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Abstract

Background: Social network websites are defined as web-based services that provide individuals with an opportunity to connect
and communicate with other people for sharing information. The use of these networks is growing dramatically, which may have
various effects on individuals’ lives.
Objectives: The present study hypothesized that using social networks has a negative effect on educational performance, psycho-
logical well-being, and mental health.
Methods: We selected 315 students from Shiraz, Iran, in 2017 (185 girls and 130 boys with an average age of 16.88 and 15.9 years, respec-
tively) from six high schools at the fourth grade to evaluate the effect of social networks on educational performance, psychological
well-being, and mental health. Students were selected using a convenience sampling method. The research plan was sub-projects
of correlated plans and data were analyzed by stepwise regression analysis with SPSS version 21 at a significance level of < 0.05. The
exclusion criteria included students’ dissatisfaction and age of under 15 and above 18.
Results: We found that 90.8% of the students were using social networks. In general, virtual networks had negative (-0.25; P = 0.001)
and positive (0.23; P = 0.001) correlations with educational performance and depression, respectively. Particularly, social network
websites had positive relationships with anxiety and stress in male students and negative relationships with grade point average
(GPA) and psychological well-being in female students. Regression analysis revealed that social networks had significant effects
on depression, educational performance, psychological well-being, stress, anxiety, and GPA. Among different social networks (Tele-
gram, WhatsApp, Instagram, and Facebook), Instagram negatively predicted educational performance, psychological well-being,
and depression while WhatsApp and Telegram predicted depression and GPA, respectively. Moreover, Telegram, in particular, pre-
dicted stress and anxiety among male students.
Conclusions: These findings necessitate to pay attention to this phenomenon and its consequences.
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1. Background

Social network sites (SNSs) are those web-based ser-
vices that allow individuals to create personal profiles,
share their photos and personal information, join groups,
and communicate with them (1). It appears that these net-
works are an essential part of the daily lives of many peo-
ple (1) and thus they inevitably make some changes in peo-
ple’s social relations (2). Statistics show a rapid increase
in the number of users of SNSs. For example, in 2016,
Telegram claimed to have more than 100 million monthly
active users and that 15 billion messages are transmitted
in this network on a daily basis (3). By 2013, WhatsApp
and Instagram had 200 and 100 million members, respec-
tively, but the numbers increased to one billion members

for WhatsApp and 600 million members for Instagram in
2016. Facebook users still are on top and according to the
January report of 2017, Facebook enjoyed one billion and
871 million members (4, 5). Human needs for communica-
tion, socialization, and keeping friends have been stated as
some of the reasons for the expansion of these networks
(6). Also, communication with others (7), comprehending
social rules (1), recreation (8), social support (9), and expe-
rience exchange (10) may be other reasons of people to use
such networks.

The educational performance of students may be dis-
turbed due to a reduction in the study time (11, 12). In-
creased anxiety, stress, and depression (13-15), particularly,
if the person is engaged with groups that demonstrate
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symptoms of depression (16), as well as reduced mental
health (17), are some of the adverse and significant effects
of using such websites. The excessive use of social net-
works can lead to internet addiction that has a variety of
negative effects on a person’s physical and mental health
(18).

On the other hand, social networks may be used op-
timally in the educational or therapeutic process (19, 20).
Wellman et al. noted that the internet has a positive impact
on people and improves not only online relationships with
friends but also increases offline ones such as face to face
relations and phone connections (21). Akhavan-Malayeri
et al. showed that membership and participation in so-
cial networks enhance individual’s social capital, which re-
sults in increased happiness and reduced negative emo-
tion; also, shy people and those with difficulty in making
social contacts could rebuild their social capital (9). Con-
trasting their earlier research, Kraut et al. concluded that
social networks have a positive impact on mental health
(22).

