increasing digital literacy and mental health awareness are im-
portant tools to protect ourselves and take full advantage of the positive effects of 
social media. In the face of the increasing prevalence of psychological disorders 
among Gen Z, government cooperation with social media platforms is crucial. 
Governments should develop regulations to protect citizens, and social media 
platforms can provide mental health resources and information to jointly promote 
public mental health in the digital age (Yakobus et al., 2023). 

However, most existing research has employed cross-sectional or longitudinal 
designs that assess social media use and mental health variables (Boer et al., 2021; 
Hussain et al., 2020), less focusing on the mechanism of how and why social media 
use affects adolescent mental health. If we do not appreciate this mechanism 
deeply, prevention and intervention will never be properly proposed. Therefore, 
this study aims to explore the impact of social media use on mental health risk in 
a qualitative study of second-year undergraduates at a university. It will provide a 
scientific basis for developing targeted interventions and promoting adolescent 
mental health among Chinese Adolescents. 

2. Literature Review  
2.1. Adolescents’ Mental Health Risk 

The rise in adolescent mental health challenges has paralleled the rapid growth of 
social media use over the past decade. While social media offers significant possi-
bilities to expand and enhance mental health services for young people, it also 
introduces potential risks to their mental health and overall well-being (Hollis, 
2022; Schønning et al., 2020). Mental health risks encompass depression, anxiety, 
stress, and loneliness (Ghanayem et al., 2024; Sharma & Tyszka, 2023; Zhou et al., 
2023). The preponderance of scholarly research examines the relationship be-
tween social media use and mental health risk, and the research methods include 
systematic analysis, thematic analysis (Vidal et al., 2020), and qualitative literature 
review (Popat & Tarrant, 2023). For instance, Liu et al. (2022) established a dose-
response model of the relationship between time spent on social media and the 
risk of depression in adolescents through a systematic review and analysis of rel-
evant studies. This model provides a quantitative method for assessing the impact 
of social media use on adolescent mental health. In addition, two other papers 
used a three-wave longitudinal design to scrutinize thoroughly the association be-
tween problematic social media use and mental health risks such as depression, 
anxiety, stress, and loneliness (Wang et al., 2022; Zhou et al., 2023). These studies 
provide a crucial empirical foundation for understanding the complex effects of 
social media on mental health. 

In terms of the relationship between mental health risks and social media use, the 
most frequently studied variables include frequency of social media use, quality of 
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use, type of content, degree of addiction to social networks, and individual mental 
health indicators such as measures of depression or anxiety symptoms. Further-
more, a small number of studies focused on other relevant variables, such as sleep 
quality (Huang et al., 2020), experience of stressful life events (Zhao et al., 2021), 
family conflict, and academic pressure (Wang et al., 2022), and usage habits (San-
tos et al., 2023). 

Elaborating on these variables, various studies has examined how specific fea-
tures and emotional experiences associated with social media use impact mental 
health. Beyari (2023) has specifically analyzed the use of different functions in so-
cial media, including private chat, group chat, browsing posts, playing games, me-
dia sharing, advertising, and behaviors such as likes, comments, and followers. 
Other research has focused on adolescents’ feelings about social media use, in-
cluding self-expression, social comparison, connection pressure, social engage-
ment, and cyberbullying, when they navigate the information in a digital age and 
learn how to use it (Popat & Tarrant, 2023). It is the diversity of these variables 
that provides a rich perspective for understanding how social media use affects 
mental health. 

Additionally, multiple reviews pointed out that there is a significant association 
between social media use and adolescent depression and suicidal behavior (Boer 
et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2022; Shannon et al., 2022; Vidal et al., 2020). Specifically, 
a significant relationship was also shown between social network use disorders 
and symptoms of depression and anxiety (Hussain et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2019). 
In addition, excessive screen use is strongly associated with mental health prob-
lems—such as anxiety and depression (Santos et al., 2023)—while smartphone us-
age characteristics are also associated with decreased sleep quality (Huang et al., 
2020). The results show that there is a dose-response relationship between the 
time of social media use and the risk of depression in adolescents: the longer the 
time of use, the higher the risk of depression (Liu et al., 2022). Moreover, there is 
an association between stressful life events and problematic smartphone use, and 
this relationship is revealed in part through the impact of mental health problems 
(Zhao et al., 2021). One paper’s cross-lag model confirmed a bidirectional rela-
tionship between problematic social media use (PSMU) and mental health risk 
(Zhou et al., 2023). Another study, using hierarchical process analysis (AHP) 
methods, concluded that certain social media activities—especially those centered 
on entertainment and communication—can exacerbate the prevalence of mental 
health issues (Beyari, 2023). These findings provide crucial insights into the far-
reaching impact of social media use on adolescent mental health. 

