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This quantitative study investigates the impact of passive social media engagement on the mental health of young adults in the
United States. The research uses a secondary analysis of a dataset collected in 2023 to assess the relationship between passive
social media engagement and mental health. The study focuses on the relationship between passive social media activity and
psychological distress, specifically stress, anxiety, and depression among young adults. A pre-study was conducted using Gerson
et al.’s (2017) Passive Active Use Measure (PAUM) to assess the shared variance among 12 self-reported social media behavior
items. The main study used the Psychosocial Media Use (PSMU) items to investigate the relationship between social media use
style, emotion recognition, and mental health. The findings provide scientifically grounded insights into the intricate relationship
between passive social media activity and psychological distress, particularly in the context of stress, anxiety, and depression
among young adults. While the results do not offer a definitive, one-size-fits-all answer, they greatly enhance our understanding of
the subject matter. The observed variability in findings underscores the need for an additional nuanced way to study social media’s
impact on mental well-being. Future research should delve deeper into this domain, considering both passive and active social
media engagement, to uncover the multifaceted dynamics at play and inform targeted interventions and policies. This research
holds significance for engineers and scientists working towards mitigating the impact of frequent passive social media engagement
on the mental health of young adults in the U.S., specifically targeting stress, anxiety, and depression levels, as of 2023. The
study emphasizes the importance of distinguishing between passive and active social media engagement for a comprehensive
understanding.

Introduction

The prevalence of social media platforms has dramatically
changed the significance of direct and in-person contact relevant
to human relationships in the dynamic digital age. Communica-
tion has changed drastically because of being able to connect,
exchange, and interact with the world at one’s fingertips. The
mental health of our young adults, however, is a growing issue
as youth continue to be victims to the intricacies of social media
and its reflection of societal norms and expectations- devour-
ing the psyche and leaving behind an entire digital generation
susceptible to adverse psychological effects.

As the years pass by and new generations emerge, the tech-
nological advancements and social constructs we rely on also
begin to evolve. However, in the year 2020, when the COVID-19
pandemic struck and a quarantine was imposed upon countries
all around the world, adolescents were subjected to a sudden,
drastic shift where their primary reality and contact with the out-
side world were mediated through online platforms, including
social media. The pandemic placed their entire lives on hold,
which had significant consequences for their mental health.

According to the impact of COVID-19 on adolescents and
youth report1, the pandemic’s restrictions and social isolation
measures caused increased feelings of loneliness, anxiety, and
depression among adolescents. The abrupt interruption of in-

person social interactions, extracurricular activities, and educa-
tional routines disrupted their sense of normalcy and support
systems1.

Moreover, further research from the National Institute of
Mental Health (NIMH)2 showed that the COVID-19 pandemic
was linked with detrimental mental health outcomes in adoles-
cents. It also accelerated brain development in this age group,
potentially exacerbating the challenges they faced. The combina-
tion of increased stress, anxiety, and a disrupted developmental
trajectory may have long-term implications for the psycholog-
ical well-being of adolescents. Understanding the complex
interactions between usage of passive social media and mental
well-being among the demographically significant group of U.S.
young adults (ages 18 to 25) in 2023 emerges as an urgent task
in the universe of screens, clicks, and likes.

The digital age, characterized by increased dependence on
social media platforms, has witnessed a constant evolution and
dynamism in usage patterns. The COVID-19 pandemic acted as
a catalyst, amplifying the reliance on online platforms for social
interaction, education, and entertainment. The ever-changing
trends in social media platforms played a pivotal role in shaping
the mental health dynamics explored in this study.

Adolescence is a crucial time in an individual’s growth and is
highlighted by significant changes in physiological responses,
processes, and psychological behavior. These changes are well-
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documented and can be attributed to various factors. As per the
National Institutes of Health (NIH), adolescence is character-
ized by substantial brain development. Higher-order cognitive
functions like decision-making and emotional regulation are
controlled by the prefrontal cortex that undergoes significant
maturation during this period3. This development plays a piv-
otal role in shaping the psychological behavior of adolescents
as they navigate complex emotional and social situations. Fur-
thermore, adolescence does not solely revolve around biological
changes. The Cleveland Clinic emphasizes that adolescence
is a period characterized by significant psychological, social,
and emotional changes. These changes include the development
of abstract thinking, increased self-awareness, and a growing
capacity for empathy4. Unfortunately, there has been a concern-
ing rise in mental health issues among adolescents within the
context of the technology-driven generation, and more specif-
ically, during the COVID-19 pandemic. Melancholy, stress,
and anxiety have demonstrably exerted adverse effects on the
formative years of many individuals. Despite its incredible af-
fluence and advancement, the United States has not escaped this
pattern. With a staggering number of 90% of the teenagers in
the United States actively using social media problems in 2023,
the concern deepens immensely when focusing on the younger
demographic5.

