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Social media and student well-being:
Supporting mental health in a digital world

Introduction

This resource is designed to support Good2Talk service providers in understanding how social media affects the mental
health and well-being of post-secondary students. Grounded in current research, it highlights both the positive and
challenging aspects of social media use, with particular attention to how it relates to social anxiety. By exploring these
intersections, the resource aims to equip service providers with practical strategies to foster safer, non-judgmental spaces

where students can feel comfortable reflecting on their online experiences.

Social media use among post-secondary students

Social media use is nearly universal among young people in Canada. According to a 2022 survey, 99% of youth

living in Canada were using the internet, and 91% were actively using social media platforms.' Social media refers to
online platforms where users can choose how to present themselves and connect with others, either in real time or
asynchronously, sharing content that others find valuable and engaging.? These platforms include both websites and
apps, although not all apps are social media. Apps are software programs designed for mobile devices and can serve a

variety of purposes, from messaging to social networking to learning.

Common social media platforms among students include Instagram, TikTok, X (formerly known as Twitter), Reddit,
Snapchat, LinkedIn, and YouTube. While these platforms are designed as a way to stay in touch with friends and family,
many students also turn to them for emotional support, entertainment, and practical information. Students may use
social media during breaks, to follow campus events or student groups, to share creative work, or to stay informed about
global and cultural conversations.>* In fact, data from 2023 shows that young people aged 15 to 24 are significantly more

likely than older people in Canada to rely on social media as a primary source of news and information.®

The way students use social media varies but can be classified broadly as active use and passive use. Active use involves
direct engagement with others—such as messaging, posting, or commenting—while passive use involves simply scrolling
or viewing content without directly interacting.® Both styles of use can shape a student’s emotional experience online. In
recent years, there has also been a strong shift toward short-form, visually driven content, particularly on platforms like
TikTok, Instagram Reels, and Snapchat Stories. These formats tend to favour quick consumption and often feature trends,
challenges, or personal storytelling. For students, this style of content can feel more engaging and relatable, but it can

also contribute to pressure to “perform,” participate in trends, or appear a certain way online. The condensed nature of this
content can lead to oversimplification of complex topics, reliance on catch-terms, and limited perspective, which may affect

how students interpret information, especially around mental health, identity, or well-being.
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Many students also choose to engage with social media in private or pseudonymous ways (using a different name).
For example, they might use anonymous platforms like Reddit, maintain private Instagram accounts, or simply browse
content without engaging. This approach allows students to explore or express themselves with less fear of being judged

by peers or family members.”

Why students use social media
Students use social media for reasons that go beyond simple entertainment. For many, it serves as an important, timely

and accessible tool for connection, information, self-expression, and coping during ups and downs of post-secondary life.

Connection and belonging: Many students use social media to stay
connected with friends, family, and peer communities, especially if they are
away from home. Social media platforms can help students feel a sense of
belonging by keeping them involved in group chats, student communities,
cultural networks, and online spaces where they can stay close to their loved
ones, share experiences, and support one another even from a distance.®?

Information and inspiration: Students often turn to social media for timely
news, academic tips, lifestyle content, and mental and physical health advice.
Whether following educational creators, learning productivity hacks, or
discovering self-care ideas, students can use social media as informal sources of
information and inspiration. While this content can be helpful, it is important to
note that the accuracy and quality of information can vary widely, which may
sometimes impact how students understand or manage their well-being.”

Self-expression and identity exploration: Social media offers a space
for students to express themselves more freely. Students may feel more
comfortable sharing parts of themselves online—such as their
thoughts, creativity, or aspects or their identity like gender, sexuality,
culture, or mental health. These platforms can feel safer or more
accessible than in-person settings, especially for those navigating
personal discovery during this formative stage of life.'"?

Coping and distraction: In times of stress or loneliness, social media
can act as a temporary distraction or mood enhancer that can offer a
brief escape for students from academic pressure or difficult emotions.
This may be in ways such as scrolling through entertaining content,
watching lighthearted videos, engaging with uplifting creators, or using
mindfulness-based mobile apps.’ While these moments of distraction
can be helpful in moderation, they may sometimes mask underlying
challenges that could benefit from deeper support.'

Social media and student well-being: Supporting mental health in a digital world
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The dual impact of social media on student well-being

Potential benefits

Social media can foster peer support and a sense of

belonging by helping students stay connected to
friends, family, and campus communities.®?

Students may use social media to express themselves
creatively and advocate for their identities, interests,

and causes they care about.'?

Anonymity can make it easier for students to seek
help or share personal experiences without fear of
judgment.™

Social media platforms can provide a timely and
accessible way for students to stay informed about
campus events, academic resources, and global
issues.®?

Students can access educational content and
learning support in formats that feel approachable
and engaging.™

Social anxiety and social media

Potential harms

Social media can fuel comparison, FOMO (Fear of
Missing Out), and perfectionism.®

Students may experience cyberbullying, online
harassment, and trolling (posting disruptive content
online to upset others or stir up conflict) that
contributes to distress."