2.2. Impact of Social Media Use on Mental Health Risk 

In examining the impact of social media on adolescent mental health, it is essential 
to consider specific dimensions. Much of the research reveals how social media 
increases the risk of depression, anxiety, and psychological distress in adolescents, 
and explores in detail the relationship between multiple dimensions of social 
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media use, such as time, activity, engagement, addiction, and patterns, and mental 
health problems, including depression, anxiety, and sleep quality (Huang et al., 
2022). The study also discusses how these relationships may be exacerbated by 
negative interactions on social media, particularly changes in social behavior 
(such as the effects of interpersonal relationships (Yakobus et al., 2023) and 
changes in perception (such as the effects of self-esteem issues (Huang et al., 2020) 
and emotional regulation (Yakobus et al., 2023), which increase mental health 
risks. Some literature suggests that overuse of social media may lead to cognitive 
and emotional distortions that further increase mental health risks (Zhou et al., 
2023), especially in the context of cyberbullying and social comparisons (Zhao et 
al., 2021). 

A large body of literature employs cross-sectional research methods, which an-
alyze population data at a specific point in time or provide insight into the per-
sonal experiences of respondents. This type of research generally finds a correla-
tion between social media use and the frequency of their use (Li et al., 2018) and 
an increased risk of mental health problems, and explores how these behaviors 
contribute to worsening mental health (Huang et al., 2022). Studies have shown 
that high frequency of social media use is associated with higher rates of depres-
sion and suicidal tendencies (Zhao et al., 2021). 

Building on these methodological insights, additional research has explored 
specific behaviors that increase mental health risks and shed light on the complex 
interplay between problematic social media use and mental health conditions by 
utilizing quantitative data analysis and longitudinal research. One study relied on 
quantitative data and statistical models to analyze the relationship between prob-
lematic social media use (PSMU) and mental health, pointing to links between 
PSMU and different types of mental health problems such as depression, stress, 
and loneliness through cross-sectional studies (Hussain et al., 2020). The study 
also used longitudinal research methods to assess the interaction between social 
media use and mental health status through long-term follow-up, in particular 
using a model across time nodes to test the interaction between social media use 
and mental health problems (Hussain et al., 2020). Another study provided a 
cross-sectional analysis of the relationship between different types and patterns of 
social media behavior and mental health states such as depression, anxiety, and 
suicidal tendencies. The study also highlights the importance of conducting lon-
gitudinal studies to explore how social media use habits affect mental health over 
time, pointing to the importance of analysis of data at different points in time to 
understand this relationship (Huang et al., 2022). Previous research consistently 
demonstrates that higher frequency, addictive tendencies, and specific patterns of 
social media use are closely linked to increased mental health risks. 

2.3. Mental Health Risk among Chinese Adolescents 

Chinese adolescents are the focus of this study due to unique societal pressures 
and cultural values, such as academic competition and cultural expectations. In 
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previous literature, the impact of social media use on mental health issues such as 
depression and anxiety has been extensively explored (Hussain et al., 2020; Keles 
et al., 2020). This literature argues that the length of social media use, the nature 
of the activity, the level of engagement, and possibly addictive behavior are all 
strongly associated with increased mental health risk. In addition, the structure of 
social networks, such as the strength and quality of support systems, also has an 
important impact on adolescents’ mental health. Depression and suicidal behavior 
are strongly associated with unhealthy patterns of social media use. 

In this regard, several studies have specifically looked at the impact of cyber-
bullying and sexual abuse on social media, revealing how these behaviors can ex-
acerbate mental health problems for victims, especially among adolescents (Popat, 
& Tarrant, 2023). In addition, social media use has also been found to be associ-
ated with decreased sleep quality, including disrupted sleep and delayed sleep du-
ration, which negatively impacts adolescents’ mental and physical health (Kaur et 
al., 2022). 

