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This essay examines the ways in which social media use affects subjective well-being
among younger individuals, with particular emphasis on the culture of passive
scrolling and its implications for feelings of social connectedness. Although existing
literature addresses the psychological consequences of social media engagement,
most research emphasises overall usage patterns rather than specific behaviours
such as non-interactive browsing. This paper seeks to address that gap by exploring
how varying scrolling practices influence perceived belonging and general well-
being in youth populations. A quantitative approach was adopted, using an online
self-administered questionnaire targeted specifically at younger respondents.
Measures related to the frequency and nature of social media engagement, perceived
social support, and personal well-being were assessed through Likert-scale items.
The dataset was processed using SPSS software, and statistical correlation,
regression, and mediation analyses were applied to identify both direct and indirect
associations between media use patterns and well-being indicators. Findings show
that habitual passive scrolling correlates with diminished feelings of belonging,
which in turn correspond with lower reported well-being. The study highlights the
importance of encouraging more active and engaging forms of online interaction to
support healthier social outcomes among youth. It concludes that meaningful social
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media engagement can contribute positively to subjective well-being by fostering
online social capital, emotional stability, self-worth, and stronger senses of
affiliation. Conversely, passive browsing and social comparison practices may lead
to negative mental health outcomes, including heightened loneliness, depressive
symptoms, and anxiety.
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Introduction

Importance of the Study

In contemporary society, where digital technologies are increasingly
embedded in daily life, the use of social networking platforms has become
routine, particularly among university students. Through these platforms,
students are able to collaborate, exchange experiences, and maintain
social contact with peers. Consequently, the influence of social media on
their overall well-being, especially in relation to subjective well-being and
the formation of social capital, has become an issue of notable relevance
(Venugeetha et al., 2022). The significance of this research lies in its
broader perspective on how young individuals engage with social media
and the potential implications of such engagement. While psychological
outcomes of social media use have been widely examined, much of the
existing literature concentrates on general usage patterns rather than on
the impacts of specific behaviours, such as non-interactive or passive
browsing. This study addresses that limitation by exploring how different
scrolling practices shape feelings of social connectedness and levels of
well-being among young people.

Background of the Study

Social networking platforms have transformed how individuals
communicate and form relationships, especially among university
students who use these platforms for social interactions, academic
communication, and community involvement (Siddiqui and Singh, 2016).
Previous research has explored their influence on mental health,
loneliness, and social integration, demonstrating both beneficial and
adverse outcomes (Lazo & Ramos, 2022). Some findings suggest that
social media enhances social capital, while other studies associate it with
increased feelings of isolation and inadequacy (Cheng et al, 2023).
However, there remains a lack of detailed examination of how these digital
environments shape the emotional and psychological well-being of
university students. In particular, the roles of bonding and bridging forms
of online social capital have not been thoroughly investigated as potential
mediating factors within this relationship. Due to the limited scope of
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current scholarship, further research is necessary to gain a deeper
understanding of the complex interactions between digital engagement,
the development of social capital, and students’ mental health outcomes.

Problem Statement

Although the use of social media among university students is well
established, its psychological and social consequences are still not fully
understood. It remains uncertain whether online interactions foster
meaningful experiences that contribute positively to well-being, or
whether they instead intensify feelings of loneliness and heighten social
disconnection. This gap in the literature indicates the need for further
inquiry into how digital engagement influences students’ mental health
and their broader social experiences.

Research Objectives

This research investigates how social media engagement influences
university students. The study specifically aims to:

1. Examine the association between social media usage and
subjective well-being among university students.

2. Assess whether social media involvement is linked to the
development of online social capital, including both bonding and
bridging forms.

3. Determine the mediating role of online social capital in the
relationship between social media use and subjective well-being.

Research Questions

1. How does university students' use of social media affect their
subjective well-being?

2. Isthere anassociation between social media use and online social
capital (bridging and bonding)?

3. Does online social capital mediate the association between social
media use and subjective well-being?

Hypothesis
Null Hypothesis (Hy)

1. Researchers found no link between social media use and the
subjective well-being of university students.

2. Social media use shows a weak connection with building online
social capital.

3. Online social capital does not mediate the effect of social media
use on subjective well-being.

Alternative Hypotheses
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1. H1: There is a notable association between social media use and
the subjective well-being of college students.

