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Abstract 13 

What impact do people think social media has on their well-being? To answer this question, we adopted a 14 
global perspective, analyzing 7.1 million observations from 191,672 users across 182 countries. Users 15 
believed social media had a small but negative impact on their well-being: Whenever respondents felt that 16 
social media affected their current well-being, their well-being in that moment was reduced by 2 percent 17 
compared to their average. The size of this perceived effect differed across users and countries. Whereas 18 
people in several north-eastern regions such as Russia and Kazakhstan believed social media benefited 19 
their well-being, negative perceived effects appeared most prominently in the Anglosphere (UK, US, NZ), 20 
Scandinavia, and parts of South America (Chile, Argentina). Other activities showed stronger effects on 21 
well-being, such as listening to music (plus 8 percent), relaxing (plus 6 percent), health-issues (minus 8 22 
percent), or studying (minus 7 percent), which suggests that the negative effects of social media use are 23 
comparatively small. Male participants reported significantly more negative effects compared to female 24 
and gender-diverse participants. Differences emerged also across age groups, with younger generations 25 
reporting more negative effects. In conclusion, according to users across the world social media has a 26 
negative but small perceived impact on their well-being.  27 
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Introduction 47 

With billions of users worldwide, and this number increasing rapidly, understanding the global impact of 48 
social media on well-being is crucial.1 There is rising concern that social media might be negatively 49 
affecting users.2 Different countries have varying public conversations about social media, different social 50 
media use habits, as well as a different extent to which they utilize social media for public or private 51 
services. However, global evidence comparing effects across countries is missing as it is difficult to collect 52 
appropriate individual-level data at scale.1  53 
 54 
To start addressing this gap, we present the first large-scale global analyses of how users perceive social 55 
media impacts their well-being. As our focus is on the immediate effects, we examine how social media 56 
use influences momentary mood,3 which is a more dynamic measure of well-being as compared to, for 57 
example, life satisfaction.4 Mood is a central component of well-being, capturing how people feel in a 58 
specific moment: Focusing on affect, it represents the hedonic dimension of well-being.5 Well-being also 59 
entails eudaimonic aspects such as fulfilment or meaning, not addressed here. 60 
 61 
Measuring the impacts of social media requires precise measures of its use and outcomes at appropriate 62 
time scales, and current research endeavors often fail to live up to these necessary high standards.5,6 63 
There exist some high-quality studies in select Global North populations, but they have produced mixed 64 
findings. While some report positive effects,7 others highlight neutral8 or negative outcomes.9 Literature 65 
reviews suggest either mixed10 or negative albeit minor effects.4,5,11 Studies have also found that social 66 
media impacts users differently, with some users showing positive and some showing negative effects.11    67 
 68 
This existing literature has however remained confined to select countries, failing to capture the full 69 
spectrum of cultural and societal nuances in social media usage and its consequences around the 70 
world.1,5 This is not just limiting our scientific understanding, but also our ability to appropriately address 71 
pressing issues at a global scale. As the necessary high-quality and large-scale data (incl. tracking of 72 
social media use and related outcomes6) is not available for worldwide populations at present, 73 
understanding how global users perceive social media’s effects on themselves and how this compares to 74 
existing results established in previous limited samples represents an important contribution to our 75 
understanding of social media and its impacts.  76 

Materials and Methods 77 

For this study we collaborated with the smartphone app VOS Health. VOS Health allows users to monitor 78 
and manage their health by tracking metrics such as well-being, physical activity, sleep, nutrition, and 79 
stress levels at self-selected times throughout the day.  80 
 81 
Users rated their well-being by responding to the question “How do you feel?” using a visual slider 82 
ranging from awful (0) to amazing (100). Afterward, they answered the question “What made you feel this 83 
way?,” with options including education, exercise, family, finance, food, friends, gaming, health, hobbies, 84 



