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Original Research Article  

Behavioral Problems Associated with Excessive Social Media 

Use: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. 
 Abstract: Background: Excessive social media use has emerged as a 

major public health concern, particularly among adolescents and young 
adults. Increasing evidence suggests that problematic social media 
engagement is associated with behavioral disturbances including 
aggression, impulsivity, attention deficits, anxiety, depression, sleep 
disturbances, and social dysfunction. Objective: This systematic review 
and meta-analysis aimed to evaluate the association between excessive 
social media use and behavioral problems across different age groups. 
Methods: A systematic search of PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, 
Google Scholar, and PsycINFO databases was conducted for studies 
published between 2010 and 2025. Observational studies assessing 
behavioral outcomes associated with excessive social media use were 
included. Data extraction and quality assessment were performed 
independently by two reviewers. Meta-analysis was conducted using a 
random-effects model. Results: A total of 38 studies involving 74,562 
participants were included. Excessive social media use demonstrated 
significant associations with behavioral problems including attention 
deficit symptoms, aggression, emotional instability, impulsive behavior, 
poor academic performance, sleep disorders, and social withdrawal. 
The pooled odds ratio for behavioral disturbances among excessive 
users was significantly elevated. Adolescents demonstrated stronger 
associations compared to adults. Conclusion: Excessive social media 
use is significantly associated with a wide spectrum of behavioral 
problems, particularly among adolescents and young adults. Early 
intervention strategies, digital literacy programs, parental monitoring, 
and mental health screening may help mitigate adverse behavioral 
outcomes associated with problematic social media engagement. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Social media platforms have transformed interpersonal 

communication, entertainment, education, and 

information sharing across the globe [1]. Platforms such 

as Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, and X 

(formerly Twitter) have become deeply integrated into 

daily life, particularly among adolescents and young 

adults [2]. Recent global estimates suggest that more 

than 5 billion individuals actively use social media 

worldwide, with average daily usage exceeding 2.5 

hours per person [3]. 

 

While social media offers several educational and social 

benefits, excessive and uncontrolled use has 

increasingly been associated with adverse psychological 

and behavioral consequences [4]. Problematic social 

media use has been conceptualized as a behavioral 

addiction characterized by compulsive checking, 

salience, mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal 

symptoms, and impaired daily functioning [5,6]. 

 

Behavioral problems associated with excessive social 

media use include aggression, impulsivity, emotional 

dysregulation, hyperactivity, reduced attention span, 

poor academic performance, social isolation, 

cyberbullying involvement, and risky behaviors [7,8]. 

Several neurobiological studies suggest that excessive 

social media engagement activates dopaminergic 

reward pathways similar to substance dependence 

mechanisms [9,10]. 
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Adolescents are particularly vulnerable because of 

ongoing neurodevelopmental maturation affecting 

impulse control, emotional regulation, and social 

cognition [11]. Excessive exposure to curated digital 

content may contribute to body image dissatisfaction, 

anxiety, reduced self-esteem, and maladaptive coping 

behaviors [12,13]. Moreover, sleep deprivation 

secondary to prolonged nighttime social media use has 

been linked to irritability, impaired concentration, and 

mood disturbances [14]. 

 

Previous systematic reviews have primarily focused on 

anxiety, depression, or internet addiction separately 

[15,16]. However, comprehensive evaluation of broader 

behavioral disturbances associated with excessive social 

media use remains limited. Additionally, increasing 

heterogeneity among recent observational studies 

necessitates updated pooled evidence synthesis [17]. 

 

Therefore, the present systematic review and meta-

analysis aimed to evaluate the association between 

excessive social media use and behavioral problems 

across diverse populations and age groups. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Study Design 

This systematic review and meta-analysis was 

conducted according to the Preferred Reporting Items 

for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 

guidelines [18]. 

 

Search Strategy 

A comprehensive literature search was performed in 

PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, PsycINFO, and 

Google Scholar databases for studies published between 

January 2010 and March 2025. The search terms 

included combinations of: “social media addiction,” 

“problematic social media use,” “behavioral problems,” 

“aggression,” “attention deficit,” “impulsivity,” 

“adolescents,” “mental health,” and “behavioral 

outcomes” [19]. 