Comparing these statistics with global data, it becomes ev-
ident why the United States is of particular concern in this
context. With its status as the 3rd highest population of social
media users and such extensive engagement, the United States’
influence on the mental well-being of its adolescents is substan-
tial. This research focuses on the U.S. because of its exceptional
social media saturation and its subsequent implications for the
mental health of its young population, highlighting the urgent
need for further investigation and intervention to address this
pressing issue.

Numerous studies have revealed the alarming prevalence of
mental health issues among American adolescents, shedding
light on the distressing circumstances linked to their presence
on social media platforms. According to Consumer Notice, a
study found that 38% of teenagers reported experiencing melan-
choly, stress, and anxiety due to their use of various platforms
of social media. This statistic underscores the profound role that
social media can have on the mental well-being of American
adolescents6. Similarly, the University of Utah’s Health Feed
highlights the obstructive implications of social media on ado-
lescent mental well-being. The article discusses how over-usage
of social media is associated with feelings of loneliness, depres-
sion, and decreased self-esteem among teenagers, substantiating
concerns about the psychological impact of these platforms7.
Furthermore, a systematic review published in Cureus delved
into the comprehensive impact that social media has on the
mental well-being of adolescents and young adults. The review
synthesized evidence from multiple studies, revealing a signifi-

cant link between usage of social media and increased rates of
depression, anxiety, and stress in this demographic8.

The complex link between usage of social media use and
mental well-being consequences have clearly been shown by
previous research. In addition, two distinct usage patterns have
emerged: active social media engagement, where individuals
interact and communicate with others, and passive social media
consumption, where users simply observe and consume con-
tent without direct interaction. Research indicates that while
active social media use may foster connections and support well-
being, passive consumption can have different and potentially
more harmful consequences. For instance, a published study in
the journal Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking
found that passive usage of social media was significantly linked
with higher levels of symptoms of depression as compared to
active engagement9. In particular, 44% increased odds of de-
pression were associated with each point on the passive social
media use scale whereas only 15% decreased odds of depres-
sion were associated with each point on the active social media
use scale. These findings underscore the potential harm of pas-
sive social media actions and emphasize the need for further
investigation into their impact on mental health. In expanding
our investigation of which, it is imperative to consider specific
behaviors and platforms. Building upon recent research, a study
conducted by Bournemouth University reveals a significant link
between passive social media use and higher levels of loneli-
ness and psychological distress. (“Passive social media use
linked to higher levels of loneliness and psychological distress,”
Bournemouth University, June 30, 2023). This underscores the
need for our study to delve deeper into the nuanced aspects of
passive engagement and its potential repercussions on mental
health outcomes.

Furthermore, insights from a meta-analysis features in a Sci-
enceDirect article titled “The relationship between social media
use and mental health: A systematic review and meta-analysis”
provide valuable perspectives on the diverse impacts of social
media use on psychological well-being (Source: ScienceDirect,
DOI: 10.1016/j.chb.2021.107905). By incorporating these find-
ings, our research aims to extend its analysis to different types
of passive social media engagement, acknowledging the poten-
tial differential effects on stress, anxiety and depression among
young adults. To complement our approach, a comprehensive
review from the National Center for Biotechnology Informa-
tion (NCBI) titled “Impact of Social Media on Mental Health:
A Systematic Review” offers nuanced insights into the intri-
cate relationship between social media use and mental health
outcomes (Source: NCBI, PMCID: PMC8499034). This sys-
tematic review guides our examination of the content consumed
during passive social media engagement, emphasizing its poten-
tial influence on psychological distress within the young adult
demographic.

This study aims to shed light on the effects of passive social
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media involvement on the mental well-being of young adults
in the United States (ages 18 to 25) in 2023. To achieve this,
the research employs established frameworks, namely the Pas-
sive Active Use Measure (PAUM) and the Depression Anxiety
Stress Scale (DASS-21). The PAUM, adapted from Gerson et
al. (2017), is employed to assess social media behavior. It is
essential to acknowledge the psychometric properties of the
PAUM, such as its reliability and validity, in capturing passive
social media engagement. Previous studies using PAUM have
shown promise in distinguishing between active and passive
social media behaviors, but a more detailed examination of its
performance in the context of this research would contribute
to the methodological transparency and strengthen the study’s
foundation. Similarly, the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale
(DASS-21) is utilized to measure mental health outcomes. The
study specifically addresses key mental health indicators such
as stress, anxiety, and depression within the target demographic,
contributing to the existing body of knowledge by building on
previous research that has identified potential links between
social media use, particularly passive engagement, and adverse
mental health outcomes.

