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Abstract: First-year university students face mental health challenges like adjusting to
independence, forming new friendships and coping with academic pressures. Research
highlights mixed findings on social media use; some students use social media to connect
with family and/or friends while experiencing mental health issues (i.e., loneliness, de-
pression and anxiety), and others turn to social media for support. This study explores
the associations between problematic social media use, mental health and perceived sup-
port from university, friends and family while considering EDI (Equality, Diversity and
Inclusion) factors such as age, gender and disability. EDI promotes fairness and equal
opportunities for learning and support ensuring all students receive equitable access to
resources regardless of their individual differences. A total of 158 first-year student partici-
pants from the Psychology, Electrical Engineering and Electronics and Computer Science
departments completed an online questionnaire. Regression analysis revealed that females
used social media more frequently than males and problematic social media use was linked
to higher levels of anxiety and depression, but not loneliness. University and friend sup-
port was associated with depression only, while family support showed no significant
relationship with anxiety, depression and loneliness. Addressing these issues is critical to
promoting student well-being and academic success.

Keywords: problematic social media use; anxiety; depression; loneliness; EDI characteristics;
university support

1. Introduction
The transition from college to university entails substantial changes in the first-year

students’ lives, including the necessity to relocate and adopt a higher degree of indepen-
dence, embarking on a new academic journey characterised by elevated expectations [1–3].
These changes may increase the risk of developing mental health disorders [4], which are
associated with university failure and dropout [5,6]. Depression, anxiety and loneliness are
the most prevalent and widespread mental issues among university students [7,8]. Research
also indicates that individual characteristics influence the onset of mental health symptoms,
with females having a higher likelihood of being diagnosed with mental health conditions
such as depression and generalised anxiety disorder [9]. Physiological differences between
genders contribute to females’ higher likelihood of experiencing internalising disorders
such as anxiety and depression [10], potentially linked to their heightened emotional
reactivity during puberty [11,12].
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Previous research also indicates higher rates of anxiety and other mental health issues
among university students with disabilities [13]. This may be due to disabled students
having additional academic challenges [14], which contribute to anxiety and academic
worries, particularly in the face of stigmas and misconceptions about their academic abili-
ties [15]. Specific learning difficulties (i.e., dyslexia) can considerably affect student mental
health [16]. These challenges might be unrecognised before entering university, partic-
ularly for mature students who have taken a break between compulsory education and
university [17,18]. This interruption in studying may lead to increased mental health issues
amongst mature students, which are most prevalent in their first year of university [19],
affecting their academic performance and retention [5,6]. Mental health issues are high-
lighted as a concern for mature students because of their challenge of balancing various
responsibilities, such as work, childcare and family obligations, compounded by financial
pressures [20]. These commitments often lead to social isolation because they are unable to
engage socially, resulting in emotional difficulties among mature students [21]. Recognising
these groups’ increased need for mental health support underscores the importance of
high-quality, effective and accessible services provided by the university.

Universities are responding to the increasing prevalence of mental health issues by
offering support services, with an emphasis on early intervention and prevention [22].
However, as attrition rates sharply rise, universities face an unprecedented surge in demand
for learning accommodations and mental health support for students. This demand is
outpacing enrolment growth and placing a burden on university resources [1,14]. Faculty
members may also serve as crucial points of contact for students, potentially impacting
retention [23,24] and mental health [25], as they are frequently the initial points of contact
for students. Students’ mental health [25] and academic achievement [24] are highly
influenced by faculty–student relationships. However, due to lengthy waiting lists for
university counselling services, students may not receive the mental health services they
require, leading some to seek additional support through social media [26].

Social media platforms, such as Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram and TikTok, are
popular among young adults and several researchers have studied the association of social
media use with mental health [27–29]. Research on this topic suggests that males typically
use social media to find people who share interests, while females use it more frequently
than males to maintain contact with close friends [30]. This underscores the importance of
students adapting to challenges by fostering friendships for support, a process facilitated
by social media [31]. There is evidence that mature students may encounter technological
obstacles, potentially hindering their ability to form online social connections and receive
support [32], and students with disability issues rely on digital media to find information
and engage with society [33]. However, only a few researchers have examined how first-
year students perceived university support and how their perception may be linked to social
media use, particularly when viewed through the lens of problematic social media [34].

