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Abstract: The widespread use of social media in the 21st century has raised significant 

concern about its potential impact on mental health across various demographics, especially 

in China, which is one of the largest social media markets in the world. Its platforms such as 

Wechat, Weibo, and Douyin enjoy immerse popularity. With millions of users actively 

engaging on these platforms in their daily life. Among the various groups affected by this 

phenomenon, college students constitute a particularly impressionable demographic. This age 

group is already navigating the complex difficulties of transition to adulthood stage, including 

academic pressure, social anxiety, and identity formation. The rising of social media has 

brought new challenges to these dimensions. According to the unique Chinese culture and 

background, it is essential to understand how these factors shape the experience of Chinese 

college students on social media. This research aims to delve into the diversified influences 

of social media on mental health within this demographic.  

Keywords: Social Media, Mental Health, Teenagers, College Students. 

1. Introduction 

Social media has transformed communication and social interaction, becoming a vital aspect of 

modern life for amount of people. Many platforms enable users to maintain communication and share 

information rapidly. As the primary motivation for engaging with social media often revolves around 

facilitating and sustaining social relationships, increasing numbers of research emphasize the 

detrimental influence on mental health. However, it is significant to recognize that social media can 

also foster positive outcomes and provide support networks for individuals. This research aims to 

explore the complicated interplay between social media usage and mental health, trying to reveal its 

detrimental and beneficial aspects within the context of contemporary Chinese society. 

2. Literature Review 

In the 21st century, social media has become an integral part of daily life for millions of people around 

the world, including in China. The use rate of social media platforms, such as WeChat, Facebook, 

and TikTok, has grown rapidly in the 21st century, offering users the opportunity to keep in touch 

with others. These applications can access information and share content at a fast pace. Social media 

have become increasingly popular tools for engaging in social behavior [1]. The main motivation to 

use social networking sites is to facilitate and maintain social relationships [2]. However, except for 
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benefits of social media, there is a growing view of research highlighting its potential negative impact 

on mental health. One research shows three harmful consequences of overusing social media among 

adolescents. It was believed to cause mood and anxiety disorders for some adolescents. It was viewed 

as a platform for cyberbullying and the use of social media itself was often framed as a kind of 

‘addiction’ [3]. 

Several studies have explored the relationship between social media use and mental health 

outcomes in 21st century’s China. Research has shown that excessive use of social media can lead to 

heightened levels of stress, anxiety, and depression among Chinese users. According to the study, it 

was found that frequent social media use was associated with increased feelings of social comparison 

and decreased self-esteem among Chinese young people. Through a review and a survey administered 

to a sample population under the age of 18, this article analyzes how social comparisons, a need for 

external validation, and a fear of missing out and exclusion may affect adolescents more than older 

adults due to the fact that they are in a critical developmental period where self-esteem and self-worth 

can be particularly influenced by peers and social media [4]. 

Moreover, the pervasive nature of cyberbullying and online harassment on social media platforms 

has emerged as a pressing concern impacting the mental health of individuals in China. Extensive 

research has shed light on the alarming prevalence of cyberbullying among Chinese, highlighting its 

profound and detrimental effects on their psychological well-being. The cloak of anonymity provided 

by social media platforms offers a shield for perpetrators to engage in harmful behaviors, facilitating 

the spreading process of hurtful content and exacerbating feelings of isolation and distress among 

vulnerable users. The harmful effects of cyberbullying are compounded by the relentless and 

widespread dissemination of social media platforms, exacerbating the negative impact on the mental 

health of those affected. Focus on the potential association between social media use and positive 

outcomes seems to be rarer in the current literature. Amongst the included studies, few separated 

between different forms of (inter)actions on social media, which are likely to be differentially 

associated with mental health and well-being outcomes [5]. 

The prevalence of cyberbullying poses a significant challenge to the mental health protection of 

social media users in China, necessitating targeted interventions and support mechanisms to address 

this critical issue. For those with unhealthy social media use, behavioral interventions may help. For 

example, programs that develop “effortful control” skills—the ability to self-regulate behavior—have 

been widely shown to be useful in dealing with problematic Internet and social media use [6]. 

Beyond its effects on individuals, social media has been implicated in broader societal challenges 

that impact mental health in China. The dissemination of misinformation and false news through 

social media platforms has emerged as a significant concern, engendering heightened levels of fear, 

confusion, and anxiety among the population. Research has underscored the pivotal role of social 

media in amplifying the spread of health-related misinformation during public health crises, 

exemplified by the COVID-19 pandemic. The proliferation of inaccurate information through social 

media channels can have far-reaching consequences on mental well-being, fueling uncertainty, and 

distress among individuals and communities. The rapid and unfiltered nature of information  

dissemination on social media platforms magnifies the impact of misinformation, exacerbating the 

mental health challenges faced by the populace. Addressing the dissemination of false news on social 

media platforms is imperative to mitigate its adverse effects on mental well-being and promote 

accurate and reliable information sources in the digital landscape. 