The objectives involve conducting a pre-study analysis using
the adapted PAUM to ensure alignment with established factors
and to provide a foundation for the main study. Additionally,
the research utilizes PSMU items, as tested in the pre-study,
to examine the relationship between social media use style,
emotion recognition, and mental health. The study explores
diverse demographics among the 68 participants, considering
engagement across various social media platforms to ensure a
comprehensive understanding of the study population. It further
investigates statistical relationships between passive social me-
dia engagement and stress, anxiety, and depression, utilizing the
collected dataset. The study aims to provide nuanced insights
into the complex dynamics of passive social media activity and
its impact on psychological distress, emphasizing the need for a
nuanced approach to studying social media’s influence on men-
tal well-being. Ultimately, the research seeks to inform targeted
interventions and policies aimed at mitigating the impact of
frequent passive social media engagement on the mental health
of young adults in the United States.

Results

A total of 68 participants were utilized in data analysis. Out of
the three participants who were 18 years old: 2 (2.94%) were
male, 1 (1.47%) were female, and the participants identified
as 2 (2.94%) Asian and 1 (1.47%) White. The mean age was
18 (SD = 0). Out of the sixteen 19-year-olds, 6 (8.82%) were
male, 7 (10.29%) were female, and 1 (1.47%) identified as
genderqueer, and 1 (1.47%) as non-binary. The participants
identified as 4 (5.88%) Asian, 6 (8.82%) White, 1 (1.47%)
Black or African American, and 1 (1.47%) Native Hawaiian

or Pacific Islander. The mean age was 19 (SD = 0). From the
eleven 20-year-old participants, 6 (8.82%) were male, 4 (5.88%)
were female, 1 (1.47%) identified as genderqueer, and 1 (1.47%)
as FTM Transgender. The participants identified as 2 (2.94%)
Asian, 6 (8.82%) White, 1 (1.47%) Black or African American,
2 (2.94%) Hispanic or Latino, and 1 (1.47%) Other. The mean
age was 20 (SD = 0). Among the nine participants who were 21
years old, 5 (7.35%) were male, 4 (5.88%) were female, and 1
(1.47%) identified as genderqueer. The participants identified
as 8 (11.76%) White and 1 (1.47%) Black or African American.
The mean age was 21 (SD = 0). Out of seven participants aged
22 years old, 6 (8.82%) were male, 1 (1.47%) was female, and 1
(1.47%) identified as genderqueer. The participants identified as
1 (1.47%) Asian and 6 (8.82%) White. The mean age was 22
(SD = 0). Out of the seven participants who were 23 years old,
2 (2.94%) were male, 5 (7.35%) were female, and 1 (1.47%)
identified as Other. The participants identified as 1 (1.47%)
Black or African American, 1 (1.47%) Hispanic or Latino, and 1
(1.47%) Other. The mean age was 23 (SD = 0). Among the four
having 24 years of age, 2 (2.94%) were male, and 2 (2.94%)
were female. The participants identified as 4 (5.88%) White.
The mean age was 24 (SD = 0). Out of the eleven 25-year-old
participants, 5 (7.35%) were male, and 6 (8.82%) were female.
The participants identified as 11 (16.18%) White. The mean age
was 25 (SD = 0).

After excluding participants who failed attention checks and
those without at least one of the specified social media accounts
(Facebook, Instagram, Tik Tok, Snapchat, or Twitter), the final
sample comprised 68 participants. Among them, 61.9% were
female, 36.7% were male, and 0.14% identified as non-binary
or preferred not to say. The sample was ethnically diverse, with
72.5% identifying as White, 9.4% as Black or African American,
0.7% as American Indian or Alaska Native, 10.8% as Asian,
0.7% as Native American or Pacific Islander, and 5.8% selecting
”Other” or multiple races. Additionally, 15.1% of participants
identified as Hispanic or Latino, and the mean age was 21.37
(SD = 11.27).

The ASMU scale had an internal consistency of α = 0.88,
and the PSMU scale had an internal consistency of α = 0.78.

