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Abstract

The complex relationship between social media and student mental health was examined in this study. The 
results demonstrated both positive and negative effects. This study involved 50 students from colleges and 
universities in Zimbabwe, aged between 20 and 35. Social media analysis, interviews, and surveys were the 
methods used to collect data regarding the use of social media. The positive effects of social media act as a 
therapeutic method as it can give counselling, entertainment, connectivity, education, and personal empow-
erment. With the negative effects as cyberbullying, social media addiction, fear of missing out (FOMO) and 
bad effects on schooling and mental health. In conclusion, the impact of social media on students’ mental 
health raises awareness of the potential negative psychological effects of excessive social media use on their 
well-being. This understanding could lead to the development of targeted interventions and programs to help 
mitigate these effects and these insights can also help shape policies and guidelines to protect youth’s mental 
health in this digital era.
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Introduction
Individuals’ lives in many societies worldwide are 
mostly impacted by social media [1]. Social media 
serves multiple purposes, which include communi-
cation, education, counselling, entertainment, and/
or occupation [2]. Nevertheless, with the increase in 
social media use, individuals have been impacted in 
various ways, including financial, behavioral, and 

mental health [3]. Facebook and WhatsApp have at-
tracted over 2,4 billion active users in less than a few 
years. In the same period, an alarming increase in 
mental health problems has been noted, particularly 
in the young generation [4]. 

The current study aimed to look at the impact of so-
cial media on students’ mental health, with a focus
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on Facebook and WhatsApp. It focused on depres-
sion, anxiety, stress, and self-esteem in a certain gen-
eration, which is individuals born between the years 
of 1990 and 2005. Based on prior literature, it is be-
lieved that this generation will report more negative 
mental health because they grew up in the prime of 
social media and the internet [5]. 

Background 
In recent years, social media platforms have become 
a big part of everyone’s life. Increasing numbers of 
people use different social media platforms every 
day. Platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp, In-
stagram, and Twitter are used to communicate, do 
business, keep up with the news, share experiences, 
and generally stay in touch with the world. They also 
provide a platform for negative behaviors like cyber-
bullying and life experiences that have been linked 
to depression and feelings of low self-worth [4]. 

Research Objective
To examine the role of social media in shaping stu-
dents’ emotional well-being, both positively and 
negatively.

Research Question
How does the use of WhatsApp and Facebook affect 
the mental health of students?

Literature Review
Social media is an online platform that people use to 
build social networks or social relations with other 
people who share similar personal or career interests, 
activities, backgrounds, or real-life connections [2]. 
Research by Sharma, John & Sahu explored the link 
between social media and factors such as social con-
nectedness, friendship quality, emotional well-being, 
and interpersonal relationships [6].  There is a gap 
regarding social media and student mental health is-
sues.  

Facebook and WhatsApp are used extensively over 
the globe for a variety of purposes, and in recent 
years, social media usage has significantly increased 
among teenagers. Many people believe that their day 
is lacking if they don’t scroll past their social media 
accounts because it has also become a vital activity 
for grown-ups that has made communication simpler 
and convenient [7]. Additionally, social media makes

it simple to share images, communicate via messages 
and other forms of data, express ideas, and see mov-
ies from around the globe. In 2023, an estimated 4.9 
billion people use social media across the world. With 
4.9 billion users worldwide, social media usage has 
reached a new high level, especially among students. 
Youth have had a significant impact from social me-
dia in both positive and negative ways. It’s critical to 
understand that the consequences might vary greatly 
according to usage habits, age, and other factors. The 
most common negative impact of social media is its 
excessive usage among individuals aged between 10 
and 35 years of age, including both males and females. 

Facebook is one of the social media platforms that 
the current study included in the data collection. 
This platform was established in February of 2004 
by founder Mark Zuckerberg. Facebook was one of 
the first platforms in the ongoing era of social media. 
Many individuals today use it, including individuals 
from all generations. Since Facebook is one of the first 
platforms to gain popularity, there has been research 
on its impact on depression, anxiety, and psychologi-
cal well-being Over three billion people are currently 
active users of Facebook, the largest social network-
ing website, and it is anticipated that this number will 
grow significantly over time, especially in developing 
countries [2]. Facebook is used for both personal and 
professional interaction, and its deployment has had 
some positive effects on connectivity, idea sharing, 
and online learning [8].