The literature extensively discusses the definition and threshold of problematic social
media use. Griffiths (2005) [35] described it as a pattern of repeated addictive behaviours
characterised by the symptoms of salience, mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal,
conflict and relapse. More recent studies have expanded on this concept, defining prob-
lematic use as the difficulties in regulating and controlling social media use. This includes
obsessive thinking about going online, an inability to resist the urge to use social media
constantly and a preference for online communications over face-to-face interactions [36].
The European Network for Problematic Usage of the Internet (European research group)
has provided a similar definition linking the problematic use of social media to a loss of con-
trol regarding time, frequency and duration of use [37]. Overall, problematic social media
use is considered a behavioural addiction for which several models, including biopsy-
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chosocial models, suggest how biological, psychological and social factors contribute to the
development and symptoms of addictive behaviour [38]. However, various frameworks
have explored the relationship between the problematic use of social media in association
with users’ mental health. For example, the cognitive–behavioural framework describes
how psychological issues (i.e., loneliness, anxiety and depression) may lead individuals
to develop maladaptive thoughts (i.e., obsessions) and/or behaviours (i.e., withdrawal),
resulting in problematic social media use, which causes adverse effects in academic and
work performance [39]. Another well-known framework, the social skill model introduced
by Caplan (2005) [40], discusses how individuals with psychological issues who lack social
and/or presentation skills are more likely to engage in online interactions being vulner-
able to be engaged with problematic social media use. Thus, problematic social media
use involves obsession, loss of control and excessive time spent on social media to the
extent that it negatively impacts daily life [41]. It is also considered to have a bidirectional
relationship with mental health [42,43]. Researchers have primarily explored the harmful
effects of extensive use and problematic use of social media linked to increased levels of
anxiety and depression, along and other mental health conditions [44–46]. However, the
bidirectional relationships between problematic social media use and mental health re-
main underexplored and the broader consequences and crises associated with these issues
have often been overlooked [47]. For example, first-year students may face challenges
if social media replaces real-world connections, potentially exacerbating mental health
problems [26]. Conversely, social media can offer benefits, such as maintaining friendships,
social support, well-being and reducing stress [48]. Students’ mental health is generally
adversely affected by social media only when its usage becomes problematic [49], high-
lighting the need to identify and support vulnerable individuals (i.e., disabled students), to
mitigate the negative impacts.

Overall, research has discussed the links between greater social media usage anxiety,
depression and loneliness [50–52]. However, there has been limited focus on the first-year
university student population, particularly concerning their EDI characteristics (i.e., dis-
ability, age, mature students). The primarily cross-sectional and correlational nature of
studies in this field makes it, challenging to determine the directionality of these associa-
tions, or whether they are bidirectional with mediating factors, further complicating the
relationships. Additional research is necessary to fully understand the complex relation-
ship between social media usage and mental health, including both positive and negative
associations between variables. For example, social support can act as a predisposing
factor for problematic use of social media, with perceived support from family and friends
resulting in different outcomes [28]. Strong family support has been also found to protect
against problematic social media use [53]; however, students lacking family support may
turn to social media for connection, and, potentially, to problematic use [54]. Conversely,
research on students suggests a positive correlation between the quality of friendships
with in-class and intercultural peers and social media usage [55,56]. Although frequent
use of social media has been linked to first-year university students [27], no studies to date
have considered the role of problematic social media use, with EDI characteristics (i.e., age,
disability, gender), support systems (e.g., from university, family and friends) and mental
health issues (i.e., loneliness, anxiety and depression). Addressing these gaps is essential
for a comprehensive understanding of the broader implications of social media use in the
first-year university student population. Therefore, this exploratory study examines the
following research questions:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): There will be a positive association between the frequency
of social media use with the problematic use of social media.
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Research Question 2 (RQ2): Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) characteristics—
such as gender, age and disability—will be positively associated with both the frequency of
social media use (RQ2a) and problematic social media use (RQ2b).

Research Question 3 (RQ3): Mental health issues will negatively interact with problem-
atic social media use (RQ3a), and problematic social media use will be positively associated
with depression, anxiety and loneliness (RQ3b).