Several studies have evaluated the general impact of
technology on academic performance in children and ado-
lescents. Espinosa et al. examined the role of technol-
ogy in early childhood development through a longitudi-
nal study. Their results indicated that access to technol-
ogy could improve students’ academic achievement by en-
couraging the parents’ use of educational technology (23).
Other studies found that the use of the Internet for enter-
tainment was strongly correlated with academic dysfunc-
tion (24). Overall, the review of the literature shows that
the findings are still controversial about the role of these
networks and their relationships with academic perfor-
mance, psychological well-being, and mental health. Sev-
eral different studies have shown their positive and neg-
ative impacts on academic performance and psychologi-
cal health. Given the huge number of Internet users, espe-
cially among students, the evaluation of issues associated
with these networks is essential to make the right decision
and take appropriate preventive actions.

Due to the paucity of investigations of this issue in Iran,
clarifying the impact of social networks on academic per-
formance, psychological well-being, and the indicators of
mental health, as considered in this study, may be helpful
to plan for scheduling these networks. In this study, it was
attempted to evaluate particularly the most widely used
social networks including WhatsApp, Telegram, and Insta-
gram.

2. Objectives

The present study hypothesized that using social net-
works has a negative effect on educational performance,

psychological well-being, and mental health. Therefore,
we sought to answer the following questions in this study:
What are the effects of WhatsApp, Telegram, and Insta-
gram on educational performance, psychological well-
being, and mental health? Is the relationship of virtual
social networks with educational performance, mental
health, and psychological well-being mediated by gender?

3. Methods

3.1. Participants and Settings

The study population included all high school stu-
dents in Shiraz in 2017. The statistical sample consisted of
315 students (185 girls and 130 boys with an average age of
16.9 and 15.9 years and standard deviation of 0.8 and 0.73,
respectively) from six high schools at the fourth grade. The
students came from three fields of biology, mathematics,
and humanities, and were selected by a convenience sam-
pling method. The research plan was sub-projects of cor-
related plans and data were analyzed by stepwise regres-
sion analysis with SPSS version 21 at a significance level of
< 0.05. Students’ dissatisfaction and age of under 15 and
above 18 were the exclusion criteria of the study. The re-
search tool was given to the students in the form of book-
lets with answer sheets either in class groups or individu-
ally. An explanation about each scale was presented at the
beginning of the booklet.

3.2. Instruments and Procedures

3.2.1. Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scales with 21 Questions
(DASS-21)

The tool was designed to assess depression (21 items),
anxiety (21 items), and stress (21 items), as the indicators of
mental health scored ranging from “never” (0) to “always”
(3) (25). In Iran, the validity of this tool was approved in
Samani and Jokar study (26) and the test-retest reliability
coefficient for the whole scale was 0.82 and the alpha reli-
ability coefficients for the stress, depression, and anxiety
subscales were reported to be 0.87, 0.85, and 0.75, respec-
tively.

3.2.2. Educational Performance Test

This tool was designed based on Pham and Taylor study,
which has been validated for Iranian society (27). The study
by Goltash et al. confirmed the validity of the question-
naire, as well as its reliability by Cronbach’s alpha of 84%
(28). This tool has 48 phrases scored ranging from “none”
(1) to “very high” (5).
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3.2.3. Life Satisfaction Scale

This tool, developed by Diener et al., has five questions
to measure the cognitive components of subjective well-
being (29). Participants indicated how much they were
satisfied with their lives and how much their lives were
close to their ideals (30). The questions were scored from
“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). The Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient and test-retest coefficient were
0.84 and 0.64 for this scale, respectively (30). Moreover,
Bayani et al. investigated the reliability of the scale with
the methods of Cronbach’s alpha and test-retest reliability
with a month-interval and reported the coefficients of 0.83
and 0.69, respectively (31).

In addition, information was obtained about social
networks via six questions (membership, the main social
network they used, the number of days they used social
networks in a week, the number of hours they used social
networks in a day, their social networks of choice, and the
most important reasons for using social networks). The
students were explained about goals, plans, confidential-
ity of information, and research purposes of the study.
Then, students willing to participate completed the ques-
tionnaires. The participants filled out consent forms be-
fore answering the questions. The participation in this
study was voluntary and anonymous and the study proce-
dure posed no harm to participants. Therefore, the study
was compatible with ethical guidelines.

