
 

Social media use linked to developing
depression regardless of personality
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Researchers in public policy and education recently found that young
adults who use more social media are significantly more likely to
develop depression within six months, regardless of personality type.
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Published in the Journal of Affective Disorders Reports, the study,
"Associations between social media use, personality structure, and
development of depression," was co-authored by Renae Merrill, a
doctoral student in the Public Policy Program at the University of
Arkansas.

Merrill wrote the paper with dean of the College of Public Health and
Human Sciences at Oregon State University, Brian Primack, and
Chunhua Cao, an assistant professor in the College of Education at the
University of Alabama.

"Previous research has linked the development of depression with
numerous factors," the authors noted. "However, the literature has been
lacking in studies that focus on how various personality characteristics
may interact with social media use and depression. This new study
addressed these important research questions, finding strong and linear
associations of depression across all personality traits."

Among the study's findings was that people with high agreeableness
were 49% less likely to become depressed than people with low
agreeableness. Additionally, those with high neuroticism were twice as
likely to develop depression than those with low neuroticism when using
more than 300 minutes of social media per day. More importantly, for
each personality trait, social media use was strongly associated with the
development of depression.

The sample of more than 1,000 U.S. adults between the ages of 18 to 30
was from 2018 data collected by Primack and his colleagues at the
University of Pittsburgh.

Depression was measured using the Patient Health Questionnaire. Social
media was measured by asking participants how much daily time was
spent using popular social media platforms, and personality was
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measured using the Big Five Inventory, which assessed openness,
conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism.

The authors suggest that problematic social comparison can enhance 
negative feelings of oneself and others, which could explain how risk of
depression increases with increased social media use. Engaging primarily
in negative content can also enhance these feelings. And lastly, engaging
in more social media reduces opportunities for in-person interactions
and activities outside of the home.

Depression has been noted as the leading cause of disability and
mortality worldwide. This makes these findings even more pronounced
for creating health interventions and prevention efforts.

"Findings from this study are important during a time of technology
expansion and integration," Merrill said. "Connecting to people virtually
may increase the risk of miscommunication or misperception that leads
to relationship difficulties and potential risk for developing mental
health problems."

"People have innate emotional needs for social connection and
understanding," Merrill added. "For example, social media experiences
can be improved by becoming more aware of our emotions and our
connection with others in various life circumstances. This awareness
helps improve relationship quality by simply reaching shared meaning
and understanding through more effective communication and concern
for others and ourselves. Despite our differences, we have the ability to
create a culture of empathy and kindness."

  More information: Renae A. Merrill et al, Associations between
social media use, personality structure, and development of depression, 
Journal of Affective Disorders Reports (2022). DOI:
10.1016/j.jadr.2022.100385
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