 

housework, medication, movies/tv, music, nature, partner, pet, relax, shopping, sleep, social media, 85 
traveling, weather, work. Users could tick all options that applied (for a screenshot, see Figure 1). 86 
 87 
 88 

 89 
Figure 1: Overview of app and used questions 90 
 91 
 92 
Overall, 2,305,058 users provided data between October 2020 and August 2023, logging 12,188,412 93 
observations of both their well-being and whether or not they believed their well-being was affected by 94 
social media use. To improve data quality, we only included participants who logged this information 95 
across at least 10 time points, thereby excluding participants who only briefly tested the app. The 96 



 

resulting sample size included 7,101,257 observations from 191,672 participants spanning 182 countries. 97 
The mean number of observations per participant was 36 (sd =  57; max = 7,409) and the mean age was 98 
21 years (sd = 7; min = 10; max = 98). Eighty-one percent of all users were female, 15 percent were 99 
male, and 4 percent were non-binary/neutral. 100 
 101 
We analyzed the data using Random Effects Within-Between Models (REWB model),12 in which we 102 
separated between-person relations from within-person effects.13 In the REWB model, the dependent 103 
variable was current levels of well-being. We included random intercepts for participants nested in 104 
countries and random slopes for social media use for participants nested in countries. We controlled for 105 
several potential confounders, both stable (i.e., age and gender) and varying by time point (i.e., all other 106 
activities that also could be selected as affecting current well-being; number of days people were using 107 
the app; and time of day). We included both the participants’ means (between-person relation) and 108 
person-centered values (within-person effects) for each varying predictor.  109 
 110 
The within-person effects of social media use are the main result we report. They measure how much 111 
users believed a specific episode of social media use affected their current well-being, independent from 112 
how often they in general believed social media use affected their well-being, while controlling for a large 113 
number of both stable and varying predictors (listed above). To analyze heterogeneity in the effects 114 
across users and countries, we calculated 95%-Heterogeneity Intervals14 and compared models using the 115 
Akaike Information Criterion. 116 
 117 
In the app’s terms and conditions, users consent for their data to be analyzed. The Institutional Review 118 
Board of the Department of Communication at University of Vienna approved the analysis of the data 119 
(#1026). All analyses and detailed results can be found in the online supplementary material at 120 
https://osf.io/8m735/?view_only=ebc4a62e8be34705999fa32c3a43103b. 121 

Results 122 

Whenever users mentioned that their well-being was affected by social media use, their current level of 123 
well-being was slightly lower than their average well-being across the entire study (b = -2.21, [95% CI -124 
2.61, -1.80]). In other words, this impact accounted for an average 2 percent decrease in their well-being. 125 
This effect varied substantially across users (95% HI -20.03, 15.62) and a model with random slopes 126 
fitted better than one with fixed slopes (AICfixed = 62,901,312, AICrand = 62,875,282). Users therefore 127 
experienced the effects of social media differently. 128 
 129 
The self-perceived effect of social media use on well-being varied substantially across countries (95% HI -130 
5.16, 0.74; see Figure 2). Again, a model with random slopes for countries fitted better than one with fixed 131 
slopes (AICfixed = 62,875,282, AICrand = 62,874,497). The most positive perceived effects were found in 132 
the North-Eastern sphere, with Russia, Kazakhstan, and Belarus reporting the most positive effects (M = 133 
0.45 %). Countries in Africa showed almost exclusively moderate negative perceived effects (b = -1.00 to 134 
b = -2.00 %). The strongest negative perceived effects were found in Scandinavia (Sweden, Norway, 135 



 

Finland; (M = -3.15 %), the Anglosphere (United Kingdom, Australia, United States, New Zealand; (M = -136 
3.57 %), and southern parts of South America (Argentina, Chile, Paraguay; M = -4.60 %). See Table 1 for 137 
a list of effects for additional select countries, and see online materials for the results of all countries. 138 
 139 
 140 