Interestingly, some studies have also underscored the potential benefits of non-
screen activities, such as sports and cultural activities, in combating depression, 
which improve adolescents’ mental health by promoting social interaction and 
physical activity (Li et al., 2018). While much of the literature focuses on a broad 
group of adolescents—typically between the ages of 12 and 18—some studies fo-
cus specifically on undergraduates, especially first-year undergraduates in China. 
Notably, studies on undergraduates highlight significant adjustment challenges 
and social pressures. For example, two studies (Zhao et al., 2021; Zhou et al., 2023) 
highlight the difficulties these students may encounter in adjusting to college life. 
One article mentions a three-wave longitudinal study involving Chinese under-
graduate students, focusing specifically on the mental health risks of these first-
year undergraduates (Zhou et al., 2023). Another paper evaluated life events en-
countered by undergraduates at Wenzhou Medical University over the past year—
and their impact on suicidal ideation—through a three-wave longitudinal survey, 
highlighting the mental health challenges undergraduates face during critical life 
transitions (Zhao et al., 2021). Chinese adolescents exhibit similar mental health 
risks associated with social media use, such as increased anxiety and depression; 
however, societal pressures and cultural expectations unique to China may am-
plify these effects. 

In all, previous studies highlight the complex interplay between social media 
use and mental health, revealing how a multifaceted approach can be taken to 
understanding and responding to increasing mental health issues among adoles-
cents and young adults. Of course, even though Chinese adolescents share many 
mental health challenges associated with social media use, the added influence of 
cultural expectations and rapid technological integration in China offers a distinct 
lens for analysis. 

Based on the preceding analysis, this study proposes the following research 
questions: 

RQ1: How does social media use affect mental health risks such as depression, 
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anxiety, and stress among Chinese adolescents? 
RQ2: What specific aspects of social media use (e.g., frequency, content type, 

interaction patterns) most significantly contribute to mental health risks in this 
population? 

RQ3: How do Chinese adolescent students perceive and manage the mental 
health impacts associated with social media use? 

3. Methods 
3.1. Research Design 

In November 2024, this study employed one set of focus group discussions con-
sisting of 5 students and 10 semi-structured in-depth interviews. The focus group 
discussion lasted approximately 1 hour, while each in-depth interview lasted about 
30 to 45 minutes. 

In-depth interviews aim to gather profound insights and understanding by 
starting with everyday perceptions, explanations, and interpretations; they further 
strive to investigate the contextual boundaries surrounding these experiences or 
perceptions, ultimately revealing aspects that are often concealed from ordinary 
awareness or introspection (Johnson & Rowlands, 2012). 

Focus group discussions are a qualitative research approach used to collect in-
sights into participants’ experiences, ideas, and beliefs through interactive discus-
sions (Kim & Lee, 2017). Focus group discussions belong to one of the most uti-
lized research methods in the social sciences (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014). 

3.2. Participants 

Participants were selected through purposive sampling. Purposive sampling was 
selected for this study to ensure the inclusion of participants with specific charac-
teristics that align with the research objectives. The participants of the in-depth 
interview are sophomores, between 19 and 20 years old, with slightly more female 
students than male students. They come from different majors, and please refer 
to Table 1 for details. The focus was on Chinese adolescents, particularly univer-
sity sophomores aged 19 - 20, as they were in a critical transitional phase from 
high school to college. This age group is uniquely positioned to reflect on their 
adolescent experiences and discuss how social media use impacted their mental 
health during high school and their initial years of university life. 

The small sample size of 10 interviewees and 5 focus group participants presents 
strengths for this study: Qualitative research with a small sample size enables the 
collection of detailed, in-depth insights. The study’s focus on a manageable num-
ber of participants allowed for comprehensive exploration of their experiences, 
perceptions, and behaviors regarding social media use and mental health. The 
smaller sample size facilitated the identification and interpretation of nuanced 
themes, such as the role of social comparison and approval-seeking behaviors in 
influencing mental health risks. 

Purposive sampling allows for theoretical representativeness (Rai & Thapa, 
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2015; Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024). The participants’ shared experiences with social 
media and mental health challenges provide insights into broader trends and com-
monalities among Chinese adolescents. Additionally, the diversity in academic 
majors and gender ensures that the sample includes a range of viewpoints, behav-
iors, and coping mechanisms. These insights may resonate with a larger popula-
tion facing similar socio-cultural and technological influences. 

 
Table 1. Information of members of in-depth interview. 

Depth Interviewee Respondents Age Gender Major 

Depth Interviewee 01 19 Female Design 

Depth Interviewee 02 19 Male Finance 

Depth Interviewee 03 19 Female 
Business Administration 

(U.S.-China Cooperation) 

Depth Interviewee 04 19 Female German 

Depth Interviewee 05 20 Female Revenue 

Depth Interviewee 06 19 Female Design 

Depth Interviewee 07 19 Female 
Business Administration 

(U.S.-China Cooperation) 

Depth Interviewee 08 20 Male Finance 

Depth Interviewee 09 19 Female Finance 

Depth Interviewee 10 19 Female Design 

 
The members interviewed in the focus group are sophomores, between 19 and 

20 years old, and the proportion of male and female students is basically the same. 
They come from different majors respectively. Please refer to Table 2 for details. 