2. H2: Social media use has a strong correlation with online social
capital (bridging and bonding).

3. H3:Online social capital plays a mediating role in the
relationship between social media use and subjective well-being.

Significance of the Study

This research holds importance at both academic and practical levels.
From an academic standpoint, it contributes to the ongoing examination
of the psychological and social consequences of social media use among
university students. Rather than simply measuring online social capital as
a direct factor influencing well-being, the study takes a broader analytical
approach by considering online social capital as a mediating element in
this relationship. Practically, the findings may support university
administrators, counsellors, and even social media platform designers in
understanding how patterns of social media engagement shape students’
health and social well-being. This could encourage the development of
supportive measures and protective strategies that promote positive
online interactions while helping reduce the negative effects linked to
excessive or passive social media use.

Literature Review

Positive Aspects of Digital Media for Youth

The effects of social media on young people have been widely
examined, with evidence showing both advantageous and detrimental
outcomes. On the positive side, social networking platforms can provide
spaces for self-expression, emotional support, and ongoing social
connection, all of which may contribute positively to the well-being of
young individuals. Research suggests that adolescents often turn to social
media as part of forming and validating their identities during key
developmental stages (Thomas et al., 2017). Opportunities to engage with
peers who share similar interests can strengthen feelings of belonging,
which has been associated with higher self-worth and greater emotional
balance (Jetten et al., 2015). In addition, social media platforms offer
access to mental health support networks and informational resources
that may enhance coping abilities when experiencing distress (Liu & Xiao,
2024). These platforms have also encouraged youth participation in social
advocacy and constructive collective initiatives, helping foster a sense of
meaning and empowerment.
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Digital spaces therefore offer numerous opportunities for learning,
personal development, and exposure to diverse perspectives. For instance,
the online environment provides young individuals with educational
materials and skill-building tools that may support academic progress and
future career growth. Furthermore, virtual communities enable users to
connect with others who share similar values or experiences, providing
emotional affirmation and a sense of shared identity. Prior studies indicate
that such interactions can strengthen social relationships and enhance
feelings of belonging, both of which are central to psychological
development and the formation of self-confidence in young people.

Negative Psychological Effects of Excessive Social Media Use

However, alongside these positive aspects, there are also recognised
negative implications associated with social media use among young
people. Persistent or primarily passive engagement, such as continuously
scrolling through feeds, has been linked to a range of psychological
difficulties, including heightened loneliness, anxiety, and depressive
symptoms (Brand et al., 2024). These negative outcomes are often rooted
in processes of social comparison, where individuals evaluate their own
self-worth against the seemingly idealised representations of others’ lives
displayed online. Such comparisons can lead to feelings of inferiority and
dissatisfaction, particularly when young users encounter images and
narratives that are heavily curated or constructed (Fardghassemi & Joffe,
2022). The constant exposure to perfected digital portrayals can create
standards that are unrealistic and unattainable, intensifying emotional
distress and contributing to worsening mental health conditions (Roberts
& David, 2023). These patterns suggest that although social media can
offer genuine opportunities for connection and growth, its influence may
become detrimental when usage becomes excessive or revolves around
passive consumption rather than meaningful interaction. In this way, the
platform’s benefits can coexist with substantial risks, particularly for
youth who spend prolonged periods online.

