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Abstract 

This study examines university students’ social media usage from different perspectives. The 

participants consisted of 29 students, 17 female and 12 male, studying in different faculties and 

departments of Dicle University. The data were obtained through semi-structured interviews 

conducted by the researcher. The thematic analysis produced five meta-themes regarding university 

students’ use of social media, which include interpersonal relationships, emotions, basic psychological 

needs, problems caused by social media use, and the impact of the use of social media on the self. 

Each meta-theme was divided into subthemes, categories, and codes; participant statement excerpts 

were presented. The qualitative findings were discussed in light of the literature, and recommendations 

were made. 
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Introduction  

Individuals use social media applications for many different purposes, such as staying 

connected with others; playing games; sharing photos, videos, and news; passing spare time; 

socializing; and creating posts (Ryan et al., 2014). Approximately 57% of the world’s population use 

social media applications, and individuals between the ages of 18 and 34 are the most intensive users. 

A report suggests that users between the ages of 16 and 24 spend significant time on social media (We 

Are Social 2021). The concept of “social media addiction” has emerged to describe the excessive use 

of social media such that it causes emotional, behavioral, and interpersonal issues. Social media 

addiction is defined as an increased exposure to social media applications to the extent that it causes 

mental health-related, academic, and interpersonal problems (Andreassen & Pallesen, 2014).  

Social media is defined as social interactions among people wherein they create, share, or 

exchange information and ideas in virtual communities and networks (Carlson et al., 2016). Social 

media addiction is defined as a subtype of Internet addiction wherein individuals have an excessive 

interest in social media networks (Starcevic, 2013). Individuals with social media addiction are overly 

concerned about what is happening on social media, which is driven by an uncontrollable urge to use 

these platforms (Andreassen & Pallesen, 2014). Social media addiction, a type of Internet addiction, is 

considered a behavioral addiction. Griffiths (2013) identified six key components that define a 

behavior as an addiction: salience, mood modification, tolerance, withdrawal symptoms, conflict, and 

relapse. Salience refers to social media use becoming one of the most important activities in 

individuals’ lives and dominating their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Mood modification refers to 

social media serving as a coping strategy to “self-medicate.” Tolerance refers to spending increasing 

amounts of time on social media to achieve a desired effect. Withdrawal refers to unpleasant feelings 

and physical effects that individuals experience when social media use is discontinued. Conflict refers 

to the issues addicts and individuals around them experience because of their addiction. Relapse refers 

to the failure of measures taken to overcome addiction and regression to earlier patterns of social 

media use.  

It has been pointed out the fact that the term addiction has mostly been associated with drugs, 

alcohol, and gambling. In the mid-1990s, with the increasing prevalence of computer and Internet use, 

technology addiction began to appear as a social issue. Social media addiction or the excessive use of 

social media is an issue that leads to social and psychological damage due to the overuse of the 

Internet, negatively affecting not only academic achievements and personal lives but also the physical 

and mental health of university students (Shaw & Black, 2008). Individuals who use social media 

excessively have trouble taming their urge to log onto these platforms. Whether excessive social 

media use is an “excessiveness” or “addiction” is an ongoing topic of discussion. As both of these 

terms cover the aspects of the amount of time spent, posts shared, motivations for using, and 
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consequences, it is suggested that the term “problematic use” can be used to define the harmful effects 

of this phenomenon (Tang et al., 2016). Accordingly, this study, in which individuals who spend a lot 

of time on social media applications and feel uncomfortable with this situation were reached out to, 

uses the concept of “excessive use of social media” rather than “social media addiction.” 

The use of smartphones, social media platforms, and other online applications has become 

increasingly prevalent in daily life. Studies show that the average daily use of mobile Internet has 

increased from 32 minutes in 2011 to 155 minutes in 2021. The time spent on social media platforms 

per day has also been reported to show an increasing trend, from 96 minutes in 2012 to approximately 

135 minutes in 2018 (Statista, 2019). The excessive use of social media applications is a potential 

mental health issue (Al-Kandari & Al-Sejari, 2021). Social media addiction causes individuals to 

socialize less, which, in turn, deteriorates their existing social relationships (Savcı & Aysan, 2017). 

The literature shows that uncontrolled social media use decreases self-esteem (De Cock et al., 2014; 

Pelling & White, 2009), exacerbates feelings of loneliness (Sagioglou & Greitemeyer, 2014), 

negatively affects life satisfaction (Chan, 2014; Valenzuela et al., 2009), and leads to depression 

(Khattak et al., 2017; Steers et al., 2014). Further, different studies have found that individuals who 

spend a long time on social media have decreased academic performance (Junco, 2012; Karpinski et 

al., 2013). In addition, some studies have concluded that symptoms of social media addiction might 

appear as a part of issues such as reduced psychological well-being, emotional dysregulation, and 

interpersonal and psychological problems (Balakrishnan & Shamim, 2013; Błachnio et al., 2017; Tang 

et al., 2016; Zaremohzzabieh et al., 2014). Social media addiction affects approximately 12% of all 

users (Wolniczak et al., 2013; Wu et al., 2013). A large-scale study conducted with 23,592 social 

media users (Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter) found that addictive use of social media was 

associated with being female, having high narcissism, and having low self-esteem (Andreassen et al., 

2016). Therefore, this qualitative study investigates how participants feel while using social media 

excessively and afterward, and when they are not on social media, and it explicates the psychological 

and social needs considered in their evaluation. Indeed, it is not possible to have a deeper 

understanding of participants’ self-evaluations without qualitative analysis. 