 
Table 2. Information of members interviewed in focus group. 

Focus Group Respondents Age Gender Major 

Focus Group Interviewee 01 19 Female Accounting 

Focus Group Interviewee 02 19 Male Electric engineering (German) 

Focus Group Interviewee 03 19 Male 
Business Administration  

(U.S.-China Cooperation) 

Focus Group Interviewee 04 19 Male Design 

Focus Group Interviewee 05 20 Female 
Business Administration  

(U.S.-China Cooperation) 

3.3. Interview Questions 

In the in-depth interview, the interviewer first asked each interviewee to introduce 
their experience of using social media in their senior year of high school (includ-
ing frequency of use, psychological impact, influence of social comparison on self-
identity and coping strategies), challenges in the transition from senior year to 
freshman year, and the role of social media in this process. The experience of 
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social media use in freshman year (including frequency of use, psychological im-
pact, influence of social comparison on self-identity and coping strategies), as well 
as the comparison and reflection of their two stages. They were also asked to give 
college-going high school students some advice to help them better adapt to their 
new social environment and manage the impact of social media on their mental 
health. It also suggests how schools or society can help young people cope with 
the stress of social media use at different stages. 

In the focus group interview, the interviewer first asked each member to intro-
duce their major and social media usage habits (including frequency of use, psy-
chological impact, influence of social comparison on self-identity and coping 
strategies) in senior year and freshman year and asked the interviewees to share 
their past and present and discuss what led to their changes. It concludes with the 
interviewees’ plans for their own future social media use and some suggestions to 
help them better adapt to the new social environment and manage the impact of 
social media on their mental health. 

3.4. Procedure 

Before data collection, the research purposes were explained in detail to the 
participants—who then provided written informed consent. An interview guide 
was prepared for the study. After obtaining informed consent, participants were 
briefly introduced to the rules, goals, and objectives of the study, and informed 
that the discussions and interviews would be recorded. During the discussions and 
interviews, participants were encouraged to speak freely, and the moderator also 
made written records.  

Focus group discussion and in-depth interviews were conducted, while discus-
sions were audio-recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. The recordings were tran-
scribed word-for-word following a transcription protocol designed for thematic 
analysis (McLellan et al., 2003; Trippas et al., 2017). After the interviews and focus 
group, each conversation was transcribed verbatim and reviewed multiple times 
to gain insight into the participants’ perspectives. Confidentiality and anonymity 
were ensured by excluding their names from the transcripts. All personal or iden-
tifiable information was removed to maintain privacy. To verify the accuracy of 
the transcriptions, they were shared with participants for feedback—which was 
then incorporated as necessary. 

4. Results 

The data were analyzed through a qualitative content process by using the induc-
tive method, where codes were identified, grouped, and organized following an 
inductive approach. Finally, the analysis was used to identify overarching themes. 
Key statements were highlighted, organized, and categorized into general themes 
and sub-themes. Data were coded and analyzed for themes using interpretative 
methods, analyzing the themes that emerged as follows. 
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4.1. Thematic Analysis of Feedback from High School Students 
4.1.1. Frequency and Purpose of Social Media Use 
High school students generally use social media in the evenings and weekends 
after coming home from school, with more frequency on weekends. It can be used 
for a variety of purposes, from interacting with friends on WeChat or QQ to 
watching entertainment videos on major video sites like Douyin to relax and pass 
the time. Some students use social media to search for and collect information 
about their studies, especially from study videos and problem-solving strategies, 
or to meet people in the same study circle through social media. 

4.1.2. Academic and Emotional Impact 
Students expressed the interference of social media on learning, especially the easy 
distraction during online classes. Some even stay up late using social media. In 
addition, the use of social media sometimes delays the completion of homework 
and slows down academic efficiency, which in the long run will make people anx-
ious. Excessive use of social media will also lead to feelings of emptiness and de-
pression, which indirectly affects mental health. While students generally agreed 
that social media provided a channel for emotional relief and motivation in the 
high-intensity learning environment of senior year, it also triggered feelings of 
anxiety and dissatisfaction, such as comparison and envy, especially when seeing 
academic achievements and social activities shared by peers. 