Research Question 4 (RQ4): There will be a positive association between university,
family and friend support with anxiety, depression and loneliness.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants and Experimental Procedure

A total of 191 first-year students from three departments (Psychology, Electrical Engi-
neering, and Electronics and Computer Science) participated in an online questionnaire
from November 2023 to February 2024. However, only 158 students fully completed the
online questionnaire, and their responses were included in the analysis. Table 1 presents a
detailed breakdown of the responses by department. These three departments were identi-
fied for the distinct EDI characteristics of their student populations. These departments
offered a cohesive sample in line with wider UK university populations while allowing
cross-department consideration of differing characteristics such as participant gender. Con-
sistent with the UK university trends, psychology students predominately comprise British
females (approx. 90% in the current department) [57]. In contrast, engineering students are
predominately international males (approx. 80%). These include a significant proportion
of Asian students, aligning with broader patterns observed in UK universities [58]. This
diversity in demographics across the departments provides a valuable lens for examining
the relationship between social media use, mental health and EDI-related factors.

Table 1. Participant details per department per gender.

Department Total 1st-Year Students
(% Rate Responses)

Males
(%)

Females
(%)

Psychology 111 (43% of cohort) 10 (9%) 101 (91%)
Electrical and Engineering

Electronics 19 (12.0% of cohort) 14 (74%) 5 (26%)

Computer Sciences 28 (10% of cohort) 21 (75%) 7 (25%)

Total 158 (22.3% of cohort) 45 (28.5%) 113 (71.5%)

Participants were recruited through online advertisements disseminated via emails
and announcements. Additionally, psychology students were recruited through the de-
partment’s internal recruitment system, which allowed them to earn course credit for their
participation in the study. Recruitment commenced following ethical approval from the
University Research Ethics Committee. All participants were initially provided with an
information sheet, consent form, assurances of anonymity and the right to withdraw from
the study. The participant information sheet and consent form provided relevant informa-
tion and support details in case of distress arising from the study to all participants. This
ensured that all students, including those who might be vulnerable but might not know
if they belong to this population, have access to the relevant support information. The
questionnaire covered topics such as demographics, perceived support, and social media
use, and included validated mental health scales. Upon completing the questionnaire,
participants received a debrief form containing contact details and mental health resources.

The inclusion criteria for this study required participants to be first-year students from
the Psychology, Electrical Engineering, Electronics and Computer Science departments,
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aged 18 or older, active social media users and without clinical diagnoses of mental health
disorders such as anxiety or depression. Exclusion criteria included individuals who were
non-users of social media, second-year, third-year and postgraduate students, diagnosed
with mental health disorders and individuals currently receiving professional support for
problematic use of social media. As this study utilised an online questionnaire, students
with diagnosed mental health disorders or at high risk of distress might not have immediate
access to support if needed. Also, one of the objectives of this study was to explore the
bidirectional relationships between mental health and problematic use. Including students
already diagnosed with social media addiction would lead to inaccurate findings due to
their pre-existing unstable mental health status. Thus, these population groups were not
the focus of this study. The overall mean age of all the students who participated in this
study was 19.5 years old (SD = ±3.15, Min age = 18, Max age = 45). Table 2 illustrates the
mean age per department.

Table 2. Participants’ mean ages per department.

Department Age
M (±SD)

Psychology 19.1 (±3.10)
Electrical and Engineering Electronics 19.1 (±1.19)

Computer Sciences 21.1 (±3.79)

The age range of participants reflects a mix of young students who joined the Univer-
sity directly after completing their college studies, as well as mature students. A total of
23.4% of the participants were identified as mature students with/without caring responsi-
bilities. Among these students, 16 students were between 21 and 45 years old (10.1% of this
study’s sample), and only 7 of them were mature students with caring responsibilities. To
account for variability, the data have been disaggregated by age group. The cutting age of
21 years old is considered the typical beginning age based on The Universities and Colleges
Admissions Service (UCAS) for UK university entry applications [59].

In addition to gender and age, the study collected data on other EDI characteristics
including disability status (7% of the participants were students with a disability plan
across the different departments). This figure is slightly lower than the UK university
average [60], which was anticipated due to the ethical exclusion criteria outlined in the
participant information sheet and consent form. The students with a disability plan who
participated in this study did not have any mental disorders (i.e., stress, anxiety), but
instead had other types of disabilities. The most common types reported were specific
learning difficulties, such as dyslexia, and other neurodiverse conditions. Thus, for this
study, disability does not include mental conditions.

Although most participants were home students, a significant percentage (23.4%) were
international students, who had come from other countries to study in the UK. Figure 1
below illustrates the distribution of home and international students, with the majority
coming from the engineering departments.