There are various definitions of self-esteem in the literature. Smith et al. (2014) defined self-

esteem as a positive or negative evaluation of the self. Branden (2001) states that self-esteem has two 

aspects: personal competence and worthiness. Taylor et al. (2007) defined self-esteem as the 

summation of beliefs regarding the individual’s self. Some studies have concluded that individuals 

with low self-esteem tend to use social media applications more frequently to improve their self-

esteem and self-image (Gonzales & Hancock, 2011; Błachnio et al., 2016). Low self-esteem is one of 

the underlying causes of the negative effects of social media addiction. Gonzales and Hancock (2011) 

suggest that social media users are often exposed to other people’s optimized self-presentations. 

Accordingly, it is emphasized that if social media users do not know the people they interact with on 
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social media applications, they tend to see those people as happier and more successful than 

themselves (Chou & Edge, 2012). Vogel et al. (2014) argued that greater exposure to upward social 

comparisons on social media mediated poorer self-esteem. In contrast, some people use social media 

interactions to boost their self-esteem and self-confidence. Most studies examining the relationship 

between excessive social media use and self-esteem show that people with low self-esteem use social 

media applications to boost their self-image and confidence (Błachnio et al., 2016; Gonzales & 

Hancock, 2011; Steinfield et al., 2008). 

The need to form relationships, interact with, and feel connected to others is an innate 

psychological need. Thus, it has been emphasized in the literature that some basic needs are natal and 

universal. Innate psychological needs include autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Competence 

encompasses feelings of success and self-confidence; autonomy refers to self-regulation and managing 

one's behavior; and relatedness points to a strong sense of connectedness with others and 

belongingness. It has been emphasized that meeting these three needs is of great importance for 

personal development and self-actualization (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Suler (1999) stated that individuals 

whose psychological needs are not met in real life spend more time in virtual environments. Some 

studies have found that adolescents meet their basic needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

in virtual environments (Balkaya-Çetin, 2014; Ryan & Deci, 2006). In this context, it has been 

emphasized that individuals unable to meet their autonomy and competency needs in the real world 

are more prone to using the Internet and social media to meet these needs (Partala, 2011). 

Individuals use social media applications for purposes such as interaction, relationship 

building, existing relationship maintenance, and self-promotion (Kietzmann et al., 2011). Social media 

applications have various functions that enable individuals to introduce themselves and access 

information about others. Social media platforms may offer emotional support to users, as well as 

opportunities for individuals to present themselves. It has been emphasized that individuals use social 

media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram to connect with new people and networks 

and to build, develop, and maintain relationships (Joinson, 2008). Messaging in various forms has 

been associated with increased interaction, connectedness, and social support and decreased 

loneliness. Social media applications also provide a platform for individuals to express themselves and 

present themselves. Indeed, individuals are interested in how others perceive themselves and try to 

present themselves with a positive image to influence others (Kim & Lee, 2011; Kim & Tussyadiah, 

2013). The findings obtained in the aforementioned studies indicate that individuals use social media 

not only to present themselves but also to meet their need for friendship and social contact. In light of 

this, it was considered appropriate to ask participants open-ended questions about how excessive 

social media use affects their friendships and how it makes them feel. 
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Excessive use of social media can lead to undesirable consequences, such as domestic 

problems, distraction, and decreased productivity and academic performance (Aslanbay et al., 2009; 

Kuss & Griffiths, 2012). Recently, the number of studies on the impact of social media use on 

academic performance has increased (Moqbel & Kock, 2018). It has been reported that excessive use 

of social media impairs students’ focus as it causes distraction and decreased concentration caused by 

multitasking (Karpinski et al., 2013; Junco & Cotten, 2012; Gabre & Kumar, 2012). Indeed, for 

university students, excessive use of social media increases cognitive load, weakens the ability to 

focus and learn, and leads to reduced academic performance. Busalim et al. (2019) reported that social 

media use negatively impacts university students’ academic performance regardless of whether they 

are addicted. An open-ended question about the negative consequences of excessive social media use 

posed to the participants of this study was created based on the findings presented above. 

The phenomenon of social media use occupies a prominent place in the lives of individuals at 

different developmental stages. Recently, there has been a gradual increase in the use of social media 

applications worldwide. As mentioned above, studies conducted on subjects have predominantly 

addressed social media addiction. In the context of Türkiye, it is noteworthy that the relevant studies 

address social media addiction, and the data are collected through scales (e.g., Balcı & Baloğlu, 2018; 

Bilgilier, 2018; Çömlekçi & Başol, 2019; Demir & Kumcağız, 2019). Addressing the issue from the 

viewpoint of an established criterion, i.e., social media addiction, makes important contributions to the 

literature; however, this method is thought to disregard the assessments of individuals on the use of 

social media. In this study, the issue was not addressed using scales, but rather open-ended questions. 

In addition, by replacing the term “addiction” with “excessive use” to make participants feel more 

comfortable talking about the subject without worrying about being labeled, a truly qualitative study 

was conducted. In contrast, some Turkish studies address the issue along with dimensions such as 

social media usage behaviors and habits rather than social media addiction, although they are few in 

number (Başoğlu & Yanar, 2017; Küçükali, 2016). However, it is noteworthy that these studies 

gathered data by using scales. Although the level of social media usage is especially high among 

university students (We Are Social, 2021), which requires that this issue be addressed in a more 

detailed fashion for this age group, the number of relevant Turkish qualitative studies is limited. 

Therefore, this study aimed to investigate how individuals in late adolescence and early adulthood 

evaluate the excessive use of social media to make unique contributions to the relevant literature. 