The Role of Belonging in Social Media Use

A further factor shaping young people’s well-being is their sense of
belonging. Although social media platforms are designed to facilitate
connection, the emotional outcomes depend largely on the quality of those
interactions. Some young users experience a strengthened sense of
belonging when they participate in online communities that reflect their
identities or interests (Flanagan, 2015). This supportive connection can
reduce feelings of isolation and contribute to more positive self-regard.
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However, other studies indicate that social media can also contribute to
feelings of exclusion, particularly when individuals perceive themselves as
outsiders in online social environments (Schneider et al., 2017). These
contrasting outcomes illustrate the complexity of social media’s influence
on subjective well-being, where belonging can either reinforce or
undermine emotional health depending on the nature of engagement
(Virés-Martin et al., 2024). Thus, the sense of belonging plays a central role
in young people’s emotional stability, especially in digital interactions.
While online platforms can provide inclusive spaces where individuals
meet others with shared experiences, fostering confidence and social
assurance, they may, for some, produce the opposite effect. When users
feel overlooked or disconnected within online networks, interactions may
evoke isolation rather than support. Consequently, the emotional impact
of social media use is closely tied to the authenticity and depth of the
relationships formed within these spaces.

Impact of Scrolling Behaviour on Youth Well-Being

In contrast to broader discussions of social media use, far less attention
has been given to the act of scrolling itself, particularly the prolonged,
largely passive consumption of content, despite its potential significance
for the mental well-being of young people. Scrolling involves viewing
content without contributing or interacting in any meaningful way
(Jovicic, 2020). This form of passive use has been associated with feelings
of dissatisfaction, boredom, and a diminished sense of purpose (Karsay et
al,, 2023). Research suggests that such non-interactive engagement tends
to produce negative well-being outcomes because it encourages
continuous and unreflective intake of material rather than thoughtful
participation (Ho & Ito, 2019). Additionally, the immediate and repeated
gratification offered by social media platforms, driven by reward-centred
mechanisms, may reinforce the urge to scroll persistently, contributing to
addictive patterns and emotional distress (Verduyn et al., 2017). As a
result, habitual and unregulated scrolling has the potential to undermine
emotional regulation and overall psychological health.

Gaps in Existing Research and Need for Focused Exploration

Recent scholarship has increasingly emphasised the need to better
understand how social media use relates to well-being among young
people. While existing research has established general links between
digital engagement and mental health outcomes, it often neglects the
specific behaviours that occur within these platforms, such as scrolling.
There is a growing call for investigations thatlook more closely at patterns
of use which may shape or mediate these relationships (Murari et al,,
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2024). Although earlier studies have highlighted negative psychological
effects associated with excessive screen exposure and social comparison,
fewer have examined how the habit of persistent scrolling may directly
influence the development of self-esteem and emotional resilience
(Sarfraz et al., 2025). This gap in the literature provides an opportunity to
deepen our understanding of the psychological mechanisms that operate
in youth digital engagement. By examining behaviours such as scrolling,
future research may offer a more comprehensive account of how social
media use affects emotional well-being and may also inform strategies for
fostering healthier online practices among young people.

Research Methodology

Research Method: Quantitative Approach

This study adopted a quantitative research design to examine the
relationships among social media use, online social capital, and subjective
well-being in university students. A quantitative approach was deemed
appropriate because it allows for the systematic measurement of variables
and the assessment of potential mediating effects in a structured and
interpretable manner. According to Boersma et al. (2016), quantitative
research is effective for determining the strength of associations between
multiple variables and for testing hypotheses through statistical analysis.
This methodology was selected to enable the statistical evaluation of data
collected from a substantial sample of participants, thereby facilitating an
accurate investigation of the links between social media engagement, the
development of social capital, and overall well-being.

Research Design: Quantitative Data Collection
Targeted Population

The study focused on university students enrolled across multiple
institutions. Participants were required to be active users of social media
to ensure that their experiences aligned with the aims of the research. The
sample included individuals with varied demographic backgrounds,
including differences in gender, age, and ethnic identity, allowing for a
more nuanced understanding of how social media use may affect different
groups of students. In total, 200 respondents took part, of whom 47 per
cent (94 individuals) identified as female and 52 per cent (106
individuals) identified as male.
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Data Collection Procedure

The data were collected using an online questionnaire administered
through Google Forms. The survey link was shared via university
communication channels, social media platforms, and relevant academic
discussion groups. Participation was entirely voluntary, and respondents
were informed of the study’s purpose before giving their consent.
Participants were free to complete the questionnaire at their own pace, as
no time restrictions were imposed. All submitted responses were
automatically stored in a secure database for subsequent analysis.