For example, participant 1 from the deep interview highlighted that the use of 
social media during high school mainly caused academic-related anxiety rather 
than direct emotional distress like sadness or depression. Participant 1 noted be-
ing highly curious and engaged in gossip with friends on social media, which often 
occurred while others were multitasking, such as completing assignments. This 
led to a situation where the participant fell behind on academic tasks, indirectly 
contributing to feelings of academic anxiety. Participant 2 from the deep interview 
mentioned that social media use during high school disrupted their studies and 
impacted their emotions. They expressed feeling sad or anxious when messages 
they sent to others were not replied to, highlighting how social interactions on 
social media could lead to emotional distress. Participant 5 from the deep inter-
view noted that social media use often caused them to become deeply engrossed, 
which negatively affected their study efficiency. Over time, this led to feelings of 
anxiety, creating a cycle where they would continue using social media despite 
feeling anxious about the time spent. 

4.1.3. Solutions 
Students indicated that when they had negative emotions due to social media, they 
would reduce their use of visual media and focus more on themselves, process 
alone, or communicate with friends and families. Some students will make study 
plans to give themselves the motivation to study.  

4.1.4. Social Comparison 
Social comparison exists in some high school students, and those who don’t 
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regularly check their moments are less likely to compare themselves with others. 
Social comparisons often occur when the lives and achievements of peers are ob-
served through social media, leading to feelings of envy, but it is not likely to lead 
to a decline in self-worth. Instead, it motivates students to strengthen their self-
awareness, discover their shortcomings, and make them work hard. Social com-
parisons can affect a minority’s state of confidence, leaving them doubting them-
selves and anxiously confused about the future. 

4.2. Analysis of Freshman Topic  
4.2.1. Changes in Usage Patterns 
University life has brought more freedom and the need to use social media has 
become greater, so the time and frequency of social media use has generally in-
creased. The new environment and looser academic arrangements led students to 
spend more time socializing and having fun online, rather than “viciously” play-
ing on their phones, and occasionally using social media to study. 

4.2.2. Develop New Social Connections 
While much of life is offline, social media is still crucial to helping freshmen inte-
grate into college life, and many students make new social connections and friends 
by participating in clubs and activities. At the same time, they will also add the 
contact information of the campus wall to integrate into the new campus. 

4.2.3. Mental Health Impact 
Freshmen usually say that compared with high school, they are less dependent on 
social media in college and use it more rationally, but they still suffer from anxiety 
and pressure due to various information such as learning and internship, and 
some people have slight internal friction due to the likes and comments of friends. 
Or after entering the university, life suddenly becomes rich, and sometimes there 
will be an inexplicable vanity in social life, even if the heart is uncomfortable, the 
whole person is very tired, but also to establish some false connections with people 
who do not like. 

4.2.4. Constant Social Comparison 
Although the frequency of social comparison has decreased, it still exists. First-
year students pay more attention to social comparisons related to their studies and 
careers, especially the academic achievement and career development of their 
peers. Sometimes they envy the lives of others, but they try to avoid too many 
comparisons on social media and focus on their personal growth and studies. 

4.3. Advice 
4.3.1. Advice to High School Students about Entering College  
Advice for college-bound high school students focuses on the judicious use of so-
cial media and fostering authentic relationships, emphasizing the importance of 
balancing online interactions with real-life experiences. Students are advised to 
focus on personal growth and self-awareness and avoid unnecessary comparisons 
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that can lead to stress and internal conflict. The overall recommendation is to en-
gage with social media in a way that promotes well-being and personal develop-
ment, without allowing it to overshadow real-world experiences and achieve-
ments. 

4.3.2. Help Teenagers Cope with the Pressure of Social Media Use at  
Different Stages  

It is recommended that schools and society provide structured support to help 
students cope with the challenges of social media use. This includes implementing 
educational programs that teach responsible use, promoting activities that en-
courage real-life interactions, and providing mental health support to cope with 
the stress of online stress. By regulating social media content and promoting pos-
itive online environments, schools and society can help ensure that social media 
serves as a tool for positive engagement, rather than a source of anxiety. 

4.4. Analysis of Focus Group 

Insights gained from focus group interviews revealed that students generally view 
social media as a double-edged sword, with both potential benefits and possible 
harms. During the discussion, students shared how they have dealt with the neg-
ative emotions and stress caused by reducing their use of social media or changing 
their habits. They emphasize that in a psychologically immature stage, over-reli-
ance on social media can easily lead to internal friction and a distorted sense of 
self-worth. In the feedback of high school students and freshmen on social media 
use, we can see a significant impact on academic, emotional, and interpersonal 
relationships. 

They use social media in high school, usually under the supervision of the home 
and school environment, mainly for entertainment, relaxation and simple social 
interaction, but frequent comparison and excessive consumption of information 
may also cause anxiety and other negative emotions. Strategies to address these 
issues include limiting usage time, choosing what they are going to focus on, and 
enjoying themselves more in active participation in real-life activities to reduce 
dependence on the virtual world. 