Finally, most of the students across all departments live alone or with housemates in a
university hall of residence (65.2%). This was expected, as these are first-year students who
typically prefer university accommodation due to being new to the city and not yet having
friends with whom to share a house (15.5%). The remaining students either lived with their
guardians (9.5%) or independently (10.8%).
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2.2. Questionnaire

The online questionnaire consisting of 62 items (approx. 10 min long) was developed
through Qualtrics (www.qualtrics.com) and uploaded to the Zenodo repository [61]. The
initial section included 7 items addressing EDI characteristics (university department,
gender, age, mature status, disability status, home status (international/or home) and
accommodation status). The subsequent part of the questionnaire included 4 items concern-
ing the student’s intention to withdraw from their studies and the support they received
from family, friends and university. Following this part, 3 items pertained to social media
usage (i.e., most frequently used social media platform, daily usage frequency and pur-
pose of use). The subsequent sections featured several validated scales designed to assess
university support, problematic social media use, loneliness, depression and anxiety.

2.2.1. University Support and Acceptance Scale [62]

An 8-item scale was employed to assess participants’ perceptions of acceptance and
support from their university, specifically evaluating the availability of supportive resources
and opportunities for personal development. Participants rated their level of agreement
with each statement using a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
4 (strongly agree). Higher scores reflected a greater sense of university support and
acceptance. In this study, the scale demonstrated good internal reliability with Cronbach’s
alpha α = 0.799.

2.2.2. Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale [63]

A 6-item scale was used to measure participants’ problematic social media use. Partic-
ipants responded to questions regarding their social media behaviours on a 5-point Likert
scale, ranging from 1 (very rarely) to 5 (always). This scale has been utilised to measure the
behavioural problematic use of social media, as it has been adapted, validated and used
in international samples. It captures a range of variations in the problematic use of social
media and incorporates the six core indicators of addiction (i.e., salience, tolerance, mood
modification, withdrawal, relapse, conflict), as discussed by Griffiths (2005) [35,64]. Higher
scores indicate a greater risk of behavioural problematic social media use. In this study, the
scale exhibited good internal reliability with Cronbach’s alpha α = 0.776.

2.2.3. UCLA Loneliness Scale Version 3 [65]

A 20-item scale was used to assess participants’ subjective feelings of loneliness and
social isolation. Participants rated how often they experienced the feelings described in
each item on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (often). Higher scores

www.qualtrics.com
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reflected greater feelings of loneliness. In this study, the scale demonstrated excellent
internal reliability with Cronbach’s alpha α = 0.904.

2.2.4. Depression and Anxiety Scale from DASS-21 [66]

The current study employed the 14-item depression and anxiety self-report subscales
to assess negative emotional states from the DASS-21 validated measure. Participants
responded on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (never) to 3 (almost always), indicating
how much the statement applied to them. Higher scores reflect greater levels of anxiety and
depression. In this study, the scale demonstrated good internal reliability with Cronbach’s
alpha α = 0.882 for depression and Cronbach’s alpha α = 0.807 for anxiety.

3. Results
Data collected on Qualtrics were analysed using four linear, five multiple and two

two-step hierarchical regressions and independent t-test analysis. IBM SPSS Statistics
version 28.0.1.1 was used for data analysis.

As presented in the pie chart, most students spent most of their time (75%) on social
media platforms such as TikTok and Snapchat and then Instagram and YouTube (Figure 2).
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Finally, regarding the primary purpose of using social media, the majority of the
first-year students indicated communicating with their friends and their family members,
followed by entertaining themselves (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Reasons for using social media.

Various regression analyses were conducted to explore potential associations between
social media use, problematic social media use, EDI characteristics, mental health and
support from family, friends and university service. Since the department was not found
to be a predictor in any regressions, these were excluded as potential predictors in the
analysis. Additionally, although accommodation status is part of the EDI characteristics, no
associations were found between accommodation status and problematic social media use,
mental health or support from family, friends and university. Therefore, accommodation
status was not included in any of the subsequent analyses.

RQ1: There is an association between the frequency of social media and problematic use.
A linear regression analysis examined the association between the frequency of social

media use and problematic use. The regression model predicted approximately 7.2% of
the variance in problematic use (adjusted R2 = 0.066, F (1,156) = 12.165, p < 0.001), with the
frequency of use being a positive predictor (β = 0.871, p < 0.001).