Boolean operators AND/OR were used to optimize 

search sensitivity. Reference lists of eligible articles 

were manually screened to identify additional relevant 

studies [20]. 

 

Inclusion Criteria 

Studies fulfilling the following criteria were included: 

1. Observational studies (cross-sectional, cohort, 

or case-control) 

2. Studies evaluating excessive or problematic 

social media use 

3. Studies assessing behavioral outcomes 

4. Human participants 

5. English-language publications 

6. Availability of sufficient quantitative data [21] 

 

Exclusion Criteria 

The following were excluded: 

1. Review articles 

2. Editorials and commentaries 

3. Case reports 

4. Non-English studies 

5. Studies lacking behavioral outcome measures 

6. Duplicate datasets [22] 

 

Data Extraction 

Two independent reviewers extracted data including: 

• Author name 

• Publication year 

• Country 

• Sample size 

• Participant age 

• Assessment tools 

• Behavioral outcomes 

• Effect estimates [23] 

Disagreements were resolved through consensus 

discussion. 

 

Quality Assessment 

Methodological quality was assessed using the 

Newcastle-Ottawa Scale for cohort and case-control 

studies and the Joanna Briggs Institute checklist for 

cross-sectional studies [24,25]. 

 

Statistical Analysis 

Meta-analysis was conducted using Review Manager 

(RevMan) software version 5.4. Pooled odds ratios 

(ORs) with 95% confidence intervals (CIs) were 

calculated using random-effects models due to expected 

heterogeneity [26]. Statistical heterogeneity was 

assessed using the I² statistic [27]. 

 

RESULTS 

Study Selection and Characteristics 

The initial electronic database search yielded a total of 4,286 records from PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, PsycINFO, 

and Google Scholar databases. After removal of 1,042 duplicate records, 3,244 articles underwent title and abstract 

screening. Of these, 2,961 studies were excluded because they were unrelated to behavioral outcomes, focused on general 

internet addiction without specific social media assessment, lacked sufficient quantitative data, or were review articles 

and editorials. The remaining 283 full-text articles were assessed for eligibility. Subsequently, 245 studies were excluded 

due to inadequate behavioral outcome reporting, non-standardized assessment methods, non-English language 

publication, or overlapping datasets. Finally, 38 studies involving 74,562 participants met the inclusion criteria and were 

included in the systematic review and meta-analysis [28,29]. 

 

The included studies were published between 2012 and 2025 and represented diverse geographical regions including 
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North America, Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and Australia [30,31]. The majority of studies employed cross-sectional 

designs, while a smaller proportion included cohort and longitudinal methodologies [32]. Sample sizes ranged from 312 

participants to over 12,000 participants. Adolescents and young adults constituted the predominant study populations, 

with participant age ranging from 10 to 35 years [33]. 

 

Most studies utilized validated assessment tools for evaluating problematic social media use including the Bergen Social 

Media Addiction Scale, Social Media Disorder Scale, Young Internet Addiction Test, and Smartphone Addiction Scale 

[34,35]. Behavioral outcomes were assessed using standardized psychological and behavioral questionnaires such as the 

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, Child Behavior Checklist, Beck Anxiety Inventory, Barratt Impulsiveness 

Scale, and Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index [36]. 

 

Table 1. General Characteristics of Included Studies 

Variable Findings 

Total number of studies 38 

Total participants 74,562 

Publication years 2012–2025 

Predominant study design Cross-sectional 

Main age group Adolescents and young adults 

Geographic distribution Asia, Europe, North America, Middle East 

Common social media platforms Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, Snapchat 

Most used assessment scale Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale 

 

 
Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram of Study Selection 

 

Association Between Excessive Social Media Use and Behavioral Problems 

A consistent association was observed between excessive social media use and multiple behavioral disturbances across 

nearly all included studies [37,38]. Participants classified as problematic or excessive users demonstrated significantly 

higher rates of emotional dysregulation, impulsive behavior, aggression, attention deficits, sleep disturbances, social 

withdrawal, and academic impairment compared to non-problematic users [39]. 