While social media presents various challenges, recent studies have shed light on the potential 

advantages it offers for mental health in China. Notably, research has demonstrated the positive 

impact of social support garnered through online platforms on individuals' mental health outcomes, 

with a particular emphasis on marginalized populations. The provision of social support through 

virtual channels has been shown to bolster emotional well-being and enhance social connectedness, 
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fostering a sense of belonging and camaraderie among users. The capacity to interact with like-

minded individuals, access pertinent resources, and exchange information online has proven 

instrumental in fortifying individuals' mental resilience and promoting positive mental health 

outcomes. These findings underscore the nuanced role of social media as a facilitator of social support 

networks and a catalyst for fostering emotional well-being, particularly among individuals facing 

social exclusion or marginalization in Chinese society. 

3. Methodology 

Evidence suggests that while people with strong social skills and technological abilities accrue benefit 

from online interaction, those who are less adept do not fare so well [7]. Various theories have been 

proposed for the putative link between social media use and psychological problems in younger 

people. Socialization is crucial to the progression from adolescence to adulthood, and use of social 

media may have profound influence on this adjustment [8]. To comprehensively explore the influence 

of social media on mental health in contemporary China, a mixed-methods research approach will be 

adopted, integrating quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews with Chinese social media users. 

This methodological approach will be designed to capture multiple aspects of understanding of the 

complex dynamics between social media engagement and mental health outcomes within the Chinese 

social context. The quantitative surveys will be helpful to the collection of structured data on patterns 

of social media use, mental health indicators, and demographic variables, so they will allow statistical 

analyses to reveal potential associations and trends. Meanwhile, qualitative interviews will offer a 

deeper exploration of individuals' lived experiences, perceptions, and coping strategies related to 

social media and mental health. By combining these complementary research methods, the study 

seeks to provide an entire perspective on the impact of social media on mental well-being in 21st 

century China, illustrating the complexities and subtle differences of this evolving relationship. 

The quantitative component of the research study will need the distribution of a structured survey 

to a diverse and representative sample of Chinese social media users. The survey instrument will 

probe into participants' social media engagement patterns, encompassing inquiries regarding the 

frequency of usage, preferences for specific platforms, and habits related to consuming various types 

of content.  

Moreover, participants will be prompted to self-report on their mental health status, encompassing 

measures of stress, anxiety, depression, and overall well-being to measure their psychological state 

accurately. 

Complex statistical analysis, including correlation assessment and regression models, will be used 

to specifically examine the relationship between social media usage patterns and mental health 

outcomes in the Chinese population. This analysis method aims to reveal the potential correlations 

and dependencies between variables, and to reveal the impact of social media participation on 

individual mental health. Careful consideration will be given to potential confounding variables such 

as age, gender, socio-economic status, and specific social media platforms used by participants to 

ensure the robustness and accuracy of statistical results. By combining these methodological 

considerations, this study attempts to provide a comprehensive and detailed understanding of the 

complex interaction between social media use and mental health in the context of modern China. 

The qualitative segment of the research initiative will encompass the undertaking of in-depth 

interviews with a select group of participants drawn from the larger survey sample. Through the 

utilization of semi-structured interviews, researchers will delve into the personal narratives and 

experiences of individuals concerning their interactions with social media platforms and the resultant 

effects on their mental health. Themes encompassing social comparison, cyberbullying, social 

support mechanisms, and adaptive coping strategies will be explored and unpacked through a rigorous 

qualitative data analysis process. 
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The primary objective of this study is to provide a detailed and comprehensive understanding of 

the complex ways in which social media participation affects contemporary Chinese mental health 

outcomes by integrating quantitative and qualitative datasets. The integration of quantitative and 

qualitative research results aims to elucidate the multifaceted nature of the relationship between social 

media usage patterns and mental health, providing valuable insights for the development of targeted 

intervention measures and policies to promote healthy social media practices and ensure the mental 

health of Chinese users. The results of this study may provide information for evidence-based 

strategies and measures to promote mental health in the digital age. 

3.1. Sample Selection 

In order to conduct this research, a sample of 100 college students from the university in Zhuhai, 

Guangdong Province was selected. Their ages are between 20-22 years old. The sample size was 

determined based on the feasibility of the research within the given time and resources constraints. 

The sample was drawn from the class, which consists of approximately 50 students. The selection of 

participants was done through convenience sampling, where students who were willing to participate 

were included in the study. Focusing on young adults is arguably important for two additional reasons: 

first, because early adulthood may be a particularly vulnerable time as far as mental health is 

concerned [9]; second, because early adulthood is an age in which individuals often make critical life 

decisions [10]. 

3.2. Data Collection 

Data was collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with the selected participants. The 

interviews were conducted in a confidential and comfortable environment to encourage openness and 

honesty in responses. The participants were asked a series of questions related to their social media 

usage, mental health status, and any perceived impact of social media on their well-being. 