In contrast, freshmen, faced with a more Open University environment, use 
social media more frequently and autonomously, becoming an important tool for 
building new relationships and integrating into campus culture. New students 
learn and adapt quickly to new environments through social media, but also face 
ongoing social comparison and mental health challenges caused by social media. 
They tend to balance their impact by adjusting usage habits, increasing real-life 
interactions and engagement, and using social media as a platform for learning 
and information exchange. This change reflects the maturation and adjustment of 
the way social media personas are perceived and used during the transition from 
high school to college. 

4.5. Implication of Combined Findings 

These combined findings highlight the profound impact of social media on 
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adolescent mental health and social adjustment, as well as the shifting behavior of 
students’ social media use during the transition from high school to college. As 
the social environment changes, social media plays an increasingly complex role 
in helping students adapt to new environments, build new relationships, and grow 
personally. 

5. Discussion  
5.1. Key Findings of This Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore how social media use impacts mental health 
risks among Chinese adolescents. The findings of this study indicate that high 
school students primarily use social media for entertainment and learning but of-
ten face anxiety and dissatisfaction due to social comparisons, while college fresh-
men use it more extensively to adapt to new environments, though they still en-
counter challenges like academic stress and superficial connections.  

Results generally answer the research questions. The use of social media signif-
icantly affects the mental health of Chinese adolescents. Social media is frequently 
and excessively used by high school students. Social comparisons on social media 
might trigger feelings of anxiety and dissatisfaction especially when they are dis-
tracted or stay up late during study or when they see academic achievements or 
social activities shared by peers. College freshmen who have more freedom to use 
social media have also faced anxiety over academic and career-related messages, 
internal friction from “likes” or comments, and fatigue and stress from maintain-
ing superficial social connections (Research Question 1). There are several aspects 
of social media use) that most significantly contribute to mental health risks in 
this population: First, high frequency of use, especially at night and on weekends, 
can easily lead to academic distraction and lack of sleep. Second, exposure to aca-
demic achievements, career-related developments, and social events can trigger 
jealousy, anxiety, and self-doubt. Third, when compared with peers, it may aggra-
vate the lack of self-confidence, or it may motivate the individual to strive (Re-
search Question 2). Many Chinese adolescents see social media as both an im-
portant tool for emotional release and entertainment, and a potential source of 
negative emotions. High school students often see social media as a tool to escape 
from stress, while college students are using social media in a more autonomous 
environment to build new social relationships and integrate themselves into cam-
pus lives. Their solutions to deal with negative effects include avoiding content 
that may trigger negative emotions or excessive comparisons, limiting time spent 
and focusing on real-life activities, developing a study plan or focusing on per-
sonal growth, and communicating with friends and families (Research Question 
3).  

5.2. Compare and Contrast to the Results of Related Research 

The association of social media use with negative mental health effects is highly 
consistent with existing literature. Many studies (Keles et al., 2020; Vidal et al., 
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2020) pointed out that high-intensity social media use is closely related to in-
creased risk of depression, particularly significant in adolescents and young 
women. Addictive social media use behaviors are associated with mental health 
problems (Gupta et al., 2022). In terms of the impact of positive effects, most stud-
ies (Vidal et al., 2020; Li et al., 2018) only focus on the negative effects of social 
comparison, while this study systematically explores the potential positive effects 
of social comparison on adolescents with different psychological states for the first 
time. This study further emphasizes the significant negative impact of this addic-
tive behavior on mental health. 

Compared with previous studies, this study is consistent with the Liu et al. 
(2022) meta-analysis on social media use time and mental health, in that frequent 
use (e.g., more than 2 hours per day) significantly increases the risk of depression, 
especially among adolescents. As for the mediating effect of social comparison, 
like the study of Kaur et al. (2022), this study also found that upward social com-
parison is an important mediator of mental health problems, especially for indi-
viduals with low self-esteem. 

There are some differences, of course. While some studies (Popat & Tarrant, 
2023) emphasized that passive use is riskier, this study suggests that active engage-
ment (such as positive interaction) is more protective of mental health, and that 
high-frequency use alone may not lead to negative effects. As a result of cultural 
background differences, Chinese adolescents are under high educational pressure 
and social expectations, and social media functions are more used for academic-
related activities. Therefore, the manifestation of mental health risks is different 
from Western studies (such as paying more attention to academic pressure and 
social expectations). 

