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ABSTRACT

Objective: To determine the frequency of anxiety and its association with time spent using social media, the platforms used, and the
age at which people became involved in using social media as adults. Study Design: Cross-sectional observational study. Settings:
Saidu Group of Teaching Hospitals, Swat Pakistan. Duration: September 2024 to August 2025. Methods: Socio-demographic variables
of active social-media users aged 16 to 45 were measured by data on patterns of using social media, and levels of anxiety through the
Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7) scale. People with severe psychiatric diseases, cognitive impairment, or partial responses
were excluded. Data about the use of social media, such as age of initiation and time per day, were highly organized. Associations were
tested with chi-square and ANOVA tests. Results: There were 67.28 % males and 32.72% females (average age of 31.34 + 8.38 years).
The average age of indulgence in social media is 17.19 + 4.47 years, and the average time of using social media was 3.00 + 1.19 hours,
mostly on YouTube and Facebook. Moderate anxiety was the most prevalent type (47.7 %), followed by severe (47.7 %), and minimal
types (27.52%). A strong positive relationship was recorded between social media use and the level of anxiety (r=0.75, p<0.001).
Participants with a higher level of anxiety had started using social media earlier in life and had registered more hours of use per day
(p<0.001). Conclusion: Social media can negatively impact mental health, with early and prolonged use linked to higher anxiety levels.
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INTRODUCTION people and made social media an essential part of everyday life.
Social media platforms, including Facebook, Instagram,
TikTok, and Twitter, have altered the way of communication
by enabling people to express themselves, socialize, and get
educational information.’ Empirical evidence shows that young
adults in Pakistan use social media as a major channel of social
interaction.® Although the widespread nature of social media
reiterates its significance in our day-to-day lives, research
shows that overuse of the platform can be linked with
psychological issues, such as anxiety, depression, and
emotional imbalance.”

Anxiety is a mental disorder characterized by a lot of worry,
apprehension, and the accompanying physiological
actions like restlessness and tension. It has proven to be a major
mental health issue on the planet. Anxiety is more prevalent in
young adults, which can be explained by unique factors such as
academic, career-related, and transitional aspects of life.!
Anxiety is extremely high among youth and young adults in
Pakistan. A community-based survey conducted in Karachi has
shown that 27.4% of adults experience symptoms of anxiety
and depression.? A second study has found that the prevalence

of anxiety symptoms was 17.5% among people aged between Although social media brings considerable psychosocial
20 and 29 years.? Due to the deep-rooted cultural stigmatization benefits, all the growing evidence suggests that it can hurt
of mental health and a lack of psychological support and rising mental health. Excess use or maladaptive use has been
social pressures, anxiety has become an even more pressing associated with high levels of anxiety, psychological distress,
issue in our region.* and depressive symptomology in young adults. Most research

findings during the COVID-19 pandemic showed that excessive
exposure to social media was associated with increased anxiety,
and 45.5% of the respondents had clinically significant
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symptoms.® It has also been reported that long-term social
media use leads to maladaptive social interactions, fear of
missing out, perceived social isolation, and sleep architecture
disruptions.” This type of pattern can contribute to
psychological vulnerability and emotional dysregulation,
especially in the case of young adults, who represent the most
active group in the online space.!?

Due to high rates of anxiety and the enhanced utilization of
social media in the lives of young adults in Pakistan, there is a
need to investigate the relationship between social media
consumption and mental well-being. The comprehension of this
connection can be used to create and implement effective,
evidence-based initiatives that facilitate healthier online
interactions and lead the emerging mental health initiatives that
are likely to manage the difficulties of the current online
environment. This study also examines how patterns of social
media engagement relate to anxiety levels among Pakistani
adults. This study can help to fill a significant gap in existing
research.

The objective of this study was to determine the frequency of
anxiety and its association with the duration of social media use,
preferred platforms, and the age at which social media use
began among adults aged 16 to 45 years attending a tertiary care
hospital.

METHODS

This cross-sectional observational study was conducted from
September 2024 to August 2025 in the Psychiatry Unit of Saidu
Group of Teaching Hospitals, Swat, Pakistan, using a non-
probability consecutive sampling technique. Ethical approval
was obtained from the hospital’s ethical review board before
data collection via letter number 242-ERB/SMC/025 dated 24"
November 2025. Written informed consent was obtained from
all participants in accordance with the principles outlined in the
Declaration of Helsinki.

Using the World Health Organization (WHO) calculator 1.1
(Estimating a population proportion with specified absolute
precision), the sample size was calculated to be 327, based on a
5% margin of error and a 95% confidence level, using a 30.6%
prevalence of mild anxiety among social media users reported
in a previous study.'!