RQ2a: An analysis of gender, age, mature, international students and disability on the
frequency of social media use was conducted.

A correlational design was used to assess the relationship between the frequency of
social media use and EDI characteristics (i.e., gender, age, disability, maturity and residential
status). Specifically, a two-step hierarchical regression was conducted to examine these
associations. At Step 1, age and gender predicted approximately 7.1% of the variance in
frequency of social media use (adjusted R2 = 0.059, F (2,155) = 5.884, p = 0.003) and it was
a significant model. A significant positive association was found between gender and
frequency of social media use (β = 0.684, p = 0.005), with females using social media more
than males. However, there was no significant association between age and frequency
of social media use (β = −0.052, p = 0.132). In Step 2, the additional inclusion of EDI
characteristics increased the variance accounted for by the model. The overall regression
model predicted 11.2% of the variance in frequent social media use (adjusted R2 = 0.083;
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F (5, 152) = 6.821, p = 0.003). The hierarchical regression indicated that age (β = −0.004,
p = 0.925), gender (β = 0.473, p = 0.064), disability (β = 0.424, p = 0.322) and international
students (β = −0.053, p = 0.861) did not significantly associate with the frequency of social
media use, but this has been associated and mature students (β = 0.238, p = 0.039).

RQ2b: An analysis of gender, age, mature, international students and disability on the
problematic social media use was conducted.

A correlational design was used to assess the relationship between problematic social
media use and EDI characteristics (i.e., gender, age, disability). Specifically, a two-step hier-
archical regression was conducted to assess these associations. At Step 1, age and gender
predicted approximately 5.7% of the variance in problematic social media use (adjusted
R2 = 0.045, F (2,155) = 5.884, p = 0.011) and the model was significant. A significant posi-
tive association was found between gender and problematic social media use (β = 2.293,
p = 0.004), with females (16.3 ± 4.18) exhibiting more problematic behaviour than males
(13.9 ± 4.94). However, no significant association was found between age and problematic
social media use (β = −0.056, p = 0.623). In Step 2, the additional inclusion of EDI character-
istics increased the significant variance accounted for by the model. The overall regression
model predicted 7.9% of the variance in problematic social media use (adjusted R2 = 0.049;
F (5, 152) = 2.606, p = 0.027), but none of the predictors was significantly associated with
problematic use of social media (age (β = −0.093, p = 0.471), gender (β = 2.319, p = 0.06),
disability (β = 1.593, p = 0.259), mature students (β = −0.520, p = 0.160) and international
students (β = −1.530, p = 0.130)).

RQ3: There are associations between anxiety, depression, loneliness and problematic
use of social media.

Three linear regression analyses were conducted to explore whether problematic use
of social media is predicting anxiety, loneliness and depression. Additionally, a multiple re-
gression analysis was performed to examine whether mental issues (i.e., anxiety, loneliness
and depression) are predictors of problematic social media use.

A linear regression analysis was conducted to investigate the relationship between
problematic use of social media and anxiety. The regression model was significant and
predicted approximately 4% of the variance (adjusted R2 = 0.04, F (1,156) = 7.06, p = 0.009).
A significant positive association was found between problematic social media use and
anxiety (β = 0.208, p = 0.009).

A linear regression analysis was also conducted to investigate the relationship between
problematic social media use and depression. The regression model was significant and
predicted approximately 5% of the variance (adjusted R2 = 0.05, F (1,156) = 8.94, p = 0.003).
A significant positive association was found between problematic social media use and
depression (β = 0.233, p = 0.003).

A linear regression analysis was conducted to explore the relationship between prob-
lematic social media use and loneliness. The regression model was not significant (adjusted
R2 = −0.01, F (1,152) = 0.18, p = 0.67) and no significant association was found between
problematic social media use and loneliness (β = 0.035, p = 0.67).

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to predict whether loneliness, depres-
sion and anxiety influence problematic social media use. This regression model predicted
5.5% of the variance in problematic social media use (adjusted R2 = 0.036; F (3,150) = 2.897,
p = 0.037) with none of the mental health issues to be a significant predictor (loneliness:
(β = −0.040, p = 0.300), depression: (β = 0.108, p = 0.058) and anxiety: (β = 0.033, p = 0.574)).