5.3. Compare and Contrast to Similar Studies Conducted in Other  
Countries or Regions in China 

In terms of similar studies conducted in other countries or regions in China, Yu 
and Du (2022) delved into the frequency of social networking sites/apps usage and 
social networking addiction—along with the mental health condition and health-
related quality of life—in Hong Kong SAR adolescent students. Both Yu and Du 
(2022) and this study illuminate the significant link between social media use and 
mental health issues, such as depression, anxiety, and stress, among adolescents. 
Yu and Du (2022), examining Hong Kong SAR adolescents during the pandemic, 
reported alarming prevalence rates of these issues, with excessive social network-
ing use and addiction identified as crucial drivers. Similarly, this study on Chinese 
university students reveals those problematic social media behaviors—including 
social comparison and approval-seeking—intensify psychological stress and am-
plify the risks of depression and anxiety. Both studies underscore the far-reaching 
impact of social media on adolescent mental health. 

A noteworthy, shared finding is the role of social media addiction and usage 
duration in exacerbating mental health risks. Yu and Du (2022) observed that ad-
olescents spending over three hours daily on social networking sites faced markedly 
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higher rates of depression, anxiety, and stress compared to those with shorter us-
age durations. Likewise, this study pinpoints that high-frequency social media use—
particularly during nights or weekends—triggers academic distractions, sleep dis-
ruptions, and emotional distress. Both studies highlight the urgent need to man-
age screen time and address addictive tendencies to alleviate these adverse effects. 

While both studies reveal common concerns, they differ in context and meth-
odology: Yu and Du (2022) conduct a comprehensive large-scale quantitative 
analysis of Hong Kong SAR adolescents during the pandemic, linking social me-
dia use to pandemic-induced stressors. This study, through a qualitative approach, 
unveils the evolving role of social media in the developmental transition from high 
school to college among mainland Chinese students. This study provides pro-
found insights into coping mechanisms and the role of social comparison, offering 
a deeper understanding of how social media impacts adolescents at pivotal life 
stages.  

5.4. The Significance of the Results of This Study 

The findings of this study are important primarily for its findings on the impact 
of social media use on mental health risks among Chinese adolescents. Unlike 
some traditional studies that only focus on the one-way effects of social media on 
mental health, this study adds a bidirectional perspective, suggesting that mental 
health problems (such as depression) may exacerbate the tendency to addictive 
use, which in turn further aggravates depressive symptoms. It also highlights the 
risks of specific functions. For example, functions such as likes and comments are 
more likely to induce social comparison and stress, while active engagement has 
relatively little negative impact on mental health. This refined perspective pro-
vides a reference for designing more targeted interventions. 

Conventional wisdom (Keles et al., 2020) suggested that high-frequency social 
media use is often accompanied by negative psychological effects, especially in 
passive use (such as simply browsing or observing the lives of others). But the new 
findings of this study suggested that assessing frequency alone is not enough to 
fully understand its psychological impact, and that the manner of use is key to 
affecting mental health. 

Previous studies (Huang et al., 2022) generally emphasized the negative cycle 
between social media use and stress, but this study found that under moderate 
management and use, adolescents can effectively alleviate the negative impact of 
social media. This active management behavior was more pronounced among 
older students, suggesting that the effects of social media use on mental health 
may change dynamically with age and self-regulation. This study found that when 
teenagers feel situational pressure brought by social media (such as information 
overload, academic competition, etc.), they tend to adopt self-regulation strate-
gies, such as temporarily shutting down applications and reducing online time; 
shift to offline activities (such as sports, interacting with friends); create a time 
management plan to reduce stress, etc. 
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The study sheds light on how the nature of social media influence shifts from 
high school to college. While both groups use social media extensively, the nature 
of its effects differs-high school students are more affected by social comparison 
and distraction, while college students are more affected by social identity pres-
sure and career-related content. 

5.5. Recommendations for Schools and Families 

Based on the results and analysis, schools should implement comprehensive 
workshops that focus on digital literacy—teaching students to navigate social me-
dia responsibly and critically. These programs should include hands-on activities, 
such as identifying misinformation, understanding privacy settings, and recogniz-
ing the signs of social media addiction. Integrating digital literacy topics into the 
school curriculum would ensure continuous learning; this can be paired with age-
appropriate lessons on mental health, emphasizing how excessive social media 
use—and behaviors like social comparison—can affect emotional well-being. 