Method 

Research Design 

This study employs a qualitative thematic analysis method. Thematic analysis is a method 

used to identify, analyze, organize, describe, and report themes found within a dataset and helps break 

the data into smaller, digestible chunks (Boyatzis, 1998). In the thematic analysis, the 
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participants’statements were verbatim rather than how they were interpreted by the researcher, which 

points to a realistic approach.  

Study Group 

The study group consisted of 17 female and 12 male students aged between 18 and 24 years 

who were studying in different faculties and departments at Dicle University in the 2022–2023 

academic year. The participants were recruited voluntarily.  

Table 1. Information on Demographic Characteristics of the Participants 

Variable N (29) Percentage (%) 

Gender   

Female 17 58.6 

Male 12 41.4 

Age   

18 3 10.3 

19 5 17.2 

20 5 17.2 

21 8 27.6 

22 6 20.7 

23 1 3.4 

24 1 3.4 

Faculty   

Faculty of Literature 21 72.4 

Faculty of Communication 2 6.9 

Faculty of Economics and 

Administrative Sciences 

6 20.7 

Department   

Psychology 12 41.4 

Sociology 5 17.2 

Turkish Language and Literature 4 13.8 

Public Relations 2 6.9 

Business 6 20.7 

 

Data Collection Tool 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with participants. The participants 

were asked what social media applications they used, how much time they spent on social media, how 

they felt after using social media applications, when they were not on social media, how social media 

use affects their friendships, what problems social media use causes, what their self-evaluations (self-

perceptions) are, and what psychological and social needs using social media meet.  

Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants to allow them more flexibility 

while answering. Accordingly, one-on-one interviews were conducted with participants. 

Announcements were made in the classrooms to recruit students. The target participants of the study 
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were students who used social media excessively and were uncomfortable with this situation. Students 

who met the inclusion criteria were included in this study. All interviews were conducted by the 

researcher. The interviews were mostly conducted in the seminar room of the Psychology Department. 

One-on-one interviews were conducted with each participant for 20–25 minutes (total interview time: 

560 minutes). The interviews were recorded using a voice recorder. The data were collected between 

04.01.2023 and 24.01.2023. After data collection, the transcripts of each interview were made by the 

researcher in a Word file. All the interviews were transcribed, resulting in 94 pages of data. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis in qualitative research involves preparing and organizing the data into 

identifiable codes and themes and then presenting the data in the form of figures, tables, or a 

discussion (Creswell, 2018). The collected data were analyzed using the thematic analysis method. 

Thematic analysis is a method used to identify, analyze, organize, describe, and report themes found 

within a dataset, and it helps to break the data into smaller, digestible chunks (Boyatzis, 1998, pp. 100-

103). Accordingly, the interviews were transcribed, the data were collected, and the first codes were 

created. In the next stage, codes were grouped under specific themes, each of which was clearly 

defined and named. In addition, striking parts of the interviews were selected, data were analyzed and 

associated with the research questions, and the analysis findings were reported.  

First, audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed. The transcribed data were analyzed 

using MAXQDA 2022. MAXQDA, which offers an interface in Turkish, utilizes visual analysis tools 

intensively and is used to statistically analyze mixed methods data, in addition to performing basic 

statistical analyses. MAXQDA analyzes data more systematically than manual techniques (Kuckartz 

& Rädiker, 2019, pp. 8–9). An inductive approach was adopted in the analysis of the data using 

MAXQDA 2022 software. The data were repeatedly read and initial codes were created. During the 

coding process, a common coding language was developed with a faculty member in the field of 

developmental psychology, and then, the transcribed data were coded separately by both the 

researcher and the said faculty member. In the next stage, similarities between the codes and themes 

proposed by the experts were included in the reliability analysis. Miles and Huberman’s (1994) 

formula (Agreement/Agreement + Disagreement) × 100 was used to calculate the inter-coder 

reliability for the codes, themes, and subthemes identified by the two researchers. The calculation 

yields a result of 90%. Codes related to each other were grouped under themes, which were named. 

The identified themes were then explained in a language that readers could understand. Finally, the 

researcher interpreted the findings and supported them with various visuals to give meaning to them. 
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Findings 

To clarify this research problem, the findings obtained from the interviews are presented here. 

A total of 29 students participated in the study. The participants were assigned codes P1 to P29. 

Participants’ responses to questions about their social media use were grouped into five meta-themes 

and 16 subthemes. Each meta-theme and its subthemes and codes are presented in figures, along with 

excerpts from the participants’ responses. 

As seen in Figure 1, eight participants stated that they spent 3–4 hours, six spent 4–5 hours, 

eight spent 6–7 hours, and six spent 8 hours or more on social media per day.  

Table 2. Information on meta-themes, subthemes, and codes 

Meta-theme Subtheme Category Codes 

1) Interpersonal 

Relationships 

A Friendships in real life  

- trust (14) 

- close friendships 

(7) 

-early attachment (4) 

- not having many friends (3) 

- wanting to be valued (4) 

B Friendships on social 

media 

 -social media friendships (13) 

- hampering face-to-face 

interaction (8) 

- not making friends on social 

media (8) 

2)Emotions A Emotions after use A1 Depressive 

(challenging) 

emotions 

-regret (7) 

-feeling bad/unhappy (13)  

-anxiety/worry (5) 

  A2 Positive 

emotions 

-Enjoyment/happiness (4) 

-feeling good (3) 
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 B Emotions when offline  A FOMO -curiosity (13) 

-the impulse to constantly 

refresh the page (5) 

-a feeling of absence (12) 

-Irritability/anxiety (4) 

-time passing slowly / 

boredom (3) 

-isolation (6) 

  B Increase in 

the overall 

level of 

functioning 

(positive 

emotions) 