4. Results

We selected 315 students in Shiraz, Iran, in 2017 (185
girls and 130 boys with an average age of 16.88 and 15.9
years, respectively) from six high schools at the fourth
grades to evaluate the effects of social networks on educa-
tional performance, psychological well-being, and mental
health of the students.

Table 1 shows the mean, standard deviation, and inter-
nal consistency of scale scores. According to Table 1, the
research tools enjoyed high and acceptable internal con-
sistency. Based on the results, 90.8% of the participants
were using online social networks. Moreover, 63.7% of
the students were engaged with these networks for two
hours per day (a minimum of zero and a maximum of four
hours), 63% were the members of more than three social
networks, and among various social networks, WhatsApp,
Instagram, and Telegram had the most frequency of users.
It was found that 80% of the participants were WhatsApp
users, 72.9% were Instagram users, and 72.9% were Tele-
gram users. Communication with friends (67.5%) and en-
tertainment (72%) were the most common reasons for in-
dividuals to use social networks.

Pearson correlation coefficient was used to examine
the relationship between variables in the study and the
results are demonstrated in Table 2. As depicted in the
matrix, the use of social networks had negative corre-
lations with psychological well-being, academic perfor-
mance, and grade point average (GPA). There were also
positive relationships with depression, anxiety, and stress.
Moreover, according to the matrix, we obtained different
results based on gender. The social networks use had
significant relationships with anxiety and stress only in
boys and the same was true about psychological well-being
and GPA only in girls. These results of multiple linear re-
gression analysis with a stepwise model of variable selec-
tion (Table 3) showed that the use of social networks sig-
nificantly predicted academic performance, psychological
well-being, GPA, depression, anxiety, and stress.

Given the fact that the covariance matrix of variables
related to academic performance was different in male
and female students (Box’s M = 72.242; F = 1.551; df = 45
& 211536.94; Sig. = 0.01), the main results of study were
presented separately for girls and boys, as well as the to-
tal population. More specifically, from among different so-
cial networks (Telegram, WhatsApp, Instagram, and Face-
book), using Instagram negatively predicted academic per-
formance (β = -0.19, Adj. R2 = 0.03, F = 11.65, P = 0.001), well-
being (β = -0.16, Adj. R2 = 0.02, F = 8.89, P = 0.003), depres-
sion (β = 0.23, Adj. R2 = 0.05, F = 18.44, P = 0.001), and stress
(β = 0.15, Adj. R2 = 0.02, F = 7.74, P = 0.006). WhatsApp use
significantly predicted depression (β = 0.12, Adj. R2 = 0.01,
F = 4.87, P = 0.02). Moreover, the use of Telegram was a sig-
nificant predictor of GPA (β = -0.12, Adj. R2 = 0.01, F = 4.04,
P = 0.04).

5. Discussion

This study aimed at investigating the influence of so-
cial networks on academic performance, psychological
well-being, and mental health indicators. In general, the
results showed that the use of virtual networks had nega-
tive relationships with psychological well-being, academic
performance, and GPA and positive correlations with de-
pression, anxiety, and stress. These findings indicated that
the increased use of social networks led to decreased aca-
demic performance, psychological welfare, and GPA and
increased depression, anxiety, and stress. Moreover, the re-
sults indicated the relationships of virtual networks usage
with stress and anxiety were meaningful only in boys and
the correlations of the use of virtual networks with well-
being and GPA were significant only in girls.

O’Brien study (11) and Kirschner and Karpinski study
(12) confirmed that academic performance is decreased
due to wasting time. The use of virtual networks takes
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Table 1. Mean, Standard Deviation, and Internal Consistency of the Students’ Scores on Social Network Use, Academic Performance, Well-Being, Depression, Anxiety, and Stress
in Male and Female Students (Females = 185, Males = 130)

Variable
Mean

Std. Deviation Cronbach’s α
Girls Boys Total

SNU (social network usage) 1 1.05 1.02 1.10 0.86

Depression 2.04 1.86 1.97 0.01 0.82

Anxiety 1.84 1.70 0.05 1.78 0.75

Stress 2.38 1.96 2.21 0.02 0.80

Academic performance 3.31 3.35 3.33 0.15 0.89

Well-being 3.28 3.55 3.39 0.14 0.82

Table 2. Correlation Matrix of Academic Performance, Mental Health, and Well-Being