WhatsApp has over 2,95 billion users and will soon 
reach 3,4 billion. It offers a powerful and convenient 
platform for communication, bridging distances and 
enhancing connectivity.  It was established in February 
2009 by Brian Acton and Jan Koum. Although it has 
some disadvantages, many can be managed through 
mindful use and privacy settings. WhatsApp’s numer-
ous advantages make it an invaluable tool, but under-
standing its limitations can help users make the most 
of its features while ensuring their data and privacy 
remain secure. 

Discussed social media and mental health, its benefits, 
risks, and opportunities among people [9]. It is known 
that social media has become an essential phenome-
non in many people’s lives, and so they are suffering 
from mental disorders.
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Impacts of Social Media on Student Mental 
Health
The impacts of social media on students’ mental 
health have been divided into two classes, which are 
positive and negative.  

Positive Impacts
It is essential to note that social media can positive-
ly affect student mental health. It allows students to 
connect with family, friends, and peers. Social me-
dia simplifies our communication with friends and 
family regardless of location; it provides access to 
scattered information in one place and also promotes 
new connections [10].  This helps especially during 
physical separation, such as going away to college, 
leaving for respective universities. For instance, it 
can provide a sense of connection, especially for stu-
dents who may be isolated or have difficulty forming 
social relationships. These days, not everyone uses 
social media as a platform to connect with friends or 
lovers, however, many specialists give advice, coun-
selling, and inspiration to the needy human beings 
through their teachings.

In the case of intellectual health, people that be af-
flicted by a few mental health troubles, including 
anxiety and depression, some find it hard to share 
their problems with others around them [1].  In such 
cases, social media plays a supportive role to con-
nect such persons seeking help from unique fitness 
professionals or others with similar experiences, 
thus they can get counselling or consolation. For in-
stance, friends are a social platform managed by the 
intellectual fitness charity (Mind), which offers ur-
gent help for intellectual issues. Brailovskaia point-
ed out that there are also numerous community pages 
or companies on Facebook run by mental fitness ex-
perts to assist with intellectual fitness problems and 
to increase focus [8]. Students get counselling, prob-
lems are shared, listened and people are given help 
through social media platforms. 

Social media provides several advantages and possi-
bilities to empower humans in many different ways. 
It plays the function of a writer, curator, and spectator. 
In greater detail, through social media, a person can 
create their profile displaying their exceptional first-
rate skills, share the profile with billions of audienc-
es from around the world and seek the proper oppor-

tunity [3]. Social media is a place of understanding
from which human beings can research the talents 
they are interested in, read and comply with the inspir-
ing stories of successful character, get influenced, and 
develop as assured individuals [11]. It is accessible to 
all and sundry around the world, hence one’s profile 
can be seen by everyone, giving opportunities to stu-
dents and job seekers. Through social media, terrible 
practices are shared, people can express themselves, 
and even show their creativity [5]. It has emerged as a 
place to shout out. Social media can serve as a creative 
outlet for students to express themselves through art, 
music, writing, and videos. Hence promotion of posi-
tive mental well-being and self-esteem. 

Negative Impacts 
Some of the influences of social media on student in-
tellectual health include cyberbullying, social media 
addiction, comparison, Fear of missing out (FOMO), 
and sleep destruction [12]. Cyberbullying is a signif-
icant issue, with many students experiencing online 
harassment, bullying, negative comments, and or ex-
clusion. This can have severe consequences for their 
mental health, including stress, anxiety, and depres-
sion. Online bullying can cause feelings of loneliness, 
low self-esteem, suicidal threats, anxiety, and mel-
ancholy [13]. Some may end up committing suicide 
or having suicidal thoughts, which can affect them or 
lead to drug and substance abuse, resulting in stress 
and or mental challenges.  