-feeling fresh/dynamic (2) 

-socializing (1) 

-efficiency (1) 

-feeling happy (3) 

-not feeling an absence (3) 

3) Basic psychological 

needs 

A The need for competence  -increasing self-confidence (3) 

-feeling valued (10) 

-need to be liked (8) 

-ego satisfaction (3) 

 B The need for relatedness  -meeting the need for 

interaction (12) 

- need to socialize (9) 

-loving/being loved (5) 

4) Problems caused by 

social media use 

A Problems related to 

academic achievement 

 -negative impact on academic 

achievement (22) 

-impaired focus (8) 

 B Problems with 

socialization 

 -negative impact on 

socializing (12) 

-disconnection from real life 

(5) 

-backlash negatively affecting 

mood (5) 

 C Addiction  -feeling dependent (7) 

 

5) Impact on the self 

A Self-presentation   -presenting/projecting 

personality differently (18) 

 B Negative self-perception  -feeling inadequate (12) 

-a feeling of failure (10) 

 B Positive self-perception  -feeling valued (10) 

-need to be liked (8) 

 

Meta-theme 1: Interpersonal Relationships  

The participants’ responses regarding their interpersonal relationships were coded under the 

subthemes of friendships in real life and friendships on social media. Information on the codes and 

code frequencies for the meta-theme of interpersonal relationships and the subthemes of friendships in 

real life and friendships on social media are presented in Table 2.  
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Friendships in Real Life 

Participants’ responses regarding friendship relationships in their daily lives were collected 

under the subtheme of friendships in real life. In the category of friendships in daily life, the most 

frequently emphasized code was trust. Some participants stated that they acted cautiously in forming 

friendships, that it took a certain amount of time for them to establish close relationships, that they felt 

the need to protect themselves, and that they had trust issues. Excerpts from participant statements on 

the subject were as follows:"Exactly, I have a trust issue. I mean, it takes a while until I trust a person 

and build a relationship with them, become close with them." (P22; female, age 21) "I do not want to 

open myself up to everyone. The thing is that I only want one or two people who are close to me. Other 

than those people, I do not share with other people, in any shape or form, anything regarding my 

life—not with my family, no one. I like my profile to porcelain. I think this is how I protect myself. I 

don't open up at all." (P23; female, age 22) 

Another code belonging to the subtheme of friendships in real life is close friendships. Some 

participants stated that they maintained close friendships. The excerpts from participant statements on 

the subject were as follows: "Close friends. Of course, I have close friends but there are also distant 

friends. But, I have close friends. I usually form close friendships." (P16; male, age 18) 

Another code that belongs to the same subtheme is early attachment. Some participants 

stated that they became attached too early in their close relationships, which created problems for 

them. Excerpts from participant statements on the subject were as follows: "I do not know why, but I 

become attached to people too early. For example, let us say if you and I had spent a lot of time 

together, I would develop a sense of commitment and become attached too early. I think this is a 

mistake." (P5; male, age 22) 

Another code under the subtheme of friendships in real life does not include many friends. 

Some participants stated that they had only a limited number of friends. Excerpts from participant 

statements on the subject were as follows: "I am not an extremely social person. I mean, you may not 

end up on the same page as most people, even with the family.  Opinions don’t match. Therefore, when 

there is no common ground, there is confusion, which makes me feel uneasy. I just withdrew from most 

people. I don't have many friends." (P12; female, age 20) "I do not go around and make friends. For 

me, I met people in a setting and became friends. Or when I come across someone with the same 

interests, be it in my class or my dorm – that's how I establish friendships. I don't put in any extra 

effort to find friends. " (P25; female, age 21) 

The last code belonging to this subtheme is wanting to be valued. Some participants 

expressed that they want to be valued in their social life and their friendships. Excerpts from 

participant statements on the subject are as follows: "I expect everyone to value me the way I do them. 
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I expect them to love me very much. And when they don't, I feel very bad and depressed.  I want to see 

that love and value from everyone (P3; female, age 21). 

Friendships on Social Media 

Participants’ statements about the impact of social media on their friendships were coded 

under this subtheme. In the context of the subtheme of friendships on social media, the code uttered by 

the participants the most was social media friendships. Below are excerpts from participants’ 

statements regarding forming friendships through social media. "When I was a teenager, I valued 

social media friendships too much. But recently, I’ve been blocking incoming messages. So that no 

one would write to me. Because I understood very well that it was not the right thing to do. You don't 

know them; you don't know if they’re lying; I’m trying to protect myself from evil people." (P12; 

female, age 20) 

Another code under the subtheme of friendships on social media is the code of hampering 

face-to-face interaction. Participants stated that social media takes from them the ability to have face-

to-face conversations. Excerpts from participants’ statements on the subject are as follows: "We are in 

constant communication on social media, and we always know what’s happening in each other’s lives 

– it makes us feel like we are next to each other all the time. That's why there is nothing left for us to 

talk about when we are face-to-face." (P26; female, age,20) 

Another code under this subtheme is not making friends on social media. Some participants 

stated that they prefer not to make friends on social media and that they have trust issues. Excerpts 

from participants’ statements on the subject are as follows: "I don't make friends through social 

media; people around me are mostly my circle of friends, people I've known for years, my childhood 

friends, or my friends from elementary school, and my coworkers, people like them." (P10; male, 

age,23) "I prefer not to make friends on social media. I only make friends with people in the social 

circles I’m a part of in my daily life. So, that’s that. I do not prefer to be friends with people I do not 

know on social media." (P11; male, age 18) 

Meta-theme 2: Emotions 

Participants’ responses to the questions about the feelings they experience when they are not 

using social media and after using social media were coded under the meta-theme of emotions. 