SNU Academic
Performance

Well-Being Depression Anxiety Stress GPA

SNU (social network usage) 1 -0.25a -0.16a 0.23a 0.12b 0.13b -0.16b

Academic performance -0.25a 1 0.45a -0.48a -0.38a -0.42a 0.35a

Well-being -0.16a 0.45a 1 -0.59a -0.35a -0.50a 0.09

Depression 0.23a -0.49a -0.59a 1 0.62a 0.71a -0.15b

Anxiety 0.12b -0.38a -0.35a 0.62a 1 0.66a -0.11

Stress 0.13b -0.42a -0.50a 0.71a 0.66a 1 -0.01

GPA -0.16b 0.35a 0.09 -0.15b -0.11 -0.01 1

aP < 0.01.
bP < 0.05.

Table 3. Multivariable Linear Regression of SNU (Social Network Usage) Effect on Academic Performance, Depression, Anxiety, Stress, Well-Being, and GPA Among High School
Students (N = 315)a

Dependent Variables
β Coef P.β Adj. R2 SE F P.F

Total Girls Boys Total Girls Boys Total Girls Boys Total Girls Boys Total Girls Boys Total Girls Boys

Academic performance -0.25 -0.22 -0.30 0.001 0.003 0.001 0.06 0.04 0.08 20.89 19.05 23.16 21.41 9.33 13.05 0.001 0.003 0.001

Depression 0.23 0.23 0.26 0.001 0.002 0.003 0.05 0.05 0.06 4.84 4.94 4.61 16.95 9.76 9.19 0.001 0.002 0.003

Anxiety 0.12 0.09 0.2 0.02 0.23 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.03 4.11 4.23 3.88 4.89 1.41 5.62 0.02 0.23 0.02

Stress 0.13 0.12 0.22 0.02 0.1 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.04 4.63 4.43 4.35 5.43 2.65 6.59 0.02 0.1 0.01

Well-being -0.16 -0.19 -0.14 0.004 0.01 0.09 0.02 0.03 0.01 4.38 4.35 4.31 8.24 6.92 2.84 0.004 0.01 0.09

GPA -0.15 -0.19 -0.12 0.01 0.01 0.2 0.02 0.03 0.01 1.73 1.10 2.13 6.68 6.72 1.59 0.01 0.01 0.2

Abbreviations: GPA, grade point average; P.F, sig. of F; P.β, sig. of β; SE, standard error of the estimate; β Coef., standardized coefficient of beta.
a Predictor (constant) variable: SNU (social network usage).

the useful time of students and decreases their focus on
lessons and doing homework, and their GPA declines con-
sequently. According to the results of this study and other
research such as Javadinia et al. study (8), most people
use these networks for entertainment and finding friends
rather than for scientific reasons. Consequently, these ac-
tivities waste a significant amount of time and adversely
affect doing homework among students, especially if they
are busy doing such activities in the classroom. The finding
is in line with the study by Kubey et al. (24).

The negative impact on depression is consistent with
the results of Pantic et al. (14) and Kraut et al. (15) stud-

ies. GPA reduction due to the use of social networks, as al-
ready pointed out, can indirectly increase the levels of de-
pression in students. Further, the use of virtual networks
may reduce the actual social relations; this may result in
the loss of positive social support and consequently lead
to depression. Moreover, depression can develop as a re-
sult of failed attempts to establish a friendship with the op-
posite sex; this matter, of course, calls for further research.
The excessive use of the Internet and social networks also
leads to immobility and restricts physical movement; this
issue along with the reduction of relations with others in
the real world, as well as social isolation, yields the in-
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creased levels of depression and deterioration of psycho-
logical well-being. Moreover, it is plausible that students
with various types of mental health problems including
depression could be more prone to use these networks,
which is an argument requiring much more research for
further clarification. Instagram and WhatsApp proved to
have significant impacts on academic performance and in-
crease the level of depression, which may be due to the
more use of these networks by the students.