Relationship between Stress and TotalPassiveActive

The regression analysis reveals that the relationship between
stress (DAS Stress) and TotalPassiveActive is not statistically
significant (p-value= 0.518). The R-squared value for this re-
lationship is low at 0.0067, suggesting that only a marginal
0.67% of the variability in TotalPassiveActive can be explained
by stress. The coefficient for TotalPassiveActive is -0.3597, but
it is not significantly different from zero. Therefore, there is
no statistically significant relationship between passive social
media activity (TotalPassiveActive) and stress.
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Table 1 Relationship between Stress vs. Passive Activity

Table 2 Relationship between Anxiety vs. Passive Activity

Table 3 Relationship between Depression vs. Passive Activity
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Relationship between Anxiety and TotalPassiveActive

Similarly, the regression analysis shows that the relationship
between anxiety (DAS Anxiety) and TotalPassiveActive is not
statistically significant (p-value = 0.426). The R-squared value
for this relationship is also low at 0.0101, indicating that ap-
proximately 1.01% of the variability in TotalPassiveActive can
be explained by anxiety. The coefficient for TotalPassiveActive
is -0.3894, and like in the stress analysis, it is not significantly
different from zero. Hence, there is no statistically significant
relationship between passive social media activity and anxiety.

Relationship between Depression and TotalPassiveActive

In this case, the regression analysis indicates that the relationship
between depression (DAS Depression) and TotalPassiveActive
is not statistically significant (p-value = 0.170). The R-squared
value for this relationship is modestly higher at 0.0297, suggest-
ing that around 2.97% of the variability in TotalPassiveActive
can be explained by depression. The coefficient for TotalPas-
siveActive is -0.7877, and while it is slightly more negative than
in the previous analyses, it is still not significantly different from
zero. Thus, there is no strong proof of a relationship between
passive social media activity and depression.

Overall, based on these regression results, it seems that there
is no statistically significant relationship between passive social
media activity (TotalPassiveActive) and measures of psycholog-
ical distress (stress, anxiety, depression) in the given dataset.
These findings suggest that passive usage of social media may
not be strongly linked with these psychological factors in this
particular sample. However, it is important to consider the
limitations of the dataset and the potential presence of other vari-
ables that might influence these relationships. Further research
and larger sample sizes may provide more conclusive insights.

Discussion

In this comprehensive literature review, we meticulously investi-
gated the intricate relationship between passive social media ac-
tivity and psychological distress, focusing specifically on stress,
anxiety, and depression in young adults. We encountered several
challenges during the research process, including study selec-
tion, data acquisition, data interpretation, and data limitations,
which further emphasize the complexity of this research domain.
Given the reliance on correlation analysis in this study, it is
essential to note the inherent limitation in establishing causal
relationships. The correlational nature of the data precludes the
drawing of definitive cause-and-effect conclusions, emphasizing
the need for caution in interpreting associations between vari-
ables. Furthermore, the study explicitly recognizes the challenge
of determining longitudinal relationships, as the cross-sectional
design impedes the ability to discern temporal precedence or

causal directionality between variables. Therefore, the authors
recommend cautious interpretation of the findings, considering
the inherent constraints of correlational analyses.

Importance of the Results

The outcomes of this review hold significant importance for
the evolving understanding of social media and mental health
research:

Contributing to the Existing Literature: Our findings enrich
the ongoing discourse regarding the ramifications of social me-
dia usage on mental well-being. By distinguishing social media
engagement into active and passive components, we add gran-
ularity to our understanding, acknowledging that not all social
media behaviors may have equivalent impacts.

Enhanced Nuance: While earlier research has proposed con-
nections between heightened social media use and psychological
distress, our results offer a more nuanced perspective. They sug-
gest that the association between passive social media activity
and psychological distress is multifaceted, context-dependent,
and not universally strong. This nuanced perspective invites
further exploration into the factors influencing psychological
distress among young adults in the digital age.

Evaluation of the Results

Research Questions Addressed: Our research question sought
to establish the presence and strength of the link between passive
social media activity and psychological distress, specifically
stress, anxiety, and depression, in young adults. The results
do not provide unequivocal confirmation of these associations.
Instead, they indicate a complex and conditional relationship.

Alignment with the Original Hypothesis: The initial hypoth-
esis, which posited that increased passive social media actions
would lead to heightened levels of depression, anxiety, and stress
in young adults, finds partial support in our findings. While some
studies have reported significant relationships between passive
social media activity and psychological distress, others do not.
This variability suggests that the relationship is not uniform and
may depend on various factors, such as individual differences,
platform usage, and the content consumed.

Limitations: It is essential to acknowledge potential limi-
tations in this secondary analysis literature review. These in-
clude the inherent variability in methodologies and measures
used across the studies included, potential publication bias, and
variations in the operationalization of passive social media en-
gagement and mental well-being. Furthermore, as this is a
secondary analysis of existing research, causal relationships
cannot be definitively established. Other variables such as the
socioeconomic status of a passive social media user, their geo-
graphic location, professional background, prior mental health
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history and other relevant life events could potentially impact
the relationship between the PSME and mental health.

