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ABSTRACT 

This research paper delves into the complex interplay between social media usase, circadian rhythms, 

and mental health in young adults (18-25). Circadian rhythms, which is internal 24-hour cycles 

govern sleep-wake patterns, mood, and hormone production. Disruptions to these rhythms, often 

caused by late-night screen time, can lead to sleep disturbances and a decline in mental well-being.  

This population is known for naturally later sleep schedules, making them potentially more vulnerable. 

Employing a cross-sectional design with 129 participants, the research revealed a significant 

negative correlation between social media usage and mental health. Further analysis suggested a 

partial mediating effect of circadian rhythm in the association between social media usage and 

mental health outcomes in young adults. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The constant connection of the digital age comes 

at a cost for young people's mental health. 

Research consistently links excessive screen time, 

especially evenings, to disrupted sleep patterns 

(Hale et al., 2015; Brautsch et al., 2022). Blue 

light emitted from devices disrupts melatonin 

production, the sleep-wake hormone (Nakshine et 

al., 2022). Social media usage deserves scrutiny. 

Studies by Scott et al. (2019) and others reveal a 

correlation between excessive engagement and 

negative sleep patterns, which in turn, link to 

anxiety, depression, and ADHD (Haripriya et al., 

2019; Mei et al., 2018). 

Promoting healthy sleep hygiene, like avoiding 

screens before bed (Cavalli et al., 2021), is 

crucial for young people's mental well-being. The 

impact goes beyond sleep. Disrupted circadian 

rhythms correlate with mood disorders (Walker et 

al., 2020), potentially worsening existing 

conditions. Adolescents with later sleep 

schedules exhibit poorer health outcomes 

(Gariépy et al., 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic 

exacerbated this issue, linking circadian rhythm 

abnormalities with depression and anxiety in 

young adults (Tao et al., 2021). Mental health 

disorders like schizophrenia also appear 

connected (Wulff et al., 2012). Focusing on 

adolescents, research shows excessive screen 

time, especially before bed, negatively impacts 

sleep and circadian rhythms (Lissak, 2018). This 

links to increased depressive symptoms, suicidal 

ideation, and ADHD-related behavior (Lissak, 

2018; Touitou et al., 2016). Smartphone use and 

sleep difficulties are further linked in young 

adults, with females more susceptible (Maurya et 

al., 2022). While the causal link between social 

media use and mental health remains unclear, this 

research paper explores circadian rhythms as a 

potential mediator. It investigates how nighttime 

social media use, common among young adults, 

might disrupt circadian rhythms and contribute to 

poorer mental health. The research also 

acknowledges the need to explore social media 

content and engagement patterns in more detail.  

Objectives: 

 To examine the link between social media 

usage and mental health outcomes among 

young adults 
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 To investigate the mediating role of 

circadian rhythm disruption on the 

relationship between social media usage and 

mental health outcomes among young adults.  

Hypotheses:  

 Young adults using social media will have 

negative mental health. 

 Circadian rhythm mediates the relationship 

between social media usage and mental 

health in young adults. 

METHOD:  

Design: A cross-sectional research design was 

chosen for this study. This design is appropriate 

as participant selection was based on specific 

characteristics defined by pre-established 

inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

Sample:  The current research study recruited a 

total of 129 young adults aged 18-25 years. 

Participants were residents of the National 

Capital Region (NCR) of Delhi and the state of 

Haryana. Snowball sampling technique was 

employed for participant recruitment. Individuals 

who have any diagnosed mental health condition 

were also opted out of the study.  

Assessment Tools:  Following assessment tools 

were used in the study: 

Social media usage Scale (SMUS): SMUS, 

developed by Yue et al. (2020), measures how 

individuals interact with social media platforms. 

Participants respond to a series of statements 

using a 5-point Likert scale to indicate the degree 

to which each statement applies to them. Several 

studies have demonstrated good internal 

consistency and validity for the SMUS. 

General Health Questionnaire-12 (GHQ-12): 

The General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12), 

developed by David Goldberg in 1978, is a 

widely used instrument for assessing mental 

health in adults. This self-report questionnaire 

consists of 12 items that explore four key 

domains: mood, anxiety, social functioning, and 

sleep disturbance. The GHQ-12 demonstrates 

good internal consistency, with Cronbach's alpha 

reported to be 0.90.  

Morningness-Eveningness Questionnaire (MEQ): 

The Morningness-Eveningness Questionnaire 

(MEQ), developed by Horne and Östberg (1976), 

is a well-established tool for assessing individual 

sleep-wake preferences. The MEQ utilizes a 

series of questions and scenarios to which 

participants respond by indicating their preferred 

timing for various activities. The instrument 

demonstrates good test-retest reliability, with a 

coefficient of 0.84. 

Procedure: A survey instrument combining 

three validated questionnaires was developed in 

paper and online formats for participant 

convenience. After informed consent, potential 

participants were recruited. Those preferring 

online surveys received a secure link, while 

others received paper surveys with the option to 

invite eligible friends to participate online or in 

person. 

 

RESULTS: 

Table 1  

Descriptive statistics for mental health, circadian rhythm and social media usage  

 GHQ  MEQ SMUS 

Mean 13.09 51.31 3.43 

Standard Deviation  7.34 9.49 0.54 
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Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1. 