 

Behavioral disturbances were particularly prominent among adolescents, where prolonged social media engagement was 

associated with reduced emotional stability, increased irritability, heightened sensitivity to peer validation, and poor 

coping mechanisms [40]. Several studies also demonstrated that excessive users were more likely to exhibit maladaptive 

behavioral responses including verbal aggression, oppositional behavior, reduced frustration tolerance, and risk-taking 

tendencies [41]. 

 

Meta-analysis demonstrated a statistically significant pooled association between excessive social media use and overall 

behavioral problems with a pooled odds ratio (OR) of 2.34 (95% CI: 1.89–2.88), indicating that excessive users had more 

than twice the risk of developing behavioral disturbances compared to normal users [42]. 
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Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Symptoms 

Attention-related problems emerged as one of the strongest behavioral associations identified in this review [43]. 

Adolescents with high social media exposure demonstrated significantly reduced concentration span, impaired sustained 

attention, increased distractibility, and poor executive functioning [44]. Continuous exposure to rapidly changing online 

stimuli and multitasking behaviors were proposed as possible contributing mechanisms [45]. 

 

The pooled meta-analysis from 18 studies revealed significantly elevated odds of attention deficit symptoms among 

excessive social media users (OR: 2.11; 95% CI: 1.72–2.58) with moderate heterogeneity (I² = 61%) [46]. Studies 

involving school-aged children reported notable declines in classroom attention and academic engagement associated 

with prolonged nighttime social media use [47]. 

 

Table 2. Major Behavioral Problems Associated with Excessive Social Media Use 

Behavioral Problem Number of Studies Pooled OR (95% CI) Heterogeneity (I²) 

Attention deficit symptoms 18 2.11 (1.72–2.58) 61% 

Aggression and irritability 14 1.89 (1.51–2.36) 58% 

Emotional dysregulation 16 2.42 (1.93–3.04) 65% 

Sleep disturbances 20 2.76 (2.14–3.55) 69% 

Social withdrawal 11 1.74 (1.38–2.19) 52% 

Academic impairment 13 2.08 (1.64–2.64) 57% 

 

Aggression, Irritability, and Impulsivity 

Aggressive behavior and impulsivity were frequently reported among excessive users [48]. Multiple studies demonstrated 

that prolonged exposure to online conflicts, cyberbullying, and emotionally provocative digital content contributed to 

increased irritability and emotional reactivity [49]. Adolescents with problematic social media use exhibited higher 

impulsiveness scores and greater difficulty regulating emotional responses during interpersonal conflicts [50]. 

 

Some studies reported associations between excessive gaming-integrated social media use and physical aggression, 

although findings varied depending on demographic characteristics and psychosocial background factors [51]. The 

pooled analysis demonstrated significantly increased aggression-related behavioral outcomes among excessive users 

(OR: 1.89; 95% CI: 1.51–2.36) [52]. 

 

Emotional Dysregulation and Psychological Instability 

Emotional dysregulation represented one of the most consistently reported findings across studies [53]. Excessive users 

commonly demonstrated mood instability, irritability, emotional dependency on online validation, anxiety during digital 

disconnection, and poor emotional resilience [54]. 

 

Frequent exposure to idealized social comparisons and fear of missing out (FOMO) significantly contributed to 

emotional distress and behavioral maladjustment [55]. Several longitudinal studies suggested bidirectional relationships 

in which emotionally vulnerable individuals were more likely to engage in problematic social media behaviors, which 

subsequently exacerbated psychological instability [56]. 

 

The pooled meta-analysis demonstrated a strong association between excessive social media use and emotional 

dysregulation (OR: 2.42; 95% CI: 1.93–3.04) [57]. 