Comparison with Existing Literature

While the current research findings suggest a complex and con-
ditional relationship between passive social media activity and
psychological distress (stress, anxiety, and depression) in young
adults, it is essential to compare these results with previous re-
search to understand the consistency or divergence of findings
across studies. The previous research findings mentioned in the
provided links may offer insights into the broader context of this
relationship.

Stress: The current study does not find a statistically sig-
nificant relationship between passive social media activity and
stress. This contrasts with some previous research that linked
passive social media use to higher levels of stress. The di-
vergence in results could be attributed to variations in sample
characteristics, measurement tools, or study designs across dif-
ferent investigations. It is crucial to explore these differences
to understand the factors contributing to the inconsistency in
findings.

Anxiety: Similarly, the current study does not establish a
statistically significant relationship between passive social me-
dia activity and anxiety. Previous research, however, may have
reported different outcomes. An in-depth analysis of method-
ologies, participant demographics, and cultural factors could
shed light on why these studies yield different results. It is also
essential to consider advancements in social media platforms
and changes in usage patterns over time.

Depression: The findings regarding the relationship between
passive social media activity and depression in the current study
are inconclusive. While the coefficient for TotalPassiveActive is
more negative compared to stress and anxiety analyses, it is not
statistically significant. Previous research may have reported
significant associations between passive social media use and
depression. Examining these studies can help identify potential
reasons for the disparities, such as variations in measurement
tools or the inclusion of additional variables in previous analy-
ses.

Overall Comparison: In contrast to some previous research
suggesting a link between passive social media use and psy-
chological distress, the current study does not provide strong
evidence for such associations in the examined sample of young
adults. These inconsistencies emphasize the importance of con-
sidering contextual factors, including cultural, demographic, and
technological changes, that may contribute to diverse findings
in this research domain.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research:
It is crucial to acknowledge the limitations of the current study,
such as sample size, demographics, and measurement tools.
Future research should aim to address these limitations and

consider additional variables that may influence the relationship
between passive social media activity and psychological distress.
A meta-analysis incorporating multiple studies could provide a
more comprehensive understanding of the overall effect size and
consistency of these relationships across diverse populations
and contexts.

In conclusion, while the current study presents a nuanced view
of the relationship between passive social media activity and
psychological distress, comparing these findings with previous
research highlights the need for a comprehensive and contextual
understanding of this complex association.

Future Studies

Future studies could significantly contribute to addressing the
limitations identified in the current study. The conduction of
longitudinal research to determine the long-term impact of pas-
sive social media use on mental well-being, as suggested, would
provide a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship
over time. This longitudinal approach would help overcome
the limitation of the study’s snapshot approach, allowing for a
continuous examination of changes in mental health correlated
with changes in social media behavior among young adults.

Additionally, comprehending the multitude of variations
brought about by the examination of the effects of various social
media outlets on mental well-being becomes essential for over-
coming the inherent variability in methodologies and measures
used across studies, as highlighted in the limitations. Future
research focusing on specific social media platforms and their
unique features or content that could affect mental health in
diverse ways would address this limitation and contribute to
a more nuanced understanding of the impact of passive social
media engagement.

Moreover, exploring the potentially fluctuating effects of pas-
sive usage of social media on mental well-being concerning an
individual’s cultural background and/or demographic character-
istics aligns with the limitation regarding variations in sample
characteristics. Investigating how cultural factors and demo-
graphics moderate the relationship can provide insights into the
diverse experiences of different populations, contributing to a
more inclusive and context-specific understanding of the impact
of passive social media engagement on mental health.

The applications of these extensions in the future could also
directly address the limitations associated with the static nature
of the data and the potential need for a more contextual under-
standing. Investigation of the legal and policy ramifications,
promotion of social media3 legislation, privacy settings, and
security for consumers, along with the development and eval-
uation of prevention and education initiatives, would provide
practical solutions and recommendations for mitigating the im-
pact of passive social media engagement on the mental health
of young adults. Adjustments in technology and design, facili-
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tated through engagements with social media businesses, would
encourage more constructive and psychologically beneficial in-
teractions, directly addressing the need for nuanced approaches
discussed in the limitations.

Comparison with Existing Literature

In light of the evolving landscape of social media and mental
well-being, it is essential to enhance the discussion by incor-
porating a more nuanced exploration of potential moderators
and mediators in the relationship between passive social media
engagement and mental health. While the current discussion
highlights the non-uniform and context-dependent nature of
this relationship, delving into specific factors that may moder-
ate or mediate these associations would contribute to a deeper
understanding of the complex dynamics involved.

Considering Individual Differences: Individual character-
istics, such as personality traits, coping mechanisms, and re-
silience, may moderate the impact of passive social media en-
gagement on mental health outcomes. Exploring how these
individual differences interact with passive social media use
could provide valuable insights into why some individuals may
be more susceptible to psychological distress than others.