Information on the subthemes/categories, codes, and code frequencies is given in Table 1. The 

subthemes of the “emotions” meta-theme are emotions after use (depressive (challenging) emotions 

and positive emotions) and emotions when offline (FOMO and increase in the overall level of 

functioning). 
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Emotions After Use 

The participants’ responses to the questions regarding the emotions they experience after 

using social media were collected under the category of depressive (challenging) emotions under the 

subtheme of emotions after use. Accordingly, the code most frequently uttered by the participants is 

feeling bad/unhappy. Some participants expressed that after using social media, they feel unhappy 

and that their time was wasted and cannot be brought back. Excerpts from participant statements on 

the subject are as follows: "I feel like I killed my day, and frankly I feel bad and sad that I can't do 

anything when there are so many different things to do that day. I have tried to reduce this, and 

frankly, I am taking precautions. I am slowly implementing them. Because I know that I can't just 

suddenly break a long-standing habit. For example, I reduced it from nine hours to six, seven, five." 

(P26; female, age,20) "I feel especially unhappy when I think about how the lost time can’t be gotten 

back and that it doesn’t help me understand anything of importance.   Because it's a waste of my time. 

So, when I think about this, it usually makes me feel unhappy. Because I think my time is wasted, 

stolen even." (P11; male, age 18) 

Another code under the category of depressive (challenging) emotions is regret. Participants 

expressed that they think that they have wasted their time after using social media applications for 

long periods, have difficulty reducing their usage time, and feel regret. Excerpts from participant 

statements on the subject are as follows: "When I put the phone down, I look around. I realize that I 

spent too much time and I regret it.  I tell myself that I shouldn't have spent so much time on social 

media. Then follows a feeling of emptiness." (P25; female, age,21) 

Another code under the category of positive emotions is enjoyment and happiness. 

Participants expressed that they feel entertained and happy after using social media. Excerpts from 

participant statements on the subject are as follows: "I feel happy, I think, I have fun. But after 

realizing how much time has passed, I become aware of how that time was wasted. Like, I can't study 

much. Of course, I feel sad when I realize this." (P14; female, age,20) 

Emotions when offline 

The participants’ answers to questions regarding how they feel when they are not on social 

media were coded under the subtheme of emotions when offline. Under this subtheme, the code 

participants mentioned the most is curiosity under the category of FOMO (fear of missing out). 

Participants expressed that when offline, they feel curious about what is happening on social media, 

they wonder whether there is anything they need to know, and they feel uneasy. Excerpts from 

participants’ statements on the subject are as follows: "When I’m not on social media, of course, it 

feels like something’s missing. For example, I find myself thinking that I wish I had logged into Twitter 

and kept up with the latest developments or watched some videos on Instagram. I feel curious about 

what people shared, like, whether new stories were posted. I especially follow celebrities. I wonder 
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which celebrity did what today. I feel curious about them sometimes as well." (P8; male, age,19) "A 

sense of curiosity. I keep thinking, ‘has something happened that I should know about?’  I think that I 

must log in. I have this anxiety all the time.  I want to know about things, I want to see what’s going 

on. I want to keep up." (P24; female, age,22) 

Another code in the FOMO category under the subtheme of emotions when offline is the 

feeling of absence. Participants expressed that they experience a feeling of absence when not on social 

media and that they feel anxious about missing out on the latest developments. Excerpts from 

participant statements on the subject are as follows: "It's like I'm missing something, really.  

Sometimes when my data runs out, I go somewhere and connect to the Wi-Fi, or I use my friends' data 

because I feel anxious to connect so that I can keep up with the latest developments, check if someone 

sent me a WhatsApp message, or see what people posted on Instagram” (P6; male, age,21) "I feel its 

absence, it has become a habit. When I don't use it, I feel like a part of me is missing.  I know this is a 

bad thing." (P18; male,20) 

Another code in the FOMO category under the subtheme of emotions when offline is the 

impulse to constantly refresh the page. Some participants stated that when not on social media, they 

feel the need to constantly check or refresh the home pages of their social media accounts. Excerpts 

from participant statements on the subject are as follows: "Well, it certainly happens but I can’t say 

much about it. It's too much for me. I spend at least three hours a day. This is changing, of course. I 

have a constant impulse to refresh the main page.  When I do, I expect to see something new but I 

don’t, and I can’t stop doing it." (P9; male, age 19) 

Among the codes belonging to the category of increase in the overall level of functioning 

(positive emotions) under the subtheme of “emotions when offline,” the one most repeated by the 

participants is feeling happy. Some participants stated that they feel happy when not using social 

media. "When I’m not on social media, I feel outgoing, sociable.   After I leave social media platforms, 

I feel like I can take a breath and mentally relax." (P11; male, age,18) 

Meta-theme 3: Basic Psychological Needs 

The participants’ responses to questions regarding which psychological needs they seek to 

fulfill using social media applications were coded under the meta-theme of Basic Psychological 

Needs. Information on the Basic Psychological Needs meta-theme and its subthemes, codes, and code 

frequencies are given in Table 1. The subthemes of the meta-theme of Basic Psychological Needs are 

the need for competence and the need for relatedness.  

The code belonging to the subtheme of the need for competence that was uttered most 

frequently by the participants is feeling valued. Some participants stated that they feel valued when 

they receive messages or get likes from people with whom they interact on social media. Excerpts 
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from participants’ statements on the subject are as follows: "I feel valuable.  It gives me the feeling 

that one day I can be the person I want to be. I mean, it allows me to present myself like the person I 

can and want to become." (P23; female, age,22) "Yes, the more I communicate with people, the more I 

feel that I have a place in their lives and that I am valued. After all, they also make time for me, 

whether on social media or in my social life. I believe that if they spare time for me, they value me." 