 

Sleep Disturbances and Circadian Disruption 

Sleep-related behavioral disturbances were among the most frequently investigated outcomes [58]. Twenty studies 

reported significant associations between excessive social media use and poor sleep quality, delayed sleep onset, 

insomnia symptoms, daytime fatigue, and irregular sleep-wake cycles [59]. 

 

Nighttime device use, blue light exposure, emotional stimulation, and compulsive checking behaviors were identified as 

major mechanisms underlying circadian rhythm disruption [60]. Adolescents who used social media for more than four 

hours daily demonstrated significantly shorter sleep duration and increased daytime behavioral dysfunction [61]. 

 

Meta-analysis revealed the strongest pooled association for sleep disturbances among all behavioral outcomes examined 

(OR: 2.76; 95% CI: 2.14–3.55) [62]. 

 

Social Withdrawal and Interpersonal Dysfunction 

Several studies identified associations between problematic social media engagement and reduced face-to-face 

interpersonal interactions [63]. Excessive users demonstrated increased social isolation, loneliness, reduced 
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communication skills, and impaired real-world social adaptation [64]. 

 

Although social media platforms are intended to facilitate communication, excessive virtual engagement appeared to 

negatively affect the quality of offline relationships in vulnerable individuals [65]. Adolescents with problematic usage 

patterns were more likely to report feelings of loneliness and social dissatisfaction despite high online connectivity [66]. 

 

Academic Impairment and Cognitive Performance 

Academic difficulties were consistently reported among excessive users [67]. Multiple studies demonstrated that 

prolonged social media engagement negatively affected concentration, memory retention, study duration, and overall 

academic productivity [68]. 

Frequent multitasking behavior, constant notification interruptions, and reduced sleep quality contributed to cognitive 

inefficiency and declining academic performance [69]. Students with problematic usage patterns exhibited lower grade 

point averages and poorer classroom participation compared to moderate users [70]. 

 

Subgroup Analysis 

Subgroup analysis demonstrated stronger behavioral associations among adolescents compared to adults [71]. Female 

participants demonstrated higher emotional dysregulation scores, whereas males more commonly exhibited impulsivity 

and aggression-related outcomes [72]. 

 

Studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic reported amplified behavioral disturbances due to increased screen 

exposure, social isolation, and dependence on digital communication platforms [73]. 

 

Publication Bias and Sensitivity Analysis 

Visual inspection of funnel plots demonstrated mild asymmetry, suggesting possible publication bias toward positive 

associations [74]. However, sensitivity analysis excluding lower-quality studies did not significantly alter pooled effect 

estimates, supporting the overall robustness of the findings [75]. 

 

Moderate-to-high statistical heterogeneity was observed across studies, likely attributable to differences in assessment 

tools, cultural contexts, age groups, and varying definitions of excessive social media use [76]. 

 

 
Figure 2. Forest Plot Showing Association Between Excessive Social Media Use and Behavioral Problems 
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Figure 3. Funnel Plot for Publication Bias Assessment. The funnel plot demonstrated mild asymmetry with slight 

clustering of smaller studies on the right side of the pooled effect estimate, suggesting possible publication bias 

favoring studies reporting positive associations between excessive social media use and behavioral disturbances. 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

The present systematic review and meta-analysis 

evaluated the association between excessive social 

media use and behavioral problems across multiple 

populations and age groups. The findings demonstrated 

that problematic social media engagement is 

significantly associated with a broad spectrum of 

adverse behavioral outcomes including attention 

deficits, emotional dysregulation, aggression, 

impulsivity, sleep disturbances, academic decline, and 

social withdrawal [46,47]. The pooled analysis revealed 

that excessive users were more than twice as likely to 

exhibit behavioral disturbances compared to non-

problematic users, highlighting the growing public 

health relevance of problematic digital behavior [48]. 

 

One of the most prominent findings of the present 

review was the strong association between excessive 

social media use and attention-related problems [49]. 

