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Abstract. With the growing popularity of social media, there is increasing research interest in the
relationship between social media use and mental health. Past work in this area has yielded
conflicting findings and suggested that age may play a moderating role in this relationship. In the
current study, we leverage an existing multicampus collaborative survey (EAMMi2; n = 2324; Grahe
et al., 2013) to investigate the moderating role of age in the association between social media use
and perceived stress. This study yielded two main findings: first, we found a marginally positive main
effect of social media use on stress; second, age and perceived stress significantly interacted to
predict social media use, where social media use and perceived stress were positively correlated in
young adults (ages < 25) but negatively correlated in older adults (ages > 25). Our findings contribute
to a broader discussion of the differential associations between social media use and perceived
stress across different age groups.
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1. Description

Past work has yielded conflicting findings on the association between social media use and mental
wellbeing. Leveraging an existing multicampus survey (n=2324), we found that age and perceived
stress significantly interacted to predict social media use, where social media use and stress were
positively correlated in young adults (ages<25) but negatively correlated in older adults (ages>25).

2. Introduction

Social media such as Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok has become a massive part of our daily
lives. In the U.S., the population that uses social media has increased from 10% in 2008 to  82% in
2021 (S. Dixon, 2022). Among all social media users, young people aged 18 to 29 are the most
significant in using social media (Perrin, 2015). Instant messaging, images, status updates, image-
sharing, and video-sharing are a few essential components contributing to social media's
popularity(University of South Florida - UCM, 2022). It not only connects you to people you care
about, but it also provides people with a wealth of information. As people are getting more and more
information, regardless of accuracy, stress is also coming along with that information. Young people
experience more stress nowadays, especially during COVID-19 (Hawes et al., 2021). The reason for
this is that people are afraid of uncertainty about COVID-19, and they are absorbing so much
misleading information on social media platforms, which will put them under more pressure (Farris,
2021). Because of the rapid development of modern society, young people gradually experience more
anxiety, mainly from the community. It is common for young people to have work-related stress since
they just began working or have worked for a few years and have less control over their work.
Financial stress is another stress that is very common among young adults. Some adults are also
stressed by being successful. 60% of 18-24 years old and 41% of 25-34 years senior adults are stressed
by being successful (By admin, 2020).

People of all ages report using social media; By March 2018, over half of adults in the US had a
Facebook account, 75% of whom reported using Facebook daily (Smith & Anderson, 2018). Social
media platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat are becoming increasingly popular, especially
among younger generations. 78% of people (ages 18—24) report using Snapchat, and 71% report using
Instagram, most of whom use the sites daily or several times per day (Smith & Anderson, 2018).
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There are various reasons for using social media: connecting with family members or friends,
following up with society, following celebrities, and expressing emotions (Boyd & Ellison, 2007;
Ellison & Boyd, 2013; Smith, 2011). Young adults are the generation that most frequently uses social
media; 88% of 18-to-29-year-olds indicate that they use it in some capacity (O’Day & Heimberg,
2021).

People increasingly use social media, and it is critical to understand the role social media plays in
people's lives. Some scholars posit that social media can be a risk factor for mental health, especially
among the younger population (Rasmussen et al., 2020). There is four potential social media pressure
mentioned by Steele (2019). Bucher and his colleagues used a survey and found that the expectation
from the internet may cause stress: others' approval, comparison, fear of missing any information,
and connection overload. That digital stress occurs mainly in adolescents and young people. The
stress caused by social media is present in our daily life and work life, especially for people who need
social media to work every day. Their information overload, uncertainty, and invasion increase their
stress (2013).

Although social media use can cause stress, it can also be used as a stress-coping strategy.
Wolfers(2022) reported that social media could be used to cope with stress when stress is activated.
But its effectiveness has to do with context. The research also shows that people who face pressure
tend to seek help from social media(Denq et al., 2018). As they seek more help, they will use social
media more often. When they get help from social media, people will feel connected with the world,
their stress will decrease, and happiness will increase. Thus, they will use social media more often
whenever they are stressed and need help from society(Nabi et al., 2013).

Social media could be a coping tool and stressor when experiencing negative emotions(Wolfers &
Utz, 2022). It is quite often to hear that using social media is harmful to our life and well-being,
especially for people who are teenagers and young adults(Hughes, 2022). Still, Hughes mentioned
more than one study that using social media plays a minute role in harming adolescents(2022).
Hancock and his colleagues made 226 cases of the meta-analysis(2022). They found that some cases
showed a marginal positive correlation between time spent on social media and wellbeing, such as
depression and low life satisfaction. In contrast, some cases also showed a marginal negative
correlation between social media and wellbeing. In general, there is no significant correlation between
wellbeing and social media use, but Hancock and his colleagues (2022) use “particpant population ”,
which is age, as one of the moderators to see the difference. Age did show some effects on wellbeing
and social media use. However, it did not provide clear evidence on how it affects social media use
in young adults and adults. Thus, we would like to see how different age groups moderate the
correlation between well-being and social media use.