Data Analysis

SPSS software was employed to analyse the data collected for the study.
Initially, descriptive statistics were used to summarise participant
characteristics and their responses. Following this, correlation and
regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationships between
social media use, online social capital, and subjective well-being. The
mediating effect of online social capital was assessed using a mediation
model based on PROCESS Macro Model 5 (Clement & Bradley-Garcia,
2022). This approach enabled the study to determine whether online
social capital served as an intermediary factor in the relationship between
social media engagement and subjective well-being, thereby offering
insight into indirect effects arising from social media use.

Ethical Consideration

The study was carried out in accordance with established ethical
guidelines to ensure the protection and privacy of all participants. The
purpose of the research and the voluntary nature of participation were
clearly explained to each individual before involvement. Informed consent
was obtained, and participants were assured that their responses would
remain confidential and anonymous. No identifying personal information
was collected, and all data were stored securely in password-protected
files. The research followed the university’s ethical protocols, ensuring
that participants were treated with respect and that the study was
conducted responsibly.

Data Analysis
Demographics

The sample’s demographic profile was adequately balanced, with women
constituting 47 percent of the 200 respondents (94 individuals) and men
accounting for 52 percent (106 individuals), indicating a near-equitable
gender distribution. The age variable, assessed on a four-point scale,
produced a mean of 1.93 and a standard deviation of 1.00, suggesting that
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a considerable proportion of participants fell into the younger age
brackets. Ethnic background, measured on a two-point scale, yielded an
overall mean score of 1.48 with a standard deviation of 0.501, implying
that the group exhibited a largely uniform ethnic composition.
Engagement with social media, also measured on a scale ranging from 1 to
4, resulted in an average score of 2.19 and a standard deviation of 1.035,
indicating that participants generally demonstrated moderate usage of
social media platforms rather than extensive or comprehensive utilisation
across all available tools. Table 1 is a description of the study variables.
The sample consists of 200 respondents, and the minimum and maximum
values are reported for each of the following variables: gender, age,
ethnicity, and preferred social media platforms. Mean scores and standard
deviations depict the general distribution and variability within the set of
data.

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics

Variables N Minimum Maximum Mean Std Deviation
Gender 200 1 2 1.5 .501
Age 200 1 4 1.93 1.000
Ethnicity 199 1 2 1.48 .501
Social Media 199 1 4 2.19 1.035

Platform

Valid N (listwise) 198

Gender

The descriptive statistics in table 1 indicate that the dataset includes
variables such as gender, age, ethnicity, and the use of social media
platforms. The gender variable shows a mean value of 1.50 with a standard
deviation of 0.501, indicating an even distribution between the two gender
categories. Age, measured on a four-point scale, has a mean of 1.93 and a
standard deviation of 1.000, suggesting that the sample is concentrated
more heavily within the younger age range. Ethnicity reveals a mean of
1.48 and a variance of 0.501, indicating a predominantly uniform ethnic
composition among participants. Social media usage records a mean of
2.19 and a relatively higher standard deviation of 1.035, implying varied
levels of engagement across different platforms. Following listwise
deletion, the effective sample size for the analysis is 198.r
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Age

[ Below 18 years
M 18-25 years
M 26-30 years
B31-40 years

Figure 1: shows the distribution of age of the respondents. The majority of the participants
are younger than 18 (41.5) and younger than 18-25 (36), and there are minor proportions of
participants between the age groups of 2630 and 3140.

Age

B Below 18 years
M 18-25 years
M26-30 years
B31-40 years

Figure 2: Age groups of the respondents once again present the same proportions, with a
higher number of below-18 age category (41.5%), then 18-25 (36%), and then lower age
groups (26-30 and 31-40 worlds).
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Ethnicity

B Han Chinese
Minorit
. Etrhn|c¥ty

Figure 3: shows the distribution of ethnicity in which nearly fifty percent of people are Han
Chinese and the rest 48.5 percent is minority ethnicities.