RQ4: There are associations between the different types of support with depression,
anxiety, loneliness and problematic social media use.

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to investigate the relationship between
university, friend and family support and depression. The regression model was significant
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and predicted approximately 18% of the variance (adjusted R2 = 0.164, F (3,154) = 11.250,
p < 0.001). The main significant positive predictors of this model are university support
(β = 1.710, p = 0.017) and friend support (β = 1.577, p = 0.040), while family support was
not associated with depression (β = 1.396, p = 0.090).

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to investigate the relationship between
university, family and friend support and anxiety. The regression model was significant
and predicted approximately 9.3% of the variance (adjusted R2 = 0.075, F (3,154) = 5.259,
p = 0.02). None of the types of supports were significant predictors for anxiety (university
support (β = 0.821, p = 0.219), family (β = 1.092, p = 0.155) and friends (β = 1.054, p = 0.140)).

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to investigate the relationship between
university, family and friend support and loneliness. The regression model was significant
and predicted approximately 10% of the variance (adjusted R2 = 0.082, F (3,150) = 5.577,
p = 0.001). However, there was no significant predictor between the various types of support
and loneliness (university support (β = 0.669, p = 0.449), family (β = 1.805, p = 0.078) and
friends (β = 1.449, p = 0.124)).

4. Discussion
This exploratory study aimed to examine the association between problematic social

media use and mental health issues (anxiety, depression and loneliness) among first-year
university students. Building on the theories of problematic use and the existing studies in
this area, this exploratory investigation examined the potential bidirectional relationships
between mental health (i.e., loneliness, anxiety and depression) and problematic social
media use addressing a gap in research focused on first-year students. Additionally, this
study considered whether students’ diverse backgrounds, including EDI characteristics,
might influence the extent of social media use. The previous literature has not sufficiently
explored how such factors might contribute to social media behaviour in university stu-
dents. Moreover, this study explored the relationship between university, family and friend
support and mental health outcomes. Despite the high engagement of first-year students
with social media, which often leads to increased online time, they might not necessarily
exhibit behaviours indicative of problematic social media use, such as mood modification,
salience, tolerance, withdrawal symptoms, conflict and relapse [67]. This could be due to
the support they receive from family, friends and the university regarding their mental
health. To ensure the integrity of the data, a screening question was included to ask partici-
pants whether they were getting any professional support for the problematic use of social
media. Ryding & Kaye (2018) [68] emphasised the importance of understanding the reason
behind for using social media use (i.e., work, education, leisure) to overcome the issue of
‘the typical flawed metrics’ (p. 229) when examining the problematic use. The sample of
first-year students in this study primarily used social media to communicate with friends
and family members, followed by using it for entertainment purposes.

The first research question of this study found a positive association between problem-
atic social media use and the frequency of social media use in this sample. This finding
can be interpreted in light of considering the reasons for using social media, as previously
discussed. It appears that the first-year student sample might not primarily use social
media for entertainment (22.8%), as it is commonly noted in the literature [69], but rather to
seek support through communication with friends and family (48.7%). This is a key finding
for understanding the role social media plays in providing types of support to students
who might be living at a distance from friends and family.

This study also explored whether the frequency of use and the problematic use shared
similar predictors in terms of EDI (i.e., age, gender, disability). The findings indicated
that gender was the only significant predictor for the frequency of social media use and
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problematic use, with females using social media more frequently than males. This aligns
with previous research that shows that females tend to spend more time on social media and
smartphones compared to males [29], and similar findings have been noted for problematic
use of social media [70]. However, mature students were found to use social media more
frequently than other students without exhibiting any problematic use. Mature students
often face several challenges, including anxiety and lack of confidence, due to the years
away from formal education, feelings of isolation and a sense of separateness from younger
peers [71]. These challenges may drive mature students to seek support through social
media communication without displaying signs of problematic use. The recent literature
has proposed various interventions for mature students, such as the online chat and
chatbots use [72], and the creation of inclusive online communities [73]. However, further
research is required to explore what specific challenges mature students face that lead them
to be less active online compared to their younger peers and how universities can better
support them. Additionally, this study found no significant association between disability
and the frequency of social media use and problematic use, which may be attributed
to low participation rates of disabled students (7%). In this study, only students with
learning disabilities participated, leading to insufficient data for a broad representation of
the disabled student community. However, the findings provide evidence for a potential
association between problematic social media use and students with cognitive difficulties in
general. Further research with a larger sample of disabled students could explore how social
media use varies across different disabilities (i.e., dyslexia, autism) in terms of learning and
mental health support. Finally, apart from the mature students, no age-related differences
were found regarding the frequency and problematic social media use, suggesting that
universities (i.e., teachers and professional services) could develop strategies to promote
mental health support across all age demographics. Therefore, potential interventions
that could be applied to all first-year students, such as anxiety management workshops,
could be introduced by universities [74]. These workshops could help students regulate
their anxiety [75]. Understanding the various EDI nuances related to social media use is
important when studying first-year university students, who experience significant life
transitions such as relocation, and the formation of new social connections.