The decreased ability of the individual due to the lack
of participation in real social settings proved to be one of
the reasons for the adverse impact of social networks on
psychological well-being. Also, social networks may keep
teenagers away from family members and cause social iso-
lation. On the other hand, the person might experience
a crisis of self-value as a result of social comparison with
people in these networks, particularly given the fact that
people usually enhance their social persona in such me-
dia. Based on our results, Instagram had the most detri-
mental effect on psychological well-being and it also had a
significant negative effect on the levels of depression and
stress. This platform is used for sharing photos and videos
wherein people usually present the best of themselves. Of
course, this well-decorated presentation is just partially
faithful to the realities of everyday life, but the compari-
son of one’s self with this well-ornamented presentation
of a successful other may negatively affect the individuals’
psychological well-being and mental health.

In contrast to their earlier research, Kraut et al. (22)
concluded that social networks had a positive impact on
well-being and mental health. Akhavan-Malayeri et al. (9)
also stated that social networks not only reduce the neg-
ative mood but also increase happiness. These authors
along with Wellman et al. (21) were of the opinion that
these networks increase social support through increasing
interpersonal relationships and that this factor guaran-
tees individuals’ mental health. This could be interpreted
that if these networks are used moderately, they can yield
positive results. Wanjohi et al. (32) reached a conclusion
that it is critical for students to be oriented toward self-
management skills to maintain a balance between the use
of virtual networks and academic performance. Further-
more, although one’s socialization remains a source of so-
cial capital from different aspects, it can also have disad-
vantages including depression due to socialization with
depressed individuals, as reported in Rosenquist et al. (16)
study.

Meanwhile, students are required to follow a particu-
lar type of subculture when they are members of such net-
works and act accordingly in order to win the acceptance
of other members. As a result, a given student must spend
too much time to identify with others. Also, in many in-

stances what the individual is required to follow is incon-
gruent with wider social norms and brings him/her into
conflict with the norms and values accepted and preached
by the family of origin. This can also have detrimental ef-
fects on the individuals mental health and well-being.

According to the results, as students develop a better
academic performance, their levels of depression, stress,
and anxiety decrease, giving rise to enhanced psycholog-
ical well-being. On the other hand, the excessive use of
social networks results in poor academic performance; in
this regard, social networks indirectly exert a negative ef-
fect on their mental health and well-being. Based on these
findings, academic performance is negatively correlated
with anxiety. Consequently, the use of social networks, via a
negative impact on academic performance, increases anx-
iety. This is also consistent with the findings of Farahani et
al. study (13). The results also demonstrated that using so-
cial networks was associated with increased levels of anxi-
ety and stress. Unlike female students, these results were
significant in male students. This suggests that perhaps
male students use social networks in a different manner
than females, a suggestion which, of course, requires fur-
ther research.

Since the Internet and social networks are the media
with various blessings and burdens, both positive and neg-
ative poles call for recognition and consideration in order
to optimize the user’s experience. The results of this study
can help us to achieve this goal. Due to students’ pen-
chant for social networks, they put a considerable amount
of their time on these networks. This fact leaves adverse ef-
fects on their academic status and may result in dropouts.
It can also have adverse effects on their mental health and
psychological well-being. As a result, proper planning is
required in this regard to increase the awareness and un-
derstanding of students and families through institutions
and educational/cultural organizations. The results of this
study may have implications in further decision making
and policy planning. Also, it is noteworthy to recall that
children are susceptible towards their parents; hence, it
is essential to modify the parents’ use models and strate-
gies. It is of vital importance that both positive and nega-
tive consequences of social networks are evaluated in de-
tail in future research.

5.1. Limitations

It should be noted that there are some limitations in
this study that inhibit the generalization of the results. Dif-
ferent aspects and qualities of social network using must
be seriously taken into consideration in future research.
Our sampling method and correlational design also ex-
erted restrictions in the results that should be addressed in
future research. Future research can use random sampling
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and experimental designs that allow for causal inference.
The result of this study could help educational managers
to inform and teach students how to use social networks.
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