Education
Undergraduate
Degree

Postgraduate
- Degree

M Orher

Figure 4: The level of education of the respondents is depicted in figure 4, 54% of the
respondents have a post graduate degree, 32% have an undergraduate degree and 14% of
the respondents are in other educational categories.

The ANOVA results as shown in figure 4 were used to determine
whether each factor exerted a statistically significant effect on the
dependent variable. Gender and ethnicity both yielded non-significant
outcomes, with p-values of .995 and .193 respectively, indicating that
neither variable meaningfully influences the dependent measure. A
similar pattern is observed for education, which also demonstrated no
notable impact (p =.962). In contrast, age showed a statistically significant
association (p = .028), suggesting that age contributes to variation in the
dependent variable. Additionally, use of social media platforms, subjective
well-being among young individuals, and online social capital all produced
p-values of .000, indicating strong and meaningful relationships with the
dependent variable. Overall, the results suggest that age, social media
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platform usage, well-being, and online social capital act as influential
predictors, whereas gender, ethnicity, and education do not play a
significant role in shaping the outcome under study.

The results of ANOVA in Table 2 indicate that there is a significant
difference in the use of social media platforms, youth subjective well-
being, and online social capital, but no significant difference was found in
gender, age, ethnicity, and education.

Table 2:
ANOVA Test
Variable Source Sum of df Mean F Sig.
Squares Square
Gender Between Groups 2.438 23 .106 392 995
Within Groups 46.810 173 271
Total 49.249 196
Age Between Groups 36.700 23 1.596 1.713 .028
Within Groups 161.188 173 932
Total 197.888 196
Ethnicity Between Groups 7.120 23 310 191 999
Within Groups 421.219 173 2.434
Total 428.339 196
Education Between Groups 6.559 23 .285 531 962
Within Groups 92.773 173 .536
Total 99.332 196
Social Media Between Groups 53.328 23 2.320 2.583 .000
Platform
Within Groups 155.143 172 .896
Total 208.471 195
Youth Subjective Between Groups  112.573 23 4894 3.726 .000
Well-Being
Within Groups 226.127 173 1.308
Total 338.700 196
Online Social Between Groups 21.740 23 .945 2.841 .000
Capital

Within Groups 57967 169 333
Total 77.967 192

The results of the one-sample t-test in table 2 indicate that all assessed
variables demonstrate statistically significant differences, with each
showing a Sig. (2-tailed) value of .000, meaning they are robustly
significant at the p < 0.001 threshold. Gender records a high t-value of
42.320 with a mean difference of 1.500, reflecting a distinct distribution
pattern within the sample. Similarly, age is significant, with a t-value of
27.293 and a mean difference of 1.930. Ethnicity also shows strong
significance (t = 41.916; mean difference = 1.485), demonstrating notable
divergence from the test reference point. Education and social media
usage both exhibit high levels of significance, evidenced by t-values of
39.263 and 29.763 respectively. The variables representing social media
use and online social capital show particularly elevated t-values of 55.029



SCROLLING AND BELONGING 428

and 56.987, indicating their substantial presence and relevance in the
dataset. The measure of subjective well-being among youth also reveals
strong significance, with a t-value of 32.273 and a considerable mean
difference of 3.00603. Collectively, these findings confirm that all variables
differ markedly from the test value of zero, underscoring the existence of
meaningful relationships and reinforcing the credibility of the derived
conclusions.

Table 3 indicates that all the variables are significantly dissimilar with
high positive mean differences among gender, age, ethnicity, education,
use of social media, online social capital, and youth subjective well-being.