(P26; female, age 20) 

Another code belonging to the subtheme of the need for competence is the need to be liked. 

Some participants stated that they feel happy when their social media posts get likes and positive 

comments, which meets their need to be liked. "We all actually have one thing in common and that is 

the need to be liked.  We actually try to look very different. You know, we use applications to doctor 

the photos before sharing. We fix ourselves somehow. I'm doing it too.  I think it's actually about being 

liked.  That’s why use it mostly." (P4; female, age,22) "Maybe this is something negative. I always like 

to be admired, or hear people say things like ‘you are beautiful’, or ‘you look beautiful’. I get them a 

lot, like when I post photos on Instagram. It fulfills my needs of being adored and valued."(P5; male, 

age,22) 

Another subtheme of the meta-theme of Basic Psychological Needs is the need for 

relatedness. The code belonging to this subtheme that was most frequently uttered by participants is 

meeting the need for interaction. Some participants stated that being in contact with other people on 

social media enabled them to be informed about some issues, which made them feel content. "I think 

it's like being in interaction. Like being in a relationship. Social media applications allow me to 

interact with others and that makes me feel more satisfied (P27; female, age 24) "I think social media 

is good for interaction. You get to stay informed about everything. You can keep up with the latest 

developments. You don't feel like, you know, uninformed. When there is a conversation about a topic, 

you can talk about the information you have, and show that you know, too. I think it's a good thing." 

(P25; female, age 21) 

Another subtheme of the meta-theme of Basic Psychological Needs is the need for 

relatedness. Another code belonging to the subtheme of the need for relatedness is the need to 

socialize. Some participants stated that being in contact with others on social media meets their need 

to socialize. "Socialization, maybe. Since I am a bit of an introvert, I think social media helps me 

socialize a bit. There is interaction with different people, even foreign people, albeit a little. So, I think 

it’s helpful in that sense. Other than that, it has no good aspects." (P3; female, age,21) "It mostly 

meets my need to socialize. I can catch up with what people are doing. We can't call people to ask how 

they are all the time, but at least we can very easily and conveniently learn about what they are up to." 

(P11; male, age,18) 
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Meta-theme 4: Problems Caused by Social Media Use  

Information on the meta-theme of Problems Caused by Social Media Use and its subthemes, 

codes, and code frequencies are given in Table 1. The subthemes of the meta-theme of Problems 

Caused by Social Media Use are problems related to academic success, problems with socializing, 

and addiction. The code belonging to the problems related to academic success subtheme under the 

meta-theme of problems caused by social media use that was repeated by the participants the most is 

the negative impact on academic achievement. Some participants stated that spending too much time 

on social media negatively affects their academic achievement and grades. "It has a negative impact, 

of course. It's midterm week and I can't study. I'm always on the phone. I feel like watching a video, 

then I see a notification on Instagram and I can barely leave the application after an hour or two. I 

think it has a profoundly negative effect." (P28; female, age,22) It impacts my studies a lot. For 

example, let’s say I am at the library, focused and studying. I get distracted by notifications. 

Sometimes that takes away from study time and it takes me around an hour to get back to it. It impacts 

my academic achievement deeply."(P5; male, age,22) 

The code belonging to the subtheme of problems with socializing that was repeated most 

frequently by the participants is the negative impact on socializing. Some participants stated that 

spending a lot of time on social media weakens their relationships with their immediate social circles 

and that they spend less time with them. Excerpts from participant statements on the subject are as 

follows: "I realized that I was becoming asocial. I realized that I allocated less time to my social 

circle, to my friends." (P22; female, age,21) "I mean, my relationship with my circle has weakened a 

lot. I am aware of it" (P13; female, age 21) 

Another code belonging to the subtheme of problems with socializing is disconnection from 

real life. Some participants stated that during periods of intensive use of social media, they 

unwittingly cut off communication with the people around them. Excerpts from participant statements 

on the subject are as follows: "It's more like I'm disconnected from the real world. Sometimes I don’t 

even hear the things said to me. I was told about it later on. I don't even realize it. That happens 

sometimes."(P21; female, age,21) 

The code belonging to the addiction subtheme most frequently uttered by the participants is 

feeling dependent. Some participants stated that they use social media excessively, that they cannot 

stay away from their phones, and that they feel as though they are addicted. Excerpts from participant 

statements on the subject are as follows: "Of course, after a while it becomes overwhelming. When one 

realizes that social media is taking up so much time it became an addiction, they feel the need to 

withdraw themselves from these applications. I think I need to receive treatment or something to break 

this habit." (P11; male, age,18) "I feel bored, I mean, I can't do anything. I'm like an addict. It’s 

because I have been using computers since I was six years old."(P16; male, age,18) 
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Meta-theme 5: Impact on the Self  

The participants’ responses to questions regarding how using social media applications 

affected their perceptions of self-esteem were coded under the meta-theme of Impact on the Self. 

Information on the meta-theme and its subthemes, codes, and code frequencies is given in Table 1. 

The subthemes of the meta-theme of Impact on the Self are self-presentation, negative self-perception, 

and positive self-perception.  