The study included adults between 16 and 45 years of age, of
both sexes, who were Pakistani nationals and active social
media users, defined as engaging with any social media
platform for at least one hour daily over the past month.
Participants were recruited both from Saidu Medical College,
Swat, and from a private psychiatry clinic during the study
period and provided written informed consent before
enrollment. Individuals were excluded if they had a prior
diagnosis of a severe psychiatric disorder such as schizophrenia
or bipolar affective disorder, exhibited cognitive impairment or
intellectual disability that interfered with their ability to
complete the questionnaire, provided incomplete or
inconsistent responses, or were currently admitted for inpatient
psychiatric care.

Participants who came to attend to psychiatric patients who met
the inclusion criteria were invited to take part as long as they
provided informed consent. The questionnaire was structured in
four separate sections to collect data in the form of a
questionnaire. The first section was comprised of social-
demographic data, including age, gender, educational
attainment, and socioeconomic status. The second part studied
the patterns of social media usage and asked questions
concerning the favorite platform (e.g., Facebook, Instagram,
YouTube, X (Twitter), age when using social media, and the
number of hours spent on the screen daily. The third part
performed research on the social media impact on mental
health, including such variables as the quality of sleep,
behavioral change, attention challenges, the pressure to
maintain a certain online identity, and the experience of
cyberbullying. The answers were recorded on a four-point
Likert scale of never to always.

The fourth part measured anxiety levels with the Generalized
Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7) instrument, which is a validated
anxiety symptomatology screening instrument. It is a collection
of seven items that question how often the participants
experienced the occurrence of the following aspects:
nervousness, excessive apprehension, restlessness, irritability,
or difficulty relaxing in the past two weeks. Each item is rated
on a 4-point scale (0 =“not at all,” 1 =“several days,” 2 = “more
than half the days,” and 3 = “nearly every day”), giving a total
score from 0 to 21. Scores of 0—4 indicate minimal anxiety, 5—
9 mild anxiety, 10-14 moderate anxiety, and 15-21 severe
anxiety.

Data were analyzed using R software. Categorical variables
were presented as frequencies and percentages, and continuous
variables as mean + SD. Associations between social media
usage and anxiety were tested using Chi-square for categorical
variables and the ANOVA test for continuous variables. The
Pearson Correlation test was run between social media use and
anxiety score. p < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

The age was normally distributed as shown in Fig 1. Males (n
=220, 67.28%) were more than females (n =107, 32.72%). The
mean age of participants was 31.34 + 8.38 years. The mean
starting age for social media use was 17.19 + 4.47 years, and
participants spent an average of 3.00 = 1.19 hours daily on
social media. YouTube was the most commonly used platform
(n =124, 37.92%), followed by Facebook (n = 112, 34.25%),
Instagram (n = 48, 14.68%), and Twitter (n =43, 13.15%). The
mean GAD-7 score was 10.01 + 5.79. (Table 1)

Among the 327 participants, most exhibited a moderate level of
anxiety (n = 156, 47.71%), followed by minimal anxiety (n =
90, 27.52%) and severe anxiety (n = 58, 17.74%). Only a small
proportion had mild anxiety (n = 23, 7.03%). (Fig 2) The
correlation between social media use and anxiety score was
high, positive (1=0.75) and statistically significant (p<<0.001).

(Fig 3)
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Figure 1: Histogram for the age distribution
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Table 1: Demographic characteristics, social media use, and
anxiety levels among study participants (n = 327)

Characteristic N=327
Age, years 31.34 (8.38)
Gender

Female 107 (32.72)
Male 220 (67.28)
Social media platform

Facebook 112 (34.25)
Instagram 48 (14.68)
X (Twitter) 43 (13.15)
YouTube 124 (37.92)
Starting age at using social media, years 17.19 (4.47)
Daily hours of social media use 3.00 (1.19)
GAD-7 Score 10.01 (5.79)

"Mean (SD); n (%)

Figure 2: Pattern of anxiety level among social media users
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Figure 3: Correlation between social media use & anxiety
score
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No significant difference in anxiety levels was found by gender
(p = 0.95) or by type of social media used (p = 0.75).
Participants with severe anxiety started using social media at a
significantly younger age (11.22 + 1.99 years) compared with
those with moderate (16.01 + 2.27 years) and minimal anxiety
(22.23 £ 2.74 years) (p < 0.001). The daily duration of social
media use was also significantly higher among participants with
severe anxiety (4.59 + 0.92 hours) than among those with
moderate (3.27 + 0.65 hours) and minimal anxiety (1.66 + 0.40
hours) (p < 0.001). (Table 2)

Table 2: Comparison of anxiety level among gender, social
media use, starting age, and daily hours of use