Table 3
Results of One-Sample T-Test

Gender 42320 199 .000  1.500 1.43 1.57

Age 27.293 199 .000  1.930 1.79 2.07

Ethnicity 41916 198 .000  1.480 1.43 1.55

Education 31.243 198 .000  1.780 1.73 1.91

Social Media Platform 29.763 199 .000  2.180 2.04 2.32
Social Media Use 28.015 199 .000 2.63515 2.54047 2.72986
Online Social Capital 56.987 195 .000 2.66051 2.59105 2.68965
Youth Subjective Well- 32273 198 .000 3.00603 2.8224  3.1897

Being

The correlation matrix in table 3 illustrates the relationships among
social media use, subjective well-being among youth, and online social
capital. Pearson correlation coefficients and their corresponding
significance values were computed. The results show that subjective well-
being among youth is moderately and significantly associated with social
media use (r = 0.486, p = 0.000), indicating that higher levels of social
media engagement correspond to increased levels of perceived well-being
in young individuals. Additionally, social media use is positively correlated
with online social capital (r = 0.391, p = 0.000), suggesting that greater
involvement in social media is linked to enhanced online social
connectivity and resource exchange. The strongest relationship identified
is between subjective well-being and online social capital (r = 0.563, p =
0.000). This implies that as young individuals perceive higher well-being,
their level of online social capital tends to increase correspondingly. All
correlation coefficients are statistically significant at the 0.01 level,
confirming the robustness of these associations. Collectively, these
findings indicate a meaningful and interconnected relationship among
social media usage, youth subjective well-being, and online social capital.

Table 4 demonstrates that there are positive significant associations
between social media use and youth subjective well-being and online
social capital whereby the more individuals use social media, the more
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their well-being and the stronger their online social ties.

Table 4:
Correlation Test
Variables Social Media Youth Subjective Well- Online Social
Use Being Capital
Social Media Use 1 486** .391**
Sig. (2-tailed) - .000 .000
N 197 196 193
Youth Subjective Well- 486** 1 .563**
Being
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 - .000
N 196 199 195
Online Social Capital 391 .563** 1
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 -
N 193 195 196

Table 5 presents the regression analysis examining the relationship
between social media use and subjective well-being among youth. The
Model Summary reports an R-squared value of 0.236, indicating that
approximately 23.6 percent of the variation in youth well-being can be
explained by levels of social media use. The adjusted R-squared value of
0.232 further suggests that the model is reasonably stable, though a
considerable portion of the variance remains unexplained. The standard
error of the estimate is 1.15460, indicating a moderate degree of accuracy
in predicting well-being from social media usage.

Table 5
Regression Analysis
Model Summary

Model R RSquare Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate

1 .486% .236 232 1.15460
2 Predictors: (Constant), Social Media Use

ANOVA

Model Sum of Squares df MeanSquare F Sig.

Regression 79.872 1 79.872 59.914 .000°
Residual 258.624 194 1.333

Total 338.495 195

b predictors: (Constant), Social Media Use
Dependent Variable: Youth Subjective Well-Being

Coefficients
Model Unstandardized B Std. Error Standardized Beta t Sig.
(Constant) .508 334 — 1.523 .129
Social Media Use 950 123 486 7.740 .000

Dependent Variable: Youth Subjective Well-Being
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The ANOVA test confirms the statistical significance of the regression
model. The F-statistic is 59.914 with a corresponding p-value of 0.000,
which is well below the 0.05 threshold. This demonstrates that social
media use significantly accounts for variation in youth subjective well-
being. The regression sum of squares (79.872) compared with the residual
sum of squares (258.624) reinforces the model’'s explanatory
contribution. The Coefficients results shows a constant term of 0.508,
although this value is not statistically significant (p = 0.129). In contrast,
the coefficient associated with social media use is 0.950 (p = 0.000),
indicating a strong positive relationship whereby increases in social media
engagement correspond to higher levels of reported well-being. The
standardised coefficient (Beta) of 0.486 reflects a moderate effect size,
meaning that while social media use significantly influences youth well-
being, it is not the sole determinant of it. Overall, the regression analysis
demonstrates a clear and statistically meaningful positive association
between social media use and subjective well-being among young people,
while also acknowledging that additional factors contribute to their
overall well-being.