Of the codes belonging to the self-presentation subtheme under the meta-theme of the impact 

of the self, the one most frequently uttered by the participants is presenting/projecting personality 

differently. Some participants stated that they present their identities and personalities differently on 

social media, avoid expressing their opinions, or share written posts and comments containing 

sentences they would not voice in real life.  "We try to make ourselves look different or lie a lot on 

social media to satisfy our ego. Such users try to show their personalities differently than how they 

actually are to influence others. (P11; male, age,18) "When I make comments, I perceive the other 

person as a social media character rather than a social being and my comments can be cruel 

sometimes. Like, in real life, I adjust my tone of voice in line with the gestures and facial expressions 

of others. But I don't have such considerations on social media. I can be harsher and more ruthless." 

(P26; female, age,20) "I can express myself better on social media. But I find face-to-face 

communication much more difficult. So, I’m not the same as when I’m on social media. While I can 

express all my emotions virtually, I cannot do it that well face-to-face." (P22; female, age,21) 

The code belonging to the sub-theme of negative self-perception that was repeated most 

frequently by the participants is feeling inadequate. Some participants stated that they usually feel 

incomplete and inadequate, that they question themselves about this situation, and that they want to 

make changes to their social media habits. "I feel inadequate with regard to where I am now. I 

perceive myself as unsuccessful and inadequate both in terms of academic achievement and general 

culture."(P8; male, age,19) "I've always felt so incompetent, so useless. I always regard myself as 

inadequate. I question myself all the time. I wonder why? I want to change things, I want to change my 

personality, and I want to change my behavior."(P28; female, age,22) 

The most repeated code belonging to the sub-theme of positive self-perception under the 

mega-theme of impact on the self is feeling valuable Some participants stated that they feel as though 

they are valued when they receive messages or get likes from people with whom they interact on 

social media. Excerpts from participants’ statements on the subject are as follows: "I feel valuable.  It 

gives me the feeling that one day I can be the person I want to be. I mean, it allows me to present 

myself as the person I can and want to become. Maybe it is all the beautiful things I see that make me 

feel more comfortable seeing other beautiful things.  It elicits positive emotions, relaxes me, and helps 

me to blow off some steam in a way." (P23; female, age,22) 
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"Yes, the more I communicate with people, the more I feel that I have a place in their lives and 

that I am valued. After all, they also make time for me, whether on social media or in my social life. I 

believe that if they spare time for me, they value me." (P26; female, age,20)              

Discussion, Conclusion, and Recommendations 

This study examined how excessive use of social media affected university students and how 

they evaluate this situation. In this qualitative study, five meta-themes were identified. The findings 

grouped under these themes showed that excessive use of social media impacts university students' 

lives and their general functioning.  

The first meta-theme identified within the scope of the study was “interpersonal 

relationships.” The subthemes of this meta-theme that were identified in light of the obtained 

qualitative data are “friendships in real life” and “friendship on social media.” It was seen in the 

statements grouped under this theme that the participants act cautiously in their friendships, that they 

feel the need to protect themselves, that they prefer not to make friends on social media, and that they 

have trust problems. Changes in technology enable young individuals to shape their social 

environment according to their needs. It was argued that face-to-face friendships are richer in terms of 

emotion, affection, and relationship security but that friendships established through social media lack 

real trust, depth, and originality and incite doubt (Fröding & Peterson, 2012). Valkenburg and Peter 

(2009) suggested that Internet use increases psychological well-being when used to interact with 

existing friends. Indeed, this study found that the participants need to feel trust and have simplicity in 

their real-life (face-to-face) friendships but that they tend to approach the relationships established 

through social media cautiously and distantly.  

Another meta-theme identified by the researcher was “emotions.” The statements grouped 

under this theme provided insight into the feelings participants experience after using social media and 

when offline. Participants expressed that they feel unhappy, sad, and regretful upon using social media 

excessively. One of the most frequently repeated codes in the relevant statements was the fear of 

missing out (FOMO), which points to the belief that something exciting or interesting is happening 

elsewhere. Participants stated that when not on social media, they experience feelings such as 

curiosity, absence, nervousness, and anxiety. The study found that the participants used these 

platforms to check other people’s posts, inform themselves, and keep abreast of the latest 

developments. In the related literature, FOMO is considered a new type of addiction that causes 

individuals to spend much longer periods on social media. It was reported that individuals spend more 

time on social networks because they are afraid of missing the latest developments and being left out 

of the loop. It was also reported that FOMO increases the use of social media among young people. 

(Alt, 2015; Przybylski et al., 2013; Buglass et al., 2017). FOMO was defined as a new type of 

addiction that causes individuals to spend much longer periods on social platforms as they are anxious 



Educational Policy Analysis and Strategic Research, V18, N3, 2023 

© 2023 INASED 

 

 

38 
 

about missing out on and being uninformed of the developments unfolding on social media. It was 

argued that this situation increases the time young people spend on social media and triggers social 

media addiction (Buglass et al., 2017; Oberst et al., 2017). In a study conducted by Gökler et al. 

(2016) with university students, a positive relationship was detected between FOMO levels and the 

use of social media applications. Gezgin et al. (2017) found in their study carried out with the 

participation of pre-service teachers that those who use social media applications for more than 7 

hours a day had higher levels of FOMO. As can be inferred from the statements grouped under the 

FOMO subtheme, the excessive use of social media and the consequent isolation from social circles 

and people, in addition to ease of access to social media platforms using smartphones, may have 

contributed to this fear. However, when examined through the prism of self-determination theory, this 

fear may be based on the three basic needs for psychological well-being, namely, autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness (Przybylski et al., 2013). Of these needs, the need for relatedness, in 

particular, can be associated with FOMO on the developments in other individuals’ lives. In addition, 

it was suggested that individuals who see other people’s posts on social media compare their lives 

with the lives of the people they follow; those with higher levels of FOMO experience the consequent 

feelings of anxiety and inadequacy more intensely (Riordan et al., 2015).  