Platform-specific Factors: Different social media platforms
may have distinct features, content, and user interactions. In-
vestigating how these platform-specific factors moderate the
relationship between passive social media engagement and men-
tal health could uncover nuances in the association. For instance,
certain platforms may foster more supportive or detrimental en-
vironments, influencing the overall impact on psychological
well-being.

Cultural and Demographic Considerations: Cultural back-
grounds and demographic characteristics may play a significant
role in shaping individuals’ responses to passive social media
engagement. Examining how cultural factors and demographics
moderate the relationship can contribute to a more culturally
sensitive understanding of the impact on mental health.

Potential Mediators

Emotion Regulation: The process of emotion regulation could
serve as a mediator in the relationship between passive social
media engagement and mental health outcomes. Investigating
how individuals regulate their emotions in response to passive
social media content may help elucidate the mechanisms through
which psychological distress is either exacerbated or mitigated.

Social Support Networks: The presence or absence of social
support networks may mediate the impact of passive social
media engagement on mental health. Understanding how these
networks function in the context of social media use could
provide insights into the role of interpersonal relationships in
shaping psychological outcomes.

Perceived Social Comparison: Perceived social comparison,
wherein individuals compare themselves to others on social me-
dia, could act as a mediator in the relationship. Examining how
passive social media engagement influences perceived social
comparison and, in turn, impacts mental health outcomes can
offer a more nuanced perspective on the underlying mechanisms.

Dynamic Nature of Social Media Trends and Mental Health
Fluctuations

The dynamic landscape of social media is marked by ever-
evolving trends, content dissemination, and user interactions.
The fluid nature of these platforms introduces variability in the
types of content consumed, the popularity of certain trends, and
the overall social media environment. Similarly, mental health
is subject to fluctuations influenced by various external factors,
life events, and societal changes.

Impact on Results and Data: Recognizing the dynamic
nature of social media trends and mental health fluctuations is
crucial for interpreting the study results accurately. Temporal
patterns in the relationship between passive social media en-
gagement and mental health may be influenced by the ebb and
flow of trending topics, online conversations, and user behaviors.
The study’s snapshot approach, based on data collected during a
specific period, may capture only a momentary representation
of this dynamic interaction.

Implications for Interpretation: Understanding the tem-
poral dynamics is essential for interpreting the study findings.
Fluctuations in social media trends and mental health states over
time could contribute to variations in the observed associations.
An awareness of these temporal nuances is vital for contextual-
izing the results and recognizing that the relationship between
passive social media engagement and mental health may not
remain static.

Recommendations for Future Research: Given the dy-
namic nature of social media and mental health, future research
should consider adopting longitudinal approaches to capture
changes over time. Longitudinal studies would allow for a more
nuanced exploration of how fluctuations in social media trends
correspond with shifts in mental health outcomes among young
adults. This approach would enhance the understanding of the
temporality of these relationships and contribute to a more com-
prehensive assessment of the impact of passive social media
engagement on mental well-being.

Significant and Non-Significant Results

Expanding on the interpretation of the results, it is crucial
to delve into the implications of both significant and non-
significant findings. The non-significant relationship between
passive social media activity and psychological distress, as evi-
denced by the regression analyses for stress, anxiety, and depres-
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sion, suggests that, in the context of this study, these psycho-
logical factors may not be directly influenced by the extent of
passive social media engagement among young adults. This find-
ing, while not providing support for a significant correlation, is
valuable in itself, as it refines our understanding of the nuanced
interplay between passive social media use and psychological
distress.

The non-significant relationship between stress and TotalPas-
siveActive implies that factors other than passive social media
activity may be more influential in predicting stress levels among
young adults in the sample. It prompts further exploration into
these potentially influential variables to gain a more compre-
hensive understanding of stress determinants. Similarly, the
non-significant relationships between anxiety, depression, and
TotalPassiveActive suggest that passive social media activity
alone may not be sufficient to explain variations in anxiety and
depression levels. It raises questions about the multifaceted na-
ture of these psychological constructs and the need to consider
additional contributing factors.

In contrast, the statistically significant relationships, had they
been present, would have suggested a more direct and substantial
impact of passive social media activity on stress, anxiety, and
depression. Such significant associations could have served
as indicators for targeted interventions or preventive measures,
emphasizing the significance of understanding the role of passive
social media engagement in the mental well-being of young
adults.