Fear of missing out (FOMO) is another reason stu-
dents and some people use social media nowadays. 
Students might have the pressure to feel that they want 
to attend and know every event taking place, and this 
leads to inadequate sleep or sleepless nights, which 
can cause stress and a decline in mental health. The 
disrupted sleep patterns can lead to fatigue, decreased 
concentration, and poor academic performance [12]. 
Checking messages regularly, even when there aren’t 
any messages, and keeping an eye on the notification 
bar all the time are the signs and symptoms of FOMO. 
People tend to give more time to the alert messages 
and not concentrate on other things like education or 
business.

Addiction is another problem of social media, as it 
has become part of our lives in the present era. Stu-
dents fail to manage their time, thus impacting aca
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demic performance and overall well-being [11]. The 
platforms of social media are convenient and easy to 
use as they provide verbal exchange to its certain de-
gree, hence students cannot live without them. Social 
media is used excessively in all societies, henceforth 
becoming very serious with sex tapes, nude pictures 
[14]. On the issue of nude pictures and pornography, 
many students are rushing into doing sex and early 
marriages, and dropping out of school. If one is not 
addicted to social media, then there is no need to quit 
it. The addition of social media is harmful to mental 
health as it leads to many things like cyberbullying, 
stress, anxiety, distraction, and more. Users need to 
be very careful and use it until they benefit from it 
[15]. Furthermore, studies have discovered that cer-
tain sports in social media, such as texting and get-
ting a response, getting likes, notifications, and nice 
feedback, could be interesting and one becomes ad-
dicted. Such addiction has an instant effect on mental 
health, which leads to low self-esteem, feelings of 
envy, anxiety, sleeping sickness, and in the worst sit-
uation, they commit against the law. 

Depression is a common mental disorder that causes 
individuals to experience changes in mood, loss of 
interest or enjoyment, feelings of guilt or low self-es-
teem, disturbed sleep or urge for food, low power, 
and negative attention [16]. Likewise, anxiety is a 
sort of worry normally associated with the notion of 
a threat or something going incorrect in the future; 
however, it can also arise from something going on 
right now [16]. The relationship among depression, 
tension, stress and occasional vanity is interrelated 
as they can appear at any time, everywhere and from 
something. Immoderate use of social media is ob-
served to be a critical driver of depression, anxiety 
and tension. A survey carried out by Woods showed 
that common social media use, nighttime precise use 
and emotional funding all had a significant impact 
on best of sleep quality, connected with a better de-
gree of depression and anxiety [14]. The reasons for 
misery and anxiety amongst people are numerous, 
depending on the beliefs of human beings about the 
use of social media.

Methodology 
This study adopted a qualitative approach, allowing 
the researcher to explore students’ personal experi-
ences and perspectives in depth. Since it is grounded

on an interpretivism paradigm, qualitative meth-
ods were employed to gain meaningful insights into 
the impact of social media on student mental health. 
Qualitative research deals with how the phenomena 
of interest are interpreted, understood, experienced, 
produced, or constituted [17]. Qualitative research is 
based on research methods that are flexible and sen-
sitive to social context as interviews, observations, 
and focus group discussions, which were employed 
in the study. The methods take account of complex-
ity, detail, and context and are good at answering the 
‘How’ and ‘What’ questions in research, which are the 
major questions of this research [11]. Interviews and 
group discussions were held virtually via WhatsApp 
and Facebook chats, ensuring accessibility and partic-
ipant engagement. Additionally, the researcher exam-
ined posts, messages, and discussions within student 
groups to identify recurring themes related to stress, 
anxiety, and emotional support. This approach facil-
itated a nuanced understanding of students’ interac-
tions on social media and their emotional well-being, 
providing rich qualitative data for analysis.  

Findings and Discussions
The study’s findings provide insights into how 
WhatsApp and Facebook influence students’ mental 
health. The discussion highlights key themes identi-
fied through in-depth interviews, focus groups, and 
content analysis.

The study revealed that social media platforms play 
both supportive and detrimental roles in student men-
tal health.