Discussion

The literature review highlights the dual nature of social media,
illustrating how it can simultaneously support and undermine the well-
being of young people. On one side, platforms enable self-expression,
emotional reinforcement, and a sense of belonging, which can strengthen
confidence and emotional stability. These advantages are consistent with
earlier research that positions social media as a developmental arena
where identity formation and peer integration occur, particularly during
the transition into university life. On the other side, the review also notes
the detrimental impact of passive and non-interactive browsing
behaviour, such as prolonged scrolling, which has been linked to increased
loneliness, depressive symptoms, and anxiety. This reinforces established
findings suggesting that the psychological outcomes of social media use
are shaped less by frequency of engagement and more by the context and
manner in which the platforms are used.

The empirical results demonstrating positive associations between
social media use, subjective well-being, and online social capital suggest
that digital interactions play a meaningful role in fostering a sense of
belonging and affiliation. The regression analysis further indicates that a
notable proportion of the variation in well-being is linked to social media
engagement, emphasising the relevance of digital networks in emotional
functioning. These observations align with existing research, which argues
that social media can enhance social connectedness when it facilitates
meaningful and supportive online relationships. However, the adjusted R-
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squared value of 23.6 percent also implies that additional unmeasured
factors, such as offline social ties or individual personality traits,
contribute substantially to youth well-being. This underscores the
necessity of examining a broader set of influences that shape emotional
health.

The findings are consistent with literature asserting that the quality of
online interactions is a stronger predictor of psychological outcomes than
the quantity of usage. The mediating role of online social capital is
particularly salient in understanding how digital environments can either
promote or undermine well-being. When students develop supportive and
constructive online communities, positive emotional outcomes are more
likely. Conversely, limited or negative online interaction can precipitate
social withdrawal and emotional distress. This suggests that fostering
constructive digital communities is essential to strengthening well-being
and mitigating potential harm. The study’s reliance on self-report
measures introduces potential limitations, such as social desirability bias
and imprecise recollection of behaviour. Although standardised
instruments enhance internal consistency, they may not fully capture
actual usage patterns or their nuanced psychological effects. Longitudinal
research would be valuable in detecting how these relationships evolve
over time and in clarifying the causal pathways involved. Incorporating
objective indicators of well-being, or behavioural analytics derived
directly from social media activity, may further enrich understanding of
how online engagement shapes mental health.

Conclusion

This study enhances understanding of the interplay between social
media use, online social capital, and subjective well-being among
university students. Findings indicate that social media engagement
positively relates to well-being, with online social capital serving as a key
mediator. Platforms enable communication, identity development, and
supportive networks, fostering emotional stability and self-esteem,
particularly when interactions form meaningful social ties that strengthen
belonging. Conversely, passive browsing, especially involving social
comparison or superficial interactions, can contribute to loneliness,
depression, and anxiety, demonstrating that well-being depends on the
quality, not just the quantity, of engagement. Regression analysis confirms
that social media use and online social capital explain a significant portion
of variation in well-being, although offline relationships, peer and family
dynamics, and individual traits also influence emotional health. Overall,
the results highlight the complex, context-dependent nature of social
media’s psychological impact and underscore the importance of
promoting constructive engagement while mitigating potential risks.
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Study Limitations

A primary limitation of this study is the reliance on self-reported data,
which may be influenced by social desirability bias or errors in
participants’ recollection. Additionally, the cross-sectional design
precludes the ability to infer causal relationships between social media
use and subjective well-being. The sample may also lack full
representativeness, as it might not capture the diversity of youth across
different regions, socio-economic backgrounds, or cultural contexts.
Furthermore, the platforms analysed may not fully reflect the evolution of
social media or its varied impacts on users over time, potentially limiting
the generalisability of the findings.

Future Directions

Future investigations could employ a longitudinal design to establish
causal links between social media engagement and youth subjective well-
being, considering varying levels of platform usage. Analysing the
interplay between specific platforms, content types, and interaction
patterns may yield further insights into behavioural trends. Expanding the
sample to include individuals from diverse demographics would provide
a broader understanding of the subtler effects of social media. Moreover,
examining the implementation of social media literacy programmes could
identify interventions aimed at enhancing young people’s mental health.
Finally, incorporating biological or neurological measures could offer a
more holistic perspective on the mechanisms underlying these
associations.
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