Methods

Pre-Study

A pre-study was conducted adapted from Gerson et al.’s (2017)
Passive Active Use Measure (PAUM) to assess among 12 self-
reported social media behavior items the shared variance. The
aim of this pre-study was to ascertain whether our modified
items, drawn from the PAUM, aligned with the original active
and passive factors and not to create a new social media measure.
We hypothesized that items evaluating users’ third-party obser-
vation behaviors (passive) would exhibit greater shared variance
compared to those assessing users’ content creation behaviors
(active). A sample of 160 participants was recruited through
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) online platform. Each par-
ticipant was compensated $0.25 for completing the study, which
took an average of 3.93 minutes (SD = 1.59). After excluding
participants who failed attention check questions, completed the
survey unreasonably quickly (< 1 minute), or provided inco-
herent responses to a free-response question, the final sample
consisted of 128 participants. Participants provided informed
consent prior to the survey, where they stated their current us-
age of social media applications (Instagram, Facebook, Twitter,
Tik Tok, or Snapchat). Subsequently, participants self-reported

the frequency of their engagement in active and passive social
media usage patterns across these platforms. Demographic in-
formation was also collected. Participants rated the frequency
of their engagement in 12 different social media usage patterns
on five different platforms (60 ratings in total), using a Likert
scale ranging from 1 (Not often at all) to 7 (Very often). In cases
where participants did not use a specific platform, they had the
option to select ”Do not use this app/app does not have this func-
tion.” Six items assessed passive behaviors, such as ”Looking
at friends’ and strangers’ posts/photos,” and six items assessed
active behaviors, such as ”Posting stories” and ”Commenting
on friends’/strangers’ posts.”

Main study

The main study aimed to make use of the PSMU items, as tested
in the pre-study, to investigate the relationship between social
media use style, emotion recognition, and mental health.

Participants

For the main study, an online sample of 68 participants was
recruited via the Prolific survey platform and paid $5.00 for
their participation in a 30-minute study.

Procedure

After obtaining informed consent, participants completed the
Geneva Emotion Recognition Test - Short Form (GERT-S),
which assesses emotion recognition ability. They also indicated
their current usage of social media platforms. For participants
who reported using at least one platform, they provided self-
reports on their active and passive social media behaviors across
these platforms. Finally, participants completed the Depression
Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS-21) and demographic questions.

Materials

Two passive behavior items removed due to reliability concerns
as the participants completed the same PSMU questionnaire
as in the pre-study They rated the frequency of their engage-
ment in 10 varying social media behavioral patterns on five
different platforms using a Likert scale (1 = Not often at all
to 7 = Very often). Emotion recognition ability was assessed
using the GERT-S, and mental health was measured using the
Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS-21), a widely recog-
nized self-report questionnaire. The DASS-21 encompasses
three subscales, specifically assessing depression, anxiety, and
stress levels among young adults. Each subscale comprises
seven items, resulting in a total of 21 items. Participants rate the
severity of each symptom over the past week on a Likert scale
ranging from 0 (Did not apply to me at all) to 3 (Applied to me
very much, or most of the time). The subscale scores are then
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summed, providing an overall score for each domain. Higher
scores indicate higher levels of depression, anxiety, or stress.

Analysis

Conducted on 7th of August 2023, this study assessed
whether the independent variables (DAS Stress, DAS Anxiety,
DAS Depression, TotalPassiveActive) are associated with the
outcome variables (mental health) in the total population, a se-
ries of ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analyses were
performed. The OLS regression model assumes linearity, inde-
pendence, homoscedasticity, and normality of residuals. This
model was selected after checking for these assumptions through
exploratory analysis of key variables. Regarding the limitations
of the regression model,we checked for potential outliers and
multicollinearity of the data. The following information summa-
rizes the handling of missing values: 3 participants had missing
data for their measured stress score using the DASS-21 system;
3 participants had missing data for measured anxiety score using
the DASS-21 system; r and 3 participants had missing data for
their measured depression score using the DASS-21 system; 2
participants had missing data for Total Passive Activity. Fol-
lowing the guidance of Dodeen (2010), missing values were
substituted with the average value of that particular variable in
the dataset10. All statistical tests were two-sided, and p-values
less than 0.05 were considered statistically significant. The sta-
tistical analyses were conducted using STATA 15.1 (StataCorp,
College Station, TX).

Research Question

Our research question was to what level does passive social
media engagement impact the mental health of young adults
during 2023 in the United States of America?

Independent Variable: Passive Social Media Engagement

The parameter of passive social media engagement was the
frequency of engaging in various activities on social media
platforms. Respondents provided their responses on a Likert
scale, ranging from 1 (not very often) to 7 (very often), regarding
the following activities: Scrolling through their social media
feed, looking at posts or photos shared by friends or strangers,
reading through comments on other people’s posts, watching
stories posted by others. Social media platforms considered in
this study included Facebook, Instagram, X (formerly known as
Twitter), TikTok, and Snapchat.