Positive Impacts 
Students use WhatsApp and Facebook groups for peer 
support, sharing challenges, educational purposes and 
seeking advice. This has been seen by their responses 
in interviews and focus group discussions. This is evi-
denced in the following selected excerpts:

Emotional/ Peer Support
I was having a challenge and had no one close to tell, 
so I decided to share with a friend on WhatsApp. She 
then advised me on what to do, which helped me a lot 
as I was emotionally reassured in real-time. (Partici-
pant 1)

If you tell a close friend or relative some sensitive is
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sues, you will hear them coming out or you will bea 
laughing stock, unlike putting it on Facebook with 
anonymity, you get help from different people with-
out identifying yourself. (Participant 2)

I used to have the mind that WhatsApp and Face-
book are not good until one day, when I was stressed 
with some issues that had happened and I posted on 
Facebook. The help that I got motivated me and gave 
me encouragement that boosted my morale.  (Partic-
ipant 7) 

On Facebook, one can express their feelings without 
any fear of judgment because there are many people 
and they don’t know who is posting what. (Partici-
pant 8)

Unlike traditional support systems that may require 
formal appointments (like therapy or counseling), 
WhatsApp and Facebook allow for instant commu-
nication and solutions and I have seen that as good 
for me. This means one can get or receive quick re-
sponses when feeling overwhelmed. (FG participant)

Social media has become an essential part of our 
lives. It is most convenient and easy to use. Social 
media simplifies our communication with friends 
and family regardless of location; it provides access 
to scattered information in one place and also pro-
motes new connections. If you are not addicted to 
social media, then there is no need to quit social me-
dia. (FG participant)

The above responses clearly showed that students 
get emotional support from using WhatsApp and 
Facebook. WhatsApp and Facebook have become 
valuable platforms for connecting students to men-
tal health resources, offering guidance, support, and 
awareness on emotional well-being [12]. However, 
students must also be encouraged to seek profession-
al mental health support when needed. Motivation 
and encouragement that come from each other will 
help in reducing anxiety and boosting one’s confi-
dence. Hossain added that social media gives coun-
selling to those who might be having challenges, so 
it acts as a therapeutic way to resolve problems and 
cope with their situations [1]. Social media is acting 
as a powerful tool for promoting mental well-being 
when used constructively [14].

Another issue of communicating with relatives and 
friends was also mentioned as an advantage of using 
WhatsApp and Facebook. As many people move from 
one country to the other in search of greener pastures, 
those families use social media to communicate.

Educational Benefits
Educational benefits are among the positive impacts 
of social media, and this has been shown by the re-
sponses from different participants. The following ex-
cerpts are the evidence. 

We can have discussions on different educational 
topics to help each other. I remember having some 
WhatsApp lectures during COVID-19, and it helped 
us. So, we use these platforms for educational purpos-
es at times. (Participant 10)

These platforms serve as interactive learning environ-
ments where students can engage in knowledge-shar-
ing and collective problem-solving. We learn a lot 
by sharing lecture notes, study materials, and assign-
ments through these platforms. (FG participant) 

Our lecturer put information on our WhatsApp group, 
like topics to discuss, PowerPoint presentations, and 
some communiques. Even if we are on our own, we 
can have discussions about exams, help each other 
with revisions.  
  
From the above sentiments, it clearly shows the posi-
tive impacts of social media. As the participants clearly 
said, the advantages and benefits of using WhatsApp 
and Facebook. The platforms will provide people in-
stant access to information as people ask questions 
and can receive immediate responses from peers on 
the platforms. 

Learning is more efficient by using these platforms, 
as indicated by the respondents, who share ideas and 
discuss certain topics that others might have challeng-
es with. Also, discussions during or in preparation for 
exams. Additionally, students stay updated on class 
schedules, deadlines, and academic events, as they are 
given using the platforms mentioned above. students 
share revision guides, video tutorials, and other useful 
resources in preparation for examinations. 
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Negative Impacts
Social media has negative impacts on the mental 
health of students, as it is clearly shown by the re-
spondents. The effects are anxiety, cyberbullying and 
toxic interactions, suicidal thoughts, among others. 
This is evidenced in the following selected excerpts:

I was hurt when one commented on my Facebook 
about my situation that I had posted. I thought of sui-
cide because I could not hold it. (Participant 5) 

We do not communicate face-to-face; we use video 
or WhatsApp calls. Hence, during these calls, we are 
disrupted in our studies as we spend more time on 
either WhatsApp or Facebook.