Characteristi Mild | Minimal | Moderate| Severe |
Aracteristic | N=23 | N=90 | N=156 | N=s8 |P7V2U€
Gender 0.95"
Female 7(30.4) 28 (31.1) | 53 (34.0) [19(32.8)
Male 16 (69.6)] 62 (68.9) | 103 (66.0) |39 (67.2)
Social media 0.75"
type
Facebook 9(39.1)[35(38.9) | 49 (31.4) |19 (32.8)
Instagram 3(13.0)111(12.2)| 23 (14.7) [11 (19.0)
X (Twitter) [4(17.4)| 8(8.9) | 21(13.5) [10(17.2)
YouTube 7(30.4) |36 (40.0) | 63 (40.4) [18 (31.0)
20.48 22.23 16.01 11.22 o
Start age, years (0.51) (2.74) (2.27) (1.99) <0.001
. 2.37 1.66 4.59 o
Daily hours (0.22) (0.40) 3.27 (0.65) (0.92) <0.001

" Chi-square test, "ANOVA test
DISCUSSION

In this study of 327 adults aged 16 to 45 attending a tertiary care
hospital, we observed that anxiety was common, with almost
half of the participants experiencing moderate levels of anxiety.
Severe anxiety was present in nearly one-fifth of participants,
while minimal anxiety affected about a quarter, and only a small
proportion reported mild anxiety. On average, participants
spent around three hours per day on social media. Longer daily
social media use was associated with severe anxiety levels.
Those with severe anxiety had begun using social media at a
much younger age compared with those with moderate or
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minimal anxiety, and they also spent the most time on these
platforms each day, averaging over four and a half hours.
Anxiety levels did not differ significantly between males and
females, nor did they vary according to the type of social media
platform used.

The positive association between early initiation and prolonged
daily use of social media with higher anxiety levels can be
understood through several interconnected mechanisms.
Spending more time online increases opportunities for social
comparison, fear of missing out, and exposure to distressing or
unrealistic content, all of which can aggravate anxiety
symptoms.'? A meta-analysis found that social media addiction
correlates with anxiety (r=0.51, p<0.001) across 26,166
students.!>!* Beginning social media use at a younger age may
coincide with critical periods of psychological development,
when emotional regulation and coping strategies are still
maturing, rendering younger individuals more vulnerable to
stress from online interactions. Additionally, excessive social
media engagement can displace health-promoting behaviors
such as sufficient sleep, regular physical activity, and direct
social interactions, further contributing to anxiety risk.'> The
absence of significant differences in anxiety across different
platforms suggests that the overall intensity and timing of social
media use are more influential on mental health outcomes than
the particular type of platform accessed.

In an exploratory research, Tajjamul et al.'® analyzed 120
university students in Karachi and discovered that mental health
outcomes linked with social media were anxiety and the fear of
missing out (FOMO). They, however, failed to see a statistically
significant relationship with frequency of use. On the other
hand, our research found that the severity of anxiety was
strongly related to the frequency and the duration of social
media use. This difference can be explained by the differences
in the study design, such as sample size, age distribution, and
the assessment instruments. We conducted research among
adults whose ages were between 16 and 45 years old and used
the GAD -7 to define the scale of anxiety severity.

Faqihi et al.!” studied 2,856 Saudi Arabian adolescents and
discovered that older adolescents (16—24 years old) were more
vulnerable to having negative mental health outcomes
attributed to social-media use. Even though the extent of these
effects, in general, was minor, the findings do confirm that age
and patterns of exposure are two factors that make one
susceptible, which supports our finding that, at the adult stage,
the earlier one begins to use social-media the more anxious
he/she becomes. The same studies in Malaysia'® and India!’
also reported that social-media use has the potential to increase
anxiety, negative affect and reduce self-esteem especially when
overused or motivated by seeking confirmation online. These
outcomes agree with ours on the effect of social-media usage of
an extended period of time. As found by Rijal et al.?’ in Nepal,
adolescents that started to use social-media earlier in life and
used it longer each day had higher anxiety levels which
supports our dose-response finding that the longer the period of
use the higher the level of anxiety.

These findings have implications that are significant to mental-
health interventions. Limiting the exposure to the social media

at the early age, managing the daily use of this tool and
promoting the digital literacy as well as establishing the direct
social interactions can help to reduce the likelihood of anxiety
in adolescents and adults. The longitudinal research is required
to clarify causal relationships as well as to observe possible
mediating factors, including sleep disturbance, cyberbullying,
and fear of missing out (FOMO) in different age groups and
cultural conditions.

CONCLUSION

Although social media has been a good channel of
communication and education, it may have an adverse impact
on mental wellness. The development of engagement at a young
age along with a long-term use is accompanied by an increase
in the state of anxiety. These results highlight the fact that social
media is not always an unchecked blessing, thus one should be
particularly watchful of the regulation of its use and be aware
of its potential consequences in the psychological well-being.

LIMITATIONS
The main limitations of our study are:

1. Itis a single-center study
2. Sample size is small
3. Data regarding the use of TikTok was not gathered.

SUGGESTIONS / RECOMMENDATIONS

Further studies with a larger sample size and multi-center
studies are advised.
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