3.3. Data Analysis 

The data collected from the interviews was analyzed using thematic analysis. This involved 

identifying patterns and themes in the responses provided by the participants. The themes identified 

were then used to draw conclusions about the impact of social media on mental health in 21st century's 

China. 

3.4. Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations were considered throughout the research process. Informed consent was 

obtained from all participants before the interviews were conducted. Participants were assured of the 

confidentiality of their responses and were given the option to withdraw from the study at any time. 

The research was conducted in accordance with ethical guidelines to ensure the well-being and rights 

of the participants. 

3.5. Limitations 

There are several limitations to this research. The sample size is relatively small and may not be 

representative of the entire college student population in China. The findings of this study may not 

be generalizable to other populations or settings. Additionally, the data collected is self-reported and 

may be subject to bias or inaccuracies. 
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4. Results 

The quantitative survey component of the research study revealed several insightful findings 

regarding the impact of social media on mental health among Chinese users. Analysis of the data 

indicated a positive correlation between excessive social media usage and heightened levels of stress, 

anxiety, and depression among participants. The 2-percentage point increase corresponds to a 9 

percent increase over the preperiodic mean of 25 percent for depression and a 12 percent increase 

over the preperiodic mean of 16 percent for generalized anxiety disorder [10]. Specifically, 

individuals who reported spending extended periods on social media platforms exhibited greater 

susceptibility to feelings of social comparison and decreased self-esteem, aligning with previous 

research highlighting the adverse effects of excessive social media engagement on mental well-being. 

Sleep loss generally refers to sleep duration shorter than the seven to 9 h necessary for restful sleep, 

whereas sleep disturbance refers to poor sleep quality that hinders daily functioning. Poor sleep is 

associated with excessive daytime sleepiness, depressed mood, and difficulty concentrating, as well 

as more insidious, long-term outcomes such as chronic disease [11]. Furthermore, significant 

associations were observed between exposure to cyberbullying and online harassment on social media 

platforms and heightened levels of psychological distress among participants, underscoring the 

pervasive and damaging effects of digital harassment on individuals' mental health in the Chinese 

context. 

Conversely, the qualitative interviews conducted as part of the research initiative shed light on the 

nuanced ways in which social media can exert both positive and negative influences on mental health 

outcomes among Chinese users. Participants shared personal anecdotes and reflections on the role of 

social media in shaping their emotional well-being, revealing instances where online platforms 

facilitated social support networks and promoted a sense of connectedness and belonging. Social 

media has many positive and enjoyable benefits, but it can also lead to mental health problems. 

Previous research found that age did not have an effect, but gender did; females were much more 

likely to experience mental health than males [12]. The qualitative data underscored the dual nature 

of social media as a double-edged sword, capable of both fostering emotional resilience through 

virtual communities and engendering distress through exposure to cyberbullying and misinformation. 

5. Discussion 

The findings of this research point to the complex and multifaceted relationship between social media 

engagement and mental health outcomes in contemporary China. While social media platforms offer 

valuable opportunities for social interaction, information dissemination, and support networks, they 

also pose significant risks for individuals' psychological well-being, particularly in the context of 

cyberbullying, social comparison, and exposure to false news. Increased time spent online is related 

to a decline in communication with family members, as well as the reduction of the Internet user's 

social circle, which may further lead to increased feelings of depression and loneliness [13]. The 

study highlights the critical importance of promoting responsible social media use and fostering 

digital literacy among Chinese users to mitigate the adverse effects of online platforms on mental 

health. The relationship between social media and youth mental health is complex and potentially 

bidirectional [14]. 

Moreover, the results underscore the need for targeted interventions and support mechanisms to 

address the prevalence of cyberbullying and online harassment on social media platforms, 

safeguarding the mental health of vulnerable individuals in the digital landscape. These findings are 

highly relevant to current policy development on guidelines for the safe use of social media and calls 

on industry to more tightly regulate hours of social media use for young people [15]. Strategies aimed 

at promoting positive online interactions, enhancing digital resilience, and fostering authentic 
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connections among users may prove instrumental in mitigating the negative impact of social media 

on mental well-being in China. 

6. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this research has provided valuable insights into the impact of social media on mental 

health in 21st century China, particularly among college students. The mixed-methods approach 

employed in this study has illuminated the complex interplay between social media engagement 

patterns and mental health outcomes, revealing both the benefits and challenges associated with 

online platforms in shaping individuals' emotional well-being. By integrating quantitative surveys 

and qualitative interviews, the study has offered a comprehensive understanding of the nuances and 

complexities of the relationship between social media use and mental health in the Chinese context. 

Moving forward, it is essential to continue advancing research efforts and implementing evidence-

based strategies to promote healthy social media practices, combat cyberbullying, and enhance the 

psychological well-being of individuals in the digital age. By fostering a culture of responsible digital 

citizenship and prioritizing mental health awareness in online spaces, China can navigate the evolving 

landscape of social media with greater resilience and mindfulness, ensuring that individuals' well-

being remains a paramount consideration in the digital era. 
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