Grooming and scamming: Social media can be a
place where sex traffickers approach and recruit their
victims.'®

Doomscrolling (excessive consuming negative or
distressing news) and compulsive use can increase
exposure to negative content and disrupt emotional
well-being."”

Excessive use may lead to sleep disruption, attention
issues, and lower academic performance.’

Time online can exacerbate feelings of anxiety,
depression, and loneliness.’®920

Relying on social media as a main source of
information may expose students to misinformation,
shape how they interpret topics like health, identity,
or world events, and reduce access to information
from verified, nuanced sources.”’

Social anxiety is a common mental health challenge among post-secondary students. It involves a persistent fear of being

judged, embarrassed, or rejected in social or performance situations.® This can show up in academic settings as avoidance

of group work, hesitation to speak in class, or discomfort with social or campus events, even when participation is

required.

For some students, social media can feel like a safer, more manageable way to connect. Unlike face-to-face interactions,

social media allows for asynchronous communication—through posts, messages, or comments—which gives students

more time to think about how they want to present themselves. This flexibility can reduce the pressure of spontaneous

conversation and help students feel more in control of their social interactions.??

Social media and student well-being: Supporting mental health in a digital world
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On the flip side, social media can also trigger or intensify social anxiety. Students may

worry about how their posts are perceived, overanalyzing wording or worrying about

how others might react. They may feel rejected if they don't receive likes or replies. e
Comparing themselves to the curated images or achievements of others can also lead to

feelings of inadequacy or self-doubt.®

Service providers may notice signs of social anxiety when students prefer digital over
in-person communication, avoid in-person interactions or group gathering occasions,
express worry about how they come across online, or describe difficulty messaging peers or

professors. Some may avoid social media entirely out of fear of being judged, while others may

remain active but feel distressed by their interactions.

Supporting students: role of service providers

Trauma- and anxiety-informed approach: When discussing social media and mental health, it is important to
approach each conversation with sensitivity.?** Students may have anxiety or past experiences that influence how
comfortable they feel talking about their online lives. Avoid making assumptions—what feels harmless or routine
to one student may feel overwhelming or distressing to another. By creating a calm, non-judgmental space, service

providers can help students feel safe enough to open up about their relationship with social media.?*?

Supportive strategies and suggestions: If a student expresses concern about how social media is affecting

their mental health, start by validating their feelings and acknowledging that it is okay to seek help.® Avoid
minimizing their experiences or offering overly simple solutions like “just log off from social media,” which can feel
dismissive. Instead, invite students to reflect on how social media impacts them personally. You might suggest
setting boundaries, such as limiting screen time, muting or unfollowing stressful accounts, or scheduling screen-free
breaks.?” Recommend digital well-being tools like app timers or notification controls and consider sharing campus
resources like virtual peer groups. Encourage students to reframe negative social comparisons by reminding them

that what they see online is often curated and not the full picture.

Provide students with additional resources: Be prepared to share information about mental health supports
available on campus and in the broader community, including culturally relevant, low-barrier, and accessible
options.?® This might include campus counselling, peer support, virtual mental health platforms, or 24/7 helplines like
Good2Talk. When students are struggling, connecting them to these services can help reduce the stress of figuring
things out on their own. If their social media use is significantly affecting their daily life or academic performance,
consider whether a referral to additional support may be needed.

Build a support plan with students collaboratively: Support is most effective when students are involved in
shaping it.* When possible, ask what kind of help feels right for them. Some may want professional counselling,
while others may prefer to start with small, manageable steps like using digital wellness tools or talking to peers.
Work together to identify next steps that align with their comfort level.? Empowering students to guide the process

helps them feel more in control and less alone.

Social media and student well-being: Supporting mental health in a digital world
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Additional resources

Check out a list of resources provided by Kids Help Phone to learn more about setting boundaries around when and
how you use social media.

Our Good2Talk resource, Technology and Screen Use, was developed for post-secondary students, and it explores

how screens can affect mental and physical health and provides tips on how to use screens in a healthier way.

Check out Technology use: early years to transition years and Young people in the digital era: Understanding risks
and promoting well-being from the Knowledge Institute for insights on how digital technology affects youth
development, mental health, and well-being at different stages.

This tipsheet by CMHA Ontario’s BounceBack program offers practical tips on how to engage in social media
mindfully, aiming to help users benefit from its advantages while minimizing exposure to potential harms.

The Mental Health Commission of Canada (MHCC)’s E-Mental health website is a hub for various evidence-informed
resources, implementation toolkit, E-modules, and many more! Some of the key resources include:

Mental Health, Technology, and You
Mental Health Apps: How to Make an Informed Choice

Media Smarts, Canada’s centre for digital media literacy, has a wide range of resources on navigating digital media,
including tools for parents, young people, and teachers to build critical digital skills and promote online well-being.

For more online safety resources for children and young people, check out Better Internet for Kids, an initiative by the
European Union.
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