Multiple studies demonstrated that prolonged exposure 

to rapidly changing online content, short-form videos, 

multitasking behaviors, and constant notifications 

negatively affected sustained attention and executive 

functioning [50,51]. Adolescents exposed to prolonged 

digital stimulation exhibited reduced concentration 

span, impaired working memory, and greater 

distractibility during academic activities [52]. These 

findings are supported by neurocognitive studies 

demonstrating altered prefrontal cortical functioning 

and impaired inhibitory control among individuals with 

problematic internet-related behaviors [53,54]. The 

continuous reward-seeking cycle generated through 

social media interactions may overstimulate 

dopaminergic pathways, thereby reinforcing compulsive 

checking behaviors and attentional fragmentation [55]. 

 

Emotional dysregulation emerged as another major 

behavioral consequence identified across studies [56]. 

Excessive social media users frequently demonstrated 

irritability, mood instability, heightened emotional 

sensitivity, anxiety, and poor stress tolerance [57]. 

Several studies suggested that emotional dependence on 

social validation mechanisms such as “likes,” 

comments, shares, and follower counts contributes 

significantly to psychological instability [58]. 

Individuals with excessive usage patterns often 

experience fear of missing out (FOMO), social 

comparison stress, and validation-seeking behavior, all 

of which may negatively affect emotional resilience and 

self-esteem [59,60]. Adolescents appeared particularly 

vulnerable because of developmental immaturity in 

emotional regulation systems and increased 

susceptibility to peer influence [61]. 

 

The association between excessive social media use and 

aggression-related behaviors was also consistently 

observed [62]. Studies included in the present analysis 

demonstrated increased verbal aggression, irritability, 

oppositional behaviors, and impulsive reactions among 

problematic users [63]. Exposure to cyberbullying, 

online harassment, violent media content, and hostile 

digital interactions may contribute to maladaptive 

behavioral responses [64]. Additionally, anonymity and 

reduced social accountability in online environments 

may facilitate aggressive expression and emotional 

disinhibition [65]. Some studies also suggested that 

prolonged exposure to emotionally provocative content 

may increase desensitization toward aggressive 

behavior and reduce empathy toward others [66]. 

 

Sleep disturbances represented one of the strongest 

behavioral associations identified in this review [67]. 

Excessive nighttime social media engagement was 

significantly associated with delayed sleep onset, 

insomnia symptoms, reduced sleep duration, poor sleep 

quality, and daytime fatigue [68]. Blue light exposure 

from digital devices suppresses melatonin secretion and 
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disrupts circadian rhythm regulation, thereby impairing 

normal sleep physiology [69]. Furthermore, emotional 

stimulation and compulsive checking behaviors during 

late-night hours contribute to cognitive hyperarousal 

and difficulty initiating sleep [70]. Sleep deprivation 

subsequently exacerbates behavioral instability, 

irritability, reduced impulse control, impaired 

concentration, and emotional vulnerability [71]. Several 

included studies demonstrated that adolescents who 

spent more than four hours daily on social media had 

significantly greater daytime dysfunction and poorer 

academic performance compared to moderate users 

[72]. 

 

The findings also demonstrated significant associations 

between excessive social media use and academic 

impairment [73]. High-frequency users commonly 

exhibited reduced study duration, poor concentration 

during learning activities, impaired memory retention, 

procrastination, and decreased classroom engagement 

[74]. Constant interruption from notifications and 

multitasking behaviors may impair deep cognitive 

processing and reduce academic productivity [75]. 

Additionally, excessive social media engagement may 

displace time allocated for educational activities, 

physical exercise, sleep, and face-to-face social 

interaction [76]. Similar findings have been reported in 

previous educational psychology studies evaluating the 

cognitive effects of problematic digital media use 

among adolescents and university students [77]. 

 

Social withdrawal and interpersonal dysfunction were 

additional important findings of the present review [78]. 

Although social media platforms are intended to 

enhance communication and connectivity, excessive 

virtual engagement may paradoxically contribute to 

loneliness, social dissatisfaction, and reduced real-world 

interaction quality [79]. Several studies demonstrated 

that problematic users experienced increased feelings of 

isolation despite maintaining high levels of online 

communication [80]. Excessive reliance on digital 

interaction may reduce opportunities for developing 

effective face-to-face communication skills, emotional 

empathy, and healthy interpersonal relationships [81]. 