A positive association between problematic social media use and both anxiety and
depression was found in this study, suggesting that first-year students who exhibit problem-
atic social media behaviour are more likely to experience higher levels of depression. This
aligns with previous research on anxiety and depression [46,51,76]. A potential explanation
for this among first-year students is that they may feel anxious about their studies and
depressed due to the new and demanding learning environment [52]. However, social
support has been shown to reduce the levels of mental health issues [77]. In this context,
students seek support through social media communication with their friends, which
could lead to more extensive and problematic social media use. According to the cognitive
behavioural model, maladaptive cognitions can be developed in response to a lack of social
support which amplifies problematic use, creating a vicious circle [39]. Given these findings,
universities may need to consider strategies to enhance social support, connectedness and
a sense of belongingness among first-year students [34], reducing their reliance on social
media for support. A potential intervention is a peer mentoring scheme that could support
first-year students’ transitions into university life, familiarising them with the university
academic environment and demands, and enhancing their sense of belonging [78]. Further-
more, universities could develop screening tools to identify students at risk of problematic
social media use and provide support to address mental health issues like depression and
anxiety. In a recent study, Chen (2025) [79] discussed how an immersive artificial intelli-
gence game could support universities in assessing students’ mental health engagingly
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and entertainingly. As noted by Naslund et al. (2020) [80], social media can also present
opportunities to improve users’ mental health, by fostering social interactions and peer
support, while increasing belongingness and increased perceived emotional support [81].
First-year university students, for instance, might use social media to form new connections
and receive support from family and friends to potentially enhance their well-being [82].
However, it is crucial to recognise when social media use becomes problematic, to mitigate
its negative effects on mental health [81]. Students themselves may not be always aware
of their usage becoming problematic, and thus universities could provide information
to students during their transition to university, signposting resources and supporting
individuals who become concerned about their levels of usage.

Although a strong bidirectional relationship between problematic use, depression and
anxiety was found in this study, the findings did not support the bidirectional relationship
between problematic social media use and loneliness. These findings align with the previ-
ous studies that suggest loneliness is a predictor of the problematic use of social media [83],
but not vice versa. There is evidence in the literature for a unidirectional association
between problematic social media use with loneliness for the general population [84,85]
and there might be various explanations to interpret this unidirectional relationship for
the university student population. For example, loneliness could be an outcome of the
problematic use of social media, but not a predictor because it is caused by various reasons
in the university population (i.e., mental illness, psychological distress and academic and
social adjustment to the new environment) [86]. Students experiencing loneliness might use
social media to communicate with others, which does mean that they exhibit problematic
behaviour. Validated scales such as the Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale [63,87], which
assesses specific traits related to problematic use, may provide a more accurate measure,
rather than the overall frequency of social media use. These traits include behaviours, such
as feeling restless or troubled when unable to use social networking sites. Also, a recent
literature review [88] on problematic use and loneliness reported that the findings are not
always consistent across the studies for various reasons, depending on one’s motives and
other mental health issues that lead people to withdraw from face-to-face interactions.
These factors could also help explain the results of the current study. The first-year stu-
dents in this study mostly communicated with friends and family members to gain some
support, but this did not mean that they preferred online interactions instead of face-to-face
interpersonal relationships, leading them to problematic online behaviour. A future study
may consider a longitudinal design to assess this relationship and its association with
other mental health issues [88]. For example, females are at greater risk for anxiety and
depression [9], which are strongly related to loneliness. They may tend to use social media
more frequently than males [30], which may suggest a stronger relationship in gender
demographic characteristics. Therefore, an implication of this finding is for future research
to investigate the link between gender, problematic social media use and mental health, to
subsequently tailor interventions to specific demographics.