From the results shown in table 1, mean scores of 

general health questionnaire (GHQ) (M=13.09), 

Morningness-eveningness questionnaire(MEQ) 

(M=51.31), Social media usage scale(SMUS) 

(M=3.43) were reported. These scores imply that 

young adults average mental health doesn’t look 

so good the mean score is 13.09 indicating 

moderate distress which needs counselling. The 

average score of MEQ suggest that most young 

adults prefer sleeping near 12:45 am to 1:30am 

which is detrimental for their mental health health. 

Furthermore social media usage scores indicate 

that young adult’s social media usage is high, 

which further has worse effects on mental health 

and the internal clock. 

Table 2  

Correlation of Social media usage and mental health among young adults 

Variable  Mental health  

(N=129) 

 

Social media usage 

(N=129) 

-0.382** 

**. Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed)  

Table 2 summarizes the results of the Pearson's 

product-moment correlation coefficient analysis 

examining the association between social media 

usage and mental health in young adults. The 

analysis revealed a statistically significant 

negative correlation (r = -0.382, p < .01) between 

these two variables. This finding indicates that 

higher scores on the social media usage scale, 

reflecting greater social media use among 

participants, were associated with poorer mental 

health outcomes. This study aligns with a 

growing body of research on social media's 

negative impacts on young adult mental health. 

Reviews by Karim et al. (2020) and Kumar Swain 

& Pati (2019) found social media use linked to 

anxiety, depression, and sleep disturbances in 

adolescents and young adults. Braghieri et al. 

(2022) further supported this link, suggesting 

social media might contribute to the recent 

decline in mental health observed in this age 

group. The present study adds to this evidence by 

demonstrating an association between increased 

social media usage and poorer mental health 

outcomes in young adults. 

  

Table 3  

Mediation analysis of Circadian rhythm on relationship between social media usage and 

mental health in young adults 
 

  M (circadian rhythm)  Y (Mental health) 

Antecedent  B SE p β  B SE p β 

X (Social 

media usage) 

a -2.29 1.53 .13

7 

-.13 c’  -5.73 1.04 .000 -.43 

M (circadian 

rhythm) 

 - - - - b -.26 .06 .000 -.33 

  R
2 = .017  R

2 = .253 

  F(1, 127)= 2.236, p < .001  F(2, 126)= 21.324, p <.001 
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Figure 1 : The mediation model  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3 showcases the results of mediation 

analysis using ordinary least squares path analysis 

(performed by the PROCESS SPSS macro 

developed by Hayes in 2022) which shows a two-

fold negative association: firstly, between social 

media usage and circadian rhythm, and secondly, 

between circadian rhythm and mental health. The 

negative association between social media usage 

and circadian rhythm suggests that young adults 

who score higher on the social media usage scale) 

tend to score lower on the circadian rhythm scale. 

This translates to a shift towards an evening-type 

chronotype. As it is observable from table 2 that b 

path is significant as is the c path, this indicates 

that there is a partial mediation occurring. The 

paths analysis for the mediation model has been 

shown in figure 1.  

DISCUSSION:  

This study investigated the potential mediating 

role of circadian rhythm in the association 

between social media use and mental health in 

young adults from Delhi NCR and Haryana. The 

findings revealed a negative correlation between 

social media use and mental health, with partial 

mediation by circadian rhythm. This suggests that 

social media directly affects mental health, but 

disrupted sleep patterns caused by late-night 

social media use further exacerbate the issue. 

Young adults are particularly susceptible as their 

circadian rhythms are still maturing. While they 

might initially feel capable of functioning on 

reduced sleep, this behavior can quickly become a 

detrimental habit, increasing vulnerability to 

mental health problems. Notably, disrupted 

circadian rhythms and sleep deprivation have 

been linked to the onset of bipolar disorder, 

highlighting the potential severity of these 

combined influences. This study underscores the 

complex interplay between social media use, 

sleep patterns, and mental health in young adults. 

Further research could explore specific social 

media practices that contribute to circadian 

rhythm disruption and identify potential 

interventions to promote healthy sleep habits and 

social media use in this population. These 

findings highlight the need for future research to 

explore potential moderators of this relationship, 

establish causal direction through longitudinal 

studies, and incorporate objective measures of 

circadian rhythm.  

CONCLUSIONS: 

In conclusion, this study provided evidence for a 

partially mediated relationship between social 

media use and mental health in young adults, with 

circadian rhythm acting as a mediator. The 

negative association between social media use 

and mental health highlights potential risks 

associated with excessive social media 

engagement. Disrupted sleep patterns caused by 

late-night social media use further exacerbate this 

negative influence, particularly for young adults 

whose circadian rhythms are still developing. The 

potential for social media use to trigger mental 

health conditions like bipolar disorder 

underscores the importance of addressing this 

issue. Future research should explore specific 

social media practices that disrupt sleep and 

develop interventions to promote healthy sleep 

Circadian Rhythm 

Social media usage Mental Health 

a 

-2.291 
b 

-.255 

c’  
-5.732 
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habits and responsible social media usage among 

young adults. This would contribute to a more 

comprehensive understanding of this complex 

issue and inform strategies to protect the mental 

health of this vulnerable population. 
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