I have noticed that I spend a lot of time on social me-
dia chatting with my friends rather than reading and 
this has affected my academic results. (participant 4) 

The platforms have really affected me as I see my 
school and college mates doing well through the pic-
tures they post. I feel like I am wasting my time by 
being alive. Most of them have prospered and they 
live a pretty life compared to mine.   

I could not sleep until I read the comments on Face-
book, and this has affected me even in my school 
work, as I am now addicted to the platform. I have 
tried to ignore this sometimes, but I have seen that I 
am psychologically affected.   

It was discovered that addiction to social media is 
harmful to mental health. It leads to many things like 
cyberbullying, stress, anxiety, distraction, and lots 
more. Cyberbullying victimization is connected with 
poorer mental health outcomes in teenagers, includ-
ing an increased risk of sadness and anxiety [15]. 
Users have to be very careful and should use it until 
they benefit from it [15]. The use of social media was 
also connected with more depressive symptoms and 
excessive reassurance-seeking, but also with greater 
popularity and perceived social support, as well as 
appearance comparisons and body image worries, 
especially among young people [5,18].

Children and adolescents’ bedtime media device 
use was substantially related to inadequate sleep 
quantity, poor sleep quality, and excessive daytime

drowsiness. Excessive engagement often contributes 
to stress and sleep disturbances, which can make them 
sleep during learning time [14].  Students are addicted 
to social media and cannot sleep until they open mes-
sages, even if there are no pop-up notifications, they 
feel they have to open WhatsApp or Facebook. They 
miss a lot if they sleep during learning time and it will 
affect their results when it’s time for the examination. 
It has been noted that some students may even try to 
commit suicide when they get low marks in an exami-
nation, and all this might be coming from the overuse 
of social media.  

Many students reported feeling inadequate after com-
paring themselves to others on social media [5]. They 
start to compare themselves with their schoolmates 
as they will be seeing their pictures on the platforms. 
This lowers someone’s self-confidence as they see 
themselves as failures in life. This can also lead to su-
icidal thoughts.

Some participants experienced distress from negative 
comments or online conflicts.

Conclusion 
This study examined how social media affects student 
mental health in Zimbabwe. The results showed that 
social media has both positive and negative impacts 
on students’ mental health. Relationships are affected 
by social media, causing depression and anxiety, as 
others may start to compare themselves with others 
and are dissatisfied with their lives. These findings un-
derscore the need for culturally tailored interventions 
to address the negative effects, considering diverse 
demographic needs. Recognizing these nuances can 
guide the development of interventions to promote 
digital well-being use of social media. The purpose 
of this study is to encourage the students to use social 
media platforms in a balanced way that benefits them. 
Using social media in a balanced manner fosters the 
well-being of a person. It is essential to alert the stu-
dents about the possible positive and negative impacts 
of social media on their mental health. 

Recommendations
There are several recommendations on the impact of 
social media on student mental health to strengthen 
protections to ensure greater safety for students in-
teracting with all social media platforms. This can be
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done by developing age-appropriate health and 
safety standards for technology platforms and high 
standards of data privacy. In addition, policies that 
limit access to some social media for students aim 
to minimize the risk of harm to them.  There is also 
a need for engagement with international partners 
working to protect students against online harm to 
their health and safety.

There should be increased funding for future research 
on the benefits and harms of social media use, which 
helps in supporting the development, implemen-
tation, and evaluation of digital and media literacy 
curricula in schools, colleges, universities and within 
academic standards. It raises awareness on healthy 
social media usage. Future research should consid-
er investigating the particular contexts around social 
media usage (i.e., when do different age groups use 
social media, and what do they use it for). 
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