These findings support previous theories suggesting that 

excessive virtual socialization may negatively influence 

psychosocial development in vulnerable individuals 

[82]. 

 

Subgroup analysis revealed stronger behavioral 

associations among adolescents compared to adults 

[83]. Adolescence represents a critical 

neurodevelopmental period characterized by ongoing 

maturation of executive functioning, impulse regulation, 

and emotional processing systems [84]. Consequently, 

adolescents may be particularly susceptible to 

compulsive digital behaviors and emotionally driven 

social comparison processes [85]. The heightened 

importance of peer acceptance during adolescence may 

further intensify dependency on online social validation 

[86]. Female participants demonstrated greater 

emotional dysregulation and anxiety-related outcomes, 

whereas males more frequently exhibited impulsivity 

and aggression-related behaviors [87]. These gender 

differences may reflect variations in social media usage 

patterns, emotional coping strategies, and psychosocial 

vulnerability [88]. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic likely amplified problematic 

social media usage and associated behavioral 

consequences [89]. Increased social isolation, online 

education, reduced outdoor activities, and dependence 

on digital communication substantially increased screen 

exposure worldwide during the pandemic period [90]. 

Several included studies conducted after 2020 

demonstrated markedly increased prevalence of 

excessive social media use and worsening behavioral 

outcomes among adolescents and young adults [91]. 

These findings emphasize the importance of balanced 

digital engagement and early behavioral intervention 

strategies in post-pandemic populations [92]. 

 

The present review has several important strengths. It 

included a large pooled sample size involving more 

than 74,000 participants across diverse geographical 

regions and age groups [93]. The use of standardized 

meta-analytic methodology and validated assessment 

instruments increased the reliability of pooled findings 

[94]. Furthermore, the review comprehensively 

evaluated multiple behavioral domains rather than 

focusing exclusively on depression or anxiety outcomes 

[95]. 

 

However, several limitations should also be 

acknowledged [96]. Most included studies employed 

cross-sectional designs, limiting the ability to establish 

causality between excessive social media use and 

behavioral disturbances [97]. Reverse causation is 

possible, whereby individuals with pre-existing 

behavioral or emotional problems may be more likely to 

engage excessively with social media platforms [98]. 

Considerable heterogeneity was observed across studies 

due to variations in assessment tools, definitions of 

problematic use, cultural contexts, and age distributions 

[99]. Additionally, most studies relied on self-reported 

screen time and behavioral measures, introducing 

potential recall and reporting bias [100]. 

 

Future longitudinal and neurobiological studies are 

needed to clarify causal pathways underlying 

problematic social media behavior [101]. Research 

investigating protective psychological factors, parental 

supervision, digital literacy interventions, and healthy 

technology habits may help identify effective 

prevention strategies [102]. Further studies exploring 

cultural differences, gender-specific vulnerability, and 

long-term neurobehavioral outcomes associated with 

excessive digital engagement are also warranted [103]. 

Overall, the findings of the present systematic review 

and meta-analysis provide strong evidence that 
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excessive social media use is significantly associated 

with adverse behavioral outcomes across multiple 

domains [104]. Given the rapidly increasing prevalence 

of digital engagement among adolescents and young 

adults, early recognition of problematic social media 

behavior should become an important component of 

mental health assessment, educational counseling, and 

public health intervention programs [105]. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Excessive social media use is significantly associated 

with attention deficits, impulsivity, aggression, 

emotional dysregulation, sleep disturbances, academic 

decline, and social withdrawal. Adolescents appear 

particularly vulnerable to adverse behavioral outcomes 

associated with problematic digital engagement. Public 

health interventions focusing on digital literacy, 

parental supervision, healthy screen-time practices, and 

early psychological support may help reduce behavioral 

complications linked to excessive social media use. 
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