In addition, families play a pivotal role in supporting adolescents’ mental health 
and digital literacy. Parents should be encouraged to set healthy boundaries for 
social media use at home—for instance, by establishing screen-free zones or des-
ignated offline hours. To assist parents, schools could provide seminars on under-
standing adolescents’ digital habits and practical strategies for guiding them with-
out being overly restrictive. Encouraging open communication within families 
about online experiences and emotions can help adolescents process their feelings 
and seek support when needed. Moreover, creating a shared digital contract—
where family members agree on rules for online behavior—fosters accountability 
and mutual respect. 

Ultimately, both schools and families should promote activities that reduce de-
pendence on social media while enhancing mental well-being. Schools could offer 
extracurricular programs—such as sports, arts, or peer-led support groups—that 
provide students with offline outlets for social interaction and emotional expres-
sion. Families should encourage adolescents to engage in hobbies and activities 
that promote personal growth and meaningful connections. Additionally, creat-
ing access to counselors or mental health resources within schools ensures that 
students have professional support when coping with online stress or anxiety.  

5.6. Limitations of This Study 

As with all studies, this one had several limitations. One notable limitation of this 
study is the relatively modest sample size—which may undermine both the inter-
nal and external validity of the findings. The research included only one focus 
group discussion with five participants and ten in-depth interviews, whose limited 
demographic scope reduces the generalizability of the findings to other groups, 
underlining a major criticism of qualitative research. The small sample size re-
stricts the ability to generalize findings to the broader population of Chinese ado-
lescents. Participants were selected from a single university, limiting socio-economic, 
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cultural, and regional diversity. Purposive sampling focuses on a specific subset of 
the population, potentially overlooking other demographic or psychological vari-
ations in adolescent experiences with social media. While qualitative studies aim 
for thematic saturation, the small sample size may not have captured the full spec-
trum of experiences and perspectives, especially in a diverse population like Chi-
nese adolescents. 

Another limitation is that, although qualitative methodology provides rich and 
detailed insights, it is inherently subject to potential biases in data interpretation 
due to its perspective-based nature. Moreover, the study’s reliance on self-re-
ported data introduces the possibility of social desirability bias, where participants 
may underreport or overstate certain behaviors or feelings to align with perceived 
expectations—thereby skewing the accuracy of the findings (Larson, 2019; Tan et 
al., 2021). This subjectivity may infiltrate the coding and topic-generation stages 
of manual thematic analysis, thereby distorting the findings. Therefore, cross-ref-
erencing the collected data with the quantitative data is crucial while doing a qual-
itative study. 

5.7. Future Research 

Future research should address the issue of transferability by including a more 
diverse sample. Most studies can benefit from transferability, which encourages 
research readers to draw parallels between study components and their personal 
experiences. Studies could expand beyond a single university to include partici-
pants from varied socio-economic, cultural, and educational backgrounds. To en-
hance the transferability of findings, future studies should include participants 
from diverse socio-economic and regional backgrounds across China. Adolescents 
in rural and urban areas, as well as those from different income levels, may experi-
ence the impact of social media on mental health differently due to varying access 
to technology, cultural contexts, and support systems. Including such diverse 
groups would allow for a more comprehensive understanding of social media’s 
influence and make the findings more generalizable to the broader adolescent 
population in China. 

Future studies should also employ mixed-methods approaches that combine 
qualitative insights with quantitative data. A common research technique nowa-
days is mixed methodologies research, which uses a combination of qualitative 
and quantitative data to provide a deeper investigation of a research subject. Quan-
titative measures, such as surveys and behavioral tracking, could complement 
qualitative findings and provide robust evidence for the associations between so-
cial media use and mental health risks. While doing a qualitative study, it’s im-
portant to cross-reference the data obtained with the quantitative data. 

6. Conclusion 

This study aims to explore the impact of social media use on mental health risk 
among Chinese adolescents. The findings support the idea that there is a significant 
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association between social media use and mental health problems and find that 
the relationship is complex and multifactorial dependent. In addition, this study 
finds that interaction patterns and content types on social media may mediate this 
relationship, and in particular, social comparison and the pursuit of praise may 
exacerbate psychological stress in adolescents. Therefore, balanced social media 
use and proper digital literacy education for adolescents may help improve well-
being at the personal and relationship levels. Given the negative personal and re-
lationship outcomes of social media communication avoidance and mental health 
issues, establishing healthy social media use habits and encouraging open com-
munication is critical to challenging and addressing relationship dilemmas. The 
results of this paper provide a scientific basis for how schools and families can 
help adolescents cope with the challenges posed by social media, especially in 
terms of enhancing self-regulation and psychological resilience in the face of so-
cial media influences. The collaboration between government and social media 
platforms, as well as the mental health resources and information that social me-
dia platforms provide, is important for promoting public mental health in the dig-
ital age. 
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