 141 
Figure 2. Overview of self-perceived social media effects on well-being. Numbers indicate that whenever 142 
respondents felt social media affected their current well-being, their well-being in that moment was, for 143 
example, reduced by 2 percent compared to their average. Countries with insufficient data are in gray. 144 
 145 
 146 
To contextualize the effect size, we compared this impact to the other activities users could select (see 147 
Figure 2). Results showed that the majority of the other activities had stronger net effects on well-being. 148 
For example, the most positive effect on well-being was listening to music (8% increase), relaxing (6 % 149 
increase), and spending time with friends (5 % increase). The most negative effects were health-issues (8 150 
% decrease), studying (6 % decrease), and finances (6 % decrease). Effects comparable in size to social 151 
media use were activities with family (2 % decrease), doing housework (2 % decrease), (getting up from) 152 
sleeping (3 % decrease), and working (3 % decrease). Looking at other media-related activities, we found 153 
that watching movies was associated with increases in well-being (4% increase), as was playing video 154 
games (3 % increase). We also found that days spent using the app were associated with increases in 155 
well-being (b = 0.69, se = .0075, p < .001; days of use standardized). 156 
 157 
With a standard error of se = 0.21, social media was also the activity with the by far largest confidence 158 
interval (see Figure 3). This shows that there is much more variance in how social media affects well-159 
being as compared to other activities, corresponding with our finding that effects vary strongly across 160 
users. 161 



 

Table 1. List of countries and their self-perceived media effects. Numbers indicate that whenever 162 
respondents felt that social media affected their current well-being, their well-being in that moment was, 163 
for example, reduced by 2 percent compared to their average. We report the countries for which we found 164 
the strongest positive effects and the strongest negative effects. We also report the results of the ten 165 
largest countries by population. 166 
 167 

Most positive effects  Most negative effects  Largest in world by pop.  

Country Effect Country Effect Country Effect 

Russia 0.55 % Argentina -5.19 % China -2.28 % 

Kazakhstan 0.41 % Chile -4.58 % India -2.86 % 

Belarus 0.37 % Paraguay -4.02 % USA -3.25 % 

Kyrgyzstan -0.27 % UK -3.83 % Indonesia -0.45 % 

Indonesia -0.45 % Slovenia -3.82 % Pakistan -1.68 % 

Ukraine -0.52 % Kenya -3.72 % Nigeria -1.66 % 

Uzbekistan -0.57 % New Zealand -3.68 % Brazil -1.59 % 

Vietnam -0.65 % Mexico -3.67 % Bangladesh -3.14 % 

Kosovo -0.73 % Montenegro -3.63 % Russia 0.55 % 

Turkey -0.85 % Costa Rica -3.62 % Mexico -3.67 % 
 168 
 169 
The estimated effect of social media use on mood interacted with gender (AICreg. = 62,874,497; AICint.gen = 170 
62,872,829). Male participants showed the most negative effects (b = -3.37, 95% CI [-3.85, -2.88]). For 171 
female participants, the effect was significantly less negative (b = -2.11, 95% CI [-2.51, -1.71]), whereas it 172 
was least negative for participants identifying as non-binary (b = -1.24, 95% CI [-1.90, -0.57]) or gender-173 
neutral (b = -1.27, 95% CI [-2.04, -0.50]). 174 
 175 
The effect also interacted with age (AICreg. = 62,874,497; AICint.age = 62,873,442). Millennial participants 176 
(aged 28 to 43) showed the most negative effect (b = -4.06, 95 % CI [-4.58, -3.54]). Next followed 177 
Generation X (aged 44 to 59; b = -2.20, 95% CI [-3.43, -0.96]) and Generation Z (aged 12-27; b = -2.03, 178 
95% CI [-2.43, -1.63]). Boomers (aged 60 to 78) reported a more positive and overall neutral effect (b = -179 
0.64, 95% CI [-4.61, 3.32]). The Silent Generation (aged 79 plus), the eldest group, showed a positive 180 
effect (b = 4.72, 95% CI [-9.14, 18.58]). 181 
 182 
 183 