Age may also be a factor related to stress and social media(cite har/window). People encounter
different pressures and problems at different ages: in childhood, getting a good grade may be pressure;
In young adulthood, getting a good job or going back to school can be stressful; In middle age, there
is pressure to make enough money to support a family. The frequency of reasons for using social
media may also change at different ages under stress. (Hardy & Castonguay, 2018) The article from
Hardy and Castonguay found that young adults (18-29) who use more social media will experience
fewer nervous meltdowns, whereas middle age(30- 49)and older people (50+) are experiencing more
nervous breakdowns when using more social media. (2018)

With technology and reliance on electronic devices, social media has become an integral part of
every one of us. However, with the gradual development of society, people are under more and more
pressure. On social media, people can make more friends and get more help. But too much
information can also make them more and more stressed. They worry about whether their posts are
commented on or liked. They also worry about whether their friends on social media need them all
the time(Bucher et al., 2013). The current study examines the association between social media use
and perceived stress. We will examine participants' stress and social media use by survey research.
We expect a positive linear relationship between perceived stress and social media usage, where
people tend to use social media the most when they are at high-stress levels. We are also interested
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in how the stress level interacted with age which will influence social media use, so also will build a
model for interaction between stress level and age on social media use.

3. Method

These data were gathered as part of a multicampus collaborative project investigating aspects of
emerging adulthood. Researchers collected data at 32 institutions, including 29 in the United States
and one each in England, Grenada, and Greece. The appropriate institutional review board approved
each recruitment site, and all data collection procedures adhered to American Psychological
Association ethical standards. All participants aged 18-61 (N =2324) completed the survey described
below. Participants who did not respond to questions related to demographics (age, sex, and education
level), perceived stress, and social media use are not included in the analysis. The mean age was 21.13
years (SD = 4.86). Most participants in this study identified as female (73.2%), 25.1% identified as
male, and 1.7 % as other gender. The Open Science Framework project page (https://osf.io/te54b/)
includes a detailed description of the sample, measures, and data collection procedures.

3.1 Social Media Measures

The survey measures the intensity of using social media. We used seven survey questions related
to exploring new information or friendships and connecting with friends. We expect the participants
will do things that are asked by survey questions when they perceive stress. Participants used a 5-
point Likert scale (from 1 = Never to 5 = A lot) to indicate their frequency of using social media. The
scale achieved good internal consistency (Chronbach’s a = 0.82). Table 2 shows the survey
question as well as the mean rating on each question.

3.2 Perceived Stress Measures

Perceived stress was measured through ten questions. Participants answer on a 5-point Likert scale
(from 1 = Never to 5 = Very often) to questions about their feeling and thought during the past month
and to indicate their perceived stress. The Perceived Stress Scale achieved good internal consistency
(Chronbach’s = 0.85). Table 1 shows the survey question and the mean rating on each question.

3.3 Analyses

Table 1. Perceived Stress Scale and mean rating

Mean Stan.D
In the last month, how often have you...

1. ...been upset because of something that happened

unexpectedly? 3.1 0.98
2. ..felt that you were unable to control the impo rtant

things in your life? 3.2 1.11
3. ... felt nervous and "stressed"? 4.1 0.95

... felt confident about your ability to handle your

personal problems? 2.5 0.94
5. ... felt that things were going your way? 2.8 0.90
6. ...found that you could not cope with all the things that

you had to do? 3.0 1.06
7. ... been able to control irritations in your life?

2.8 0.90

8. ... felt that you were on top of things? 2.8 0.92
9. ... been angered because of things that were outside of

your control 3.2 1.06

10. ... felt difficulties were piling up so high that you could
not overcome them? 3.0 1.16
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We first examined whether there was a main effect of perceived stress on social media use. This
was examined through an Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression model with education, age, and
gender as control variables. Second, we examined whether age significantly moderated the
relationship between perceived stress and social media use. To do this, we built an OLS regression
model with the interaction term of age and pressure as the predictor, after controlling for age, gender,
and education. For visualization purposes, we visualized age in two groups, one is people who are
younger than or are 25 years old, and another group is people who are older than 25 years old.

Table 2. Social Media survey question and mean rating

Mean Stan.D
Think of the social media platform (e.g., Facebook,
Instagram, Twitter, etc.) you use most often.
How often do you use it for the following reasons?
1. Keeping in touch with friends 3.7 1.1
2. Let friends know what I’ve been up to 32 1.2
3. Reconnect with people I used to know 2.8 1.1
4. Make new friends 2.4 1.2
5. Get in touch with someone I met at
social events 3.0 1.2
6. Get different kinds of information 3.5 1.1
7. Share different kinds of information 32 1.2
4. Results
Predicted values of socialMedia_mean
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Figure 1. The main effect of perceived stress on social media use.