Positive associations between support from university and friends with depression,
but not with loneliness and anxiety, have been also found. This indicates that although
students receive support from their university and their friends when they experience
symptoms of depression, it is not enough. Factors such as lengthy waiting lists in uni-
versity counselling services and demand surpassing enrolment growth may contribute to
students perceiving support as inadequate [1,14], leading them to seek support from their
friends. However, they might not disclose their depression to their friends, receiving less
support [89] from friends and experts. Consequently, students might use social media for
support during their studies or university transition [26]. A perceived lack of university
support and reliance on social media could explain the high social media usage among
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first-year university students [26]. However, it is unclear from this study whether students
perceive a lack of university support without investigating further support available [90].
Future research could explore students’ awareness of university services, which would
help further understand the relationship between support and social media use. Student–
faculty relationships and a stronger sense of belonging have been linked to higher levels
of well-being [23,91], highlighting the importance of university support during the transi-
tion to higher education and proposing a potential intervention to enhance the sense of
belonging. Additionally, although university support could be protective against mental
illness in general, research underscores the role of family and friend support in promot-
ing students’ mental well-being. There is evidence from this study that these factors are
crucial to consider as confounders in students’ experiences. Both family and friends may
be influential, acting as buffers for mental health such as loneliness and anxiety [82,92].
Family support aids students in navigating challenges, alleviating mental strain, and thus
fostering their overall mental well-being [93]. Therefore, interventions should not only
focus on enhancing university counselling services but also emphasise peer group and
family support to comprehensively assist students.

While the current study enhances our understanding of the relationship between
individual differences in social media use, mental health, first-year university experience
and various types of support, several limitations can be considered. Firstly, the high
proportion of female participants may create a bias, as females are more likely to participate
in questionnaire-based studies than males [94]. Additionally, the exclusive focus on one
university may limit the generalisability of the findings, as different locations vary in
affluence, affecting access to services such as mobile phones and social media usage.
Therefore, exploring responses from a less affluent university or one with differing support
services could provide valuable insights. Another limitation is the cross-sectional nature
of the study, which examines associations between variables through correlation analysis,
precluding the determination of causation [95]. Correlational research does, however,
allow researchers to pinpoint associations warranting further experimental investigation,
to uncover causation pathways. It also enables psychologists and professionals to identify
potential paths and implement interventions to mitigate impacts. A final constraint is the
self-report nature of the questionnaire. Although questionnaires are easy to complete and
time-efficient, they can be susceptible to self-report bias [96]. Participants may hesitate to
report mental health symptoms due to stigma, affecting the validity of results. However,
to reduce this, the current research used anonymity to assure participants their responses
would remain anonymous. The length of the 62-item questionnaire may also be a concern, as
students may have experienced fatigue, as evidenced by the level of incomplete responses.

Future research could address the highlighted issues by utilising a more diverse
student sample (i.e., students from other departments, considering intersectional EDI
characteristics) to explore potential differences in the first-year university experience,
social media use and mental health across various universities and faculties. Additionally,
studies could investigate the relationship between females, problematic social media use
and mental health, given females’ higher social media usage rates [30], and increased
likelihood of depression and anxiety diagnoses [10]. Furthermore, researchers could
explore gender-specific motivations behind social media usage among first-year students,
providing valuable insights into their university experiences, in response to support and
mental health challenges.

5. Conclusions
Overall, the implications of this exploratory study suggest that its findings will provide

valuable insights for university support services, particularly regarding the EDI charac-
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teristics of demographics most at risk of problematic social media use, such as mature
students. The study also emphasises the importance of enhancing support services, as
lower perceived support is associated with mental health concerns among first-year stu-
dents. By utilising the study’s results, universities can implement targeted interventions
for mature and disabled students to better address the needs of students facing difficulties
related to social media use and mental health. It has been highlighted in the literature
that mature students are more likely to drop out of university education [97], so university
support services should consider alternatives to using social media to meet their needs.
Additionally, this study found that problematic social media use was associated with
higher levels of anxiety and depression, indicating the need for better support systems to
reduce reliance on social media. Finally, further research is required to explore university
support interventions tailored to the students’ characteristics in each academic department.
University policymakers and professional service staff should consider first-year students’
EDI characteristics when developing and implementing relevant support interventions.
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