 

 184 
Figure 3. Average self-perceived effects of various activities on well-being including their 95% confidence 185 
intervals. Social Media use shows the by far largest confidence interval (only medication, travelling, 186 
gaming, and shopping also show some visible variance, although much smaller). 187 
 188 

Discussion 189 

We found a negative self-perceived well-being effect of social media use. The effect was small, 190 
comparable to doing housework. This aligns with findings from previous analyses of media effects in 191 
more localized samples, which often report small negative average effects.4,5,11 However, our study 192 
reveals significant variation in these effects among users. While some experience pronounced negative 193 
impacts (up to a 20 percent decrease in well-being), others report substantial positive outcomes (up to a 194 
15 percent increase), aligning with prior research highlighting the heterogeneity of social media 195 
effects.15,16 Our findings further demonstrate that the impact of social media on well-being shows far 196 
greater variability compared to other common activities. This wide range of effects may help explain the 197 
polarized debate surrounding social media, with some users and scholars asserting its harmful 198 
consequences while others report beneficial outcomes.5,11 199 
 200 
In addition, the results also revealed substantial variation of these effects across countries, something 201 
that has not yet been shown in research due to the lack of necessary large-scale individual level data. 202 
Whereas the effects of social media use on well-being were positive in eastern countries (e.g., Russia), 203 



 

effects were mostly negative in Scandinavian countries (e.g., Sweden), the Anglosphere (e.g., UK), and 204 
select south American countries (e.g., Argentina). There are many potential explanations of such country-205 
level variation, including different types of social media use, attitudes or affordances, media portrayals of 206 
social media effects, political systems, GDP, population density, or cultural dimensions such as 207 
individualism versus collectivism.1,17,18 We encourage future research to analyze the factors that best 208 
explain the heterogeneity using principled, theory-driven, and pre-registered approaches. 209 
 210 
The results also put the perceived impact of social media on well-being into context. Other activities, such 211 
as listening to music, relaxing, or spending time with friends had stronger positive effects on well-being, 212 
whereas health and finance issues or studying had more negative effects. These findings align with prior 213 
results from the literature, which emphasize that aspects of health, income, or social integration are 214 
among the most relevant factors for well-being.19–21 215 
 216 
Exploratory results showed significant differences across gender and age groups. Contrary to prior 217 
research suggesting more negative effects for females2 or gender-diverse users22, we found these groups 218 
reported less negative effects than males. Regarding age, older cohorts—such as the Silent and Boomer 219 
Generations—reported more positive effects than Millennials and Gen Z, consistent with earlier findings.2 220 
Overall, the results indicate that self-perceived effects of social media use on well-being vary by 221 
sociodemographic factors, suggesting important directions for future research. 222 
 223 

Users of VOS Health may not reflect typical social media users or national populations. The sample was 224 
comparatively young and female, and use of the app may indicate heightened self-awareness of well-225 
being. Although our analyses controlled for age and gender and included 1,224 participants over 50 and 226 
36,883 non-female users, this limitation remains and should be addressed in future research. Moreover, 227 
our narrow well-being measure—mood—does not capture dimensions such as life satisfaction, 228 
depression, or self-esteem, which can relate differently to social media use.5 On the other hand, our 229 
broad predictor of social media use includes varied behaviors (e.g., reading, commenting, sharing), each 230 
with potentially distinct effects.5 At the same time, understanding overall associations remains valuable, 231 
particularly for policy discussions that often rely on generalized measures (e.g., age restrictions, school 232 
bans). 233 

Conclusions 234 

While there has been a call of collective policy change to address potential social media harm,2 this is 235 
often informed solely by evidence collected from select populations.1 We show that the perceived impact 236 
of social media is small, negative, and varies across populations, gender, and age groups. To serve a 237 
global population, recommendations and regulations will need to be informed by local data taking into 238 
account the highly-individualized experiences of social media users.  239 
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