Another meta-theme identified in this study is “basic psychological needs.” The subthemes 

belonging to this meta-theme identified in light of the qualitative data are “the need for competence” 

and “the need for relatedness.” In the statements grouped under this meta-theme, the participants 

expressed that they regard social media interactions as a need, that they feel valued when others keep 

in touch with them, that they are happy when their posts receive positive comments, and that social 

media meets their need to be liked. Participants also stated that they use social media to keep in 

contact with others and that they satisfy their need for socialization through these platforms. Today, 

Internet use serves to meet many needs of individuals, including psychological needs, and excessive 

Internet use occurs when the needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are not adequately met. 

Indeed, it was suggested that if the basic psychological needs of young people are not met, they 

develop maladaptive behaviors and tend to use social media applications more frequently (Ryan & 

Brown, 2003). It is thought that the likes and positive comments received on social media posts help 

users feel valued and loved. In addition, excessive use of social media strengthens young people’s 

sense of belonging and meets their need for socialization and connection. 

The next meta-theme identified in the study is “problems caused by social media use.” The 

subthemes belonging to this meta-theme identified in light of the qualitative data are “problems related 

to academic achievement,” “problems with socialization,” and “addiction.” It can be seen in the 

participant statements grouped under this meta-theme that when they spent too much time on social 

media, their academic achievement is negatively affected, their grades drop, their interpersonal 

relationships deteriorate, and they feel as though they are addicted. Different studies indicated that 
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young individuals’ excessive use of social media is a potential mental health problem and leads to 

addiction (Al-Kandari & Al-Sejari, 2021; Stankovska et al., 2016). Addiction can lead to less 

socialization and disruption of social relationships. Different studies found that excessive use of social 

media increases loneliness (Sagioglou & Greitemeyer, 2014), decreases life satisfaction (Chan, 2014; 

Valenzuela et al., 2009), and leads to depression (Blachino et al., 2016; Khattak et al., 2017). Another 

study concluded that individuals who spend a long time on social media exhibit poor academic 

performance (Junco, 2012; Karpinski et al., 2013). Hence, it can be seen that the qualitative data 

obtained in this study show coherency with the literature. Busalim et al. (2019) found that the risk of 

developing an addiction is directly proportional to the intensity of social media use. University 

students use social media both for academic and for non-academic purposes (Lau, 2017). However, it 

is known that regardless of the purpose, social media use is time-consuming. It was reported that non-

addicted users use social media at 143.48 minutes per day on average, while addicted users use social 

media at 223.32 minutes per day on average (Hormes et al., 2014). Excessive use of social media 

causes university students to lose a lot of time, which results in distraction from academic work, 

problems related to learning, and decreased academic achievement (Masood et al., 2020; Paul et al., 

2012). Rouis (2012) suggested that the time university students spend on social media use creates a 

cognitive load and weakens their ability to focus. Indeed, the decline in academic achievement 

resulting from excessive use of social media emerges as an important problem. In addition, social 

media addiction causes individuals to socialize less and leads to the deterioration of their existing 

relationships (Savcı & Aysan, 2017). Coherently, participants of this study stated that they spend less 

time with their friends, that their social relations have weakened, and that they feel disconnected from 

the real world. Spending too much time on social media reduces the time to be devoted to close 

relationships, which, in turn, damages these relationships.  

The last meta-theme identified in the study is “impact on the self.” In light of the qualitative 

data, subthemes of this meta-theme were identified as “self-presentation” (presenting/projecting 

personality differently) and negative and positive self-perception. In statements grouped under this 

meta-theme, participants expressed that they showcase their identities and personalities differently on 

social media, avoid expressing their own opinions, and easily make comments in the virtual 

environment that they would not be able to in real-life relationships. Therefore, as Deci and Ryan 

(2000) argued, social media platforms may be used to meet the need for autonomy, one of the three 

innate and universal needs of individuals. Some participants mentioned that they can display 

uncensored attitudes on social media (mostly through anonymous accounts), free from the normative 

pressure present in real-life social settings, which can be interpreted to be within the domain of 

behavioral autonomy. In addition, some participants stated that they felt incomplete and inadequate in 

general terms and some others expressed that they feel valued when they get messages or likes from 
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the people with whom they are in contact on social media. Hence, these findings point to the power of 

social media use in meeting the need for competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  

Messaging with peers and receiving peer feedback through social media applications can 

affect a young adult’s self-esteem (Pempek & Lauricella, 2017). Frequent use of social media may 

increase the perception of not being able to keep up with the nearly unlimited information that social 

networks make available. Social media also provides a platform for self-expression and self-

presentation. Self-esteem is defined as “an individual’s positive or negative evaluation of oneself” 

(Smith et al., 2014). Studies investigating the relationship between social media use and self-esteem 

found that individuals with low levels of self-esteem use social media applications more to improve 

their self-image and self-confidence (Błachnio et al., 2016; Gonzales & Hancock, 2011). Social media 

users are interested in how others perceive them, may tend to manage personal information such that 

they earn the approval of others, and give positive impressions about themselves (Kim & Tussyadiah, 

2013). The qualitative finding of this study that the participants exhibit their identities and personality 

traits differently on social media is coherent with the relevant literature.  

Thus, what individuals present on social media platforms is actually a touched-up version of 

real life. It was observed that individuals who compare their lives with those of other social media 

users believe that those others lead happier, more successful, and emotionally rewarding lives than 

they actually do. Consequently, individuals with high FOMO who excessively use social media to 

follow what others are doing often experience feelings of anxiety, low self-esteem, and inadequacy 

(Stead & Bibby, 