We first examined the association between perceived stress and social media without interaction
with age. Our OLS model results indicated a marginal association between perceived stress and social
media use (b = 0.05, 95% CI = [-0.01, 0.00], p = 0.08; Table 3, Figure 1), which means that with
more perceived stress, there are marginally more social media use. In addition to perceived stress,
age (b =-0.02, 95% CI =[-0.03, -0.0], p = 0.00) and sex (b =0.14, 95% CI =[0.07, 0.22], p = 0.00)
were also found to be significant predictors for social media use.Sex and social media are positively
associated, indicating that females use social media more than males when they perceive stress.
Whereas, age is negatively associated with social media use, which is supported by figure 2 that older
people use less social media. In sum, we found that perceived stress level is positively associated with
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social media use without interaction with age, and age is found to be a significant predictor of social
media use.

Next, we examined whether the association between perceived stress and social media use would
depend on age. Figure 2 and Table 4 report the correlation between stress and social media use with
interaction with age. The interaction between social media use and age produced a negative
coefficient (b=-0.01, 95% CI=[-0.02, -0.00], p = 0.03), indicating the strength of the association
between social media use and stress level decreases with age. For visualization, age was divided into
two groups (age <= 25, age > 25). From figure 2, we can see that young adults who are younger than
25 years old are more likely to use more social media when they perceive more stress, but when
younger adults’ stress levels are lower, they use less social media than older adults. For people who
are older than 25 years old, the relation between social media use and stress level is negative,
indicating that social media use is associated with lower levels of perceived stress in older adults. In
conjunction, these findings indicate that the association between social media use and perceived stress
may depend on age.

Table 3. Regression table

Model 1 Model 2
(Intercept) 3.13 *x* 2.44 *x*
(0.13) (0.34)
Perceived stress 0.05 0.29 *
(0.03) (0.11)
sex 0.14 *** 0.14 ***
(0.04) (0.04)
edu -0.00 -0.00
(0.01) (0.01)
age -0.02 *** 0.01
(0.00) (0.02)
Perceived stress x age -0.01 *
(0.01)
N 2324 2324

*E% p <0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05.

Predicted values of socialMedia_mean
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@
o
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Figure 2. Relation between social media use and stress level in two age groups
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5. Discussion

In this study, we examined the relationship between perceived stress, age, and use of social media
using an existing multicampus collaborative survey (EAMMi2). This study yielded two results. First,
we found a marginally positive association between social media use and stress, such that people who
reported higher stress levels tended to use report marginally more social media use. Second, we found
that the relationship between stress and social media use is moderated by age. We observed significant
differences in the association between social media use and stress in different age groups. Among
adults younger than 25 years old, there was a positive association between social media use and stress
levels, whereas this association is negative among those older than 25 years. These findings suggest
that people of different age groups may use social media differently in response to stress. There are
two reasons that might help explain the different associations between age groups separately: younger
adults are exposed to social media early on and older adults are more susceptible to social comparison
on social media.

Age significantly moderated the association between social media use and stress. For younger
adults, they are more likely to seek help and support from social media than older adults when they
are stressed, and we think that is because young adults are more skilled and more likely to connect
with friends or explore new things online (Rideout & Fox, 2018). Younger adults are living and born
in a technology generation, which is likely to be a reason to use more social media. Prensky (2001)
indicated that young people are a generator that grows and lives in an environment surrounded by
new technology, and he named those young people “digital natives”. Rideout (2018) also found that
the reason for young people who asks for support on social media is that they usually receive positive
feedback from those media rather than negative feedback. Young people who have moderate to severe
symptoms of depression think that suggestions on social media are more useful than not using social
media (Rideout & Fox, 2018).

We found a negative association between social media use and stress in people older than 25. This
may be due to their higher tendencies to engage in social comparison on social media. Hardy (2018)
indicated that many older people who are over 30 would compare with people who used to be at the
same level. People are not posting their real lives on social media; they post about their richer, more
positive lives online, putting pressure on others (Comment, 2020). That comparison would lower the
mental health level and well-being. Also, a study showed that face-to-face meetings after online
interaction would increase social comparison and stress levels(Rauch et al., 2014). These findings
may explain that when adults older than 25 may experience more social comparison induced stress
on social media, thus leading to less frequent usage.

There are some limitations to this study. First, the survey focuses more on young adults, our sample
includes significantly more participants under 25 years old than participants over 25 years old, which
may affect the results in model 2. Second, the survey mainly collected data from universities. Thus,
people who are 25 years old or older and still attending university may not be representative of the
larger population in that age group. Third, this study is not an experimental study, therefore it is hard
to know the cause and effect relationship between social media use and perceived stress. Our research
has shown that young adults will use social media as a platform for seeking support, future studies
could investigate how and why social media will help release stress in a more general population.

Overall, there was a marginally positive association between stress and social media use, but this
association is significantly moderated by age. Our results indicated that people of different age groups
may have distinct experiences using social media: people under 25 years old are more likely to use
social media to relieve stress, whereas people over 25 may have a higher tendency to engage in social
comparison on social media. These findings provide initial evidence that social media could not only
be used as entertainment but also be considered as a support for stress, especially for the younger
populations.
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