Dependent Variable: Mental Health

Mental health was the dependent variable in this research, en-
compassing a holistic assessment of psychological well-being

and distress among young adults. Mental well-being was as-
sessed using the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (DASS),
a widely recognized self-report questionnaire, with distinct sub-
scales to measure depression, anxiety, and stress levels among
young adults.

Population Demographics and Context

The study focused on young adults between the ages of 18 and
259, regardless of gender or age. This demographic was chosen
to capture the transitional period from adolescence to adulthood,
characterized by significant social and psychological develop-
ment. It allows for an exploration of the potential impact of
passive social media engagement on a group known to be pro-
lific users of these platforms. The research was conducted in the
United States in the year 2023. The research conducted does not
include any specific geographical or temporal information. Rec-
ognizing the potential limitations associated with a sample size
of 68 participants, the study took deliberate steps to address con-
cerns about representativeness and generalizability. Employing
meticulous sampling techniques, the research ensured a diverse
representation across demographic characteristics. The author
conducted a comprehensive demographic analysis, delving into
factors such as age, gender, and ethnicity, to offer a nuanced un-
derstanding of the sample composition. While acknowledging
the inherent constraints of a modest sample size, these measures
were implemented to enhance the external validity of the find-
ings and contribute valuable insights to the broader context of
the young adult population in the United States.

We understand the significance of social media usage patterns
and expand on prior research conducted by different organiza-
tions relevant to the effect of social media on mental well-being
by specifically assessing individuals’ Passive Social Media Use
(PSMU). Addressing concerns about the lack of universal mea-
sures for this type of usage (Trifiro and Gerson, 2019), we
adapted an existing measurement tool designed for Facebook
(Gerson et al., 2017). Our modifications aimed to cover behav-
iors applicable across diverse social media platforms, including
text-based (e.g., Twitter), image-based (e.g., Snapchat), video-
based (e.g., TikTok), or mixed (e.g., Instagram and Facebook).
We ensured each behavioral item accurately represented the
intended style of social media use, aligning with Trifiro and
Gerson’s recommendations. Initially, we assessed the reliability
of 12 distinct generalized social media behaviors to identify
those capturing PSMU effectively. Subsequently, we examined
these active and passive social media items in a new participant
group to explore how PSMU relate to emotion recognition abili-
ties and mental health. Six behavior questions were developed
to determine how frequently participants engaged in more pas-
sive social media behaviors, such as ”Looking at friends’ and
strangers’ posts/photos” and ”Reading through the comments
on other people’s posts.” These actions were described as people
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using social media as a third-party observer of what other people
are doing.

After thoroughly examining the impact of passive social me-
dia engagement on mental health, it is imperative to extend our
understanding by exploring the distinctive role of active social
media engagement. While the primary focus of the analysis
has centered on passive engagement, acknowledging the signifi-
cance of active engagement is vital. Active engagement entails
actions such as content creation, participating in discussions, and
initiation of interactions on social media platforms this section
aims to investigate how active social media engagement may
contribute to or mitigate mental health issues, shedding light
on whether its effects differ from those of passive engagement.
Drawing on available literature and sources such as published
articles from Bournemouth University and Liebert Pub, it is
evident that active social media engagement has the potential for
both positive and negative impacts on mental health. Positive
contributions include an established social connection which
enables individuals to maintain relationships and foster new
connections, as well as the creation of a means for positive ex-
pression, where social media serves as a platform for users to
display their opinions, experiences and talents. The potential
challenges of active engagement however, entail performance
pressure, where actively engaging on social media would sub-
ject individuals to the pressure of consistently curating positive
content- potentially contributing to stress and anxiety. Addi-
tionally, it would create a realm of insecurity created by social
comparison, wherein the comparison of lives, achievements and
experiences with others within the online domain could result
in feelings of inadequacy and an adversely-impacted state of
mental well-being. The impact of active social media engage-
ment is multifaceted. While it can offer avenues for personal
growth and expression alongside social association and affinity,
it could be argued that the enhanced comparison between users’
lives may contribute to mental health problems. Understanding
these nuances is crucial for developing targeted interventions
and promoting a healthier online environment. Further research
is essential to explore these dynamics comprehensively and pro-
vide actionable insights for individuals, educators, and mental
health practitioners.

This study tackled participant bias in self-report measures
by ensuring anonymity, clarity in instructions, pilot testing the
survey, and transparent reporting. These strategies aimed to
improve result accuracy and reliability by addressing concerns
of under-reporting or over-reporting in participants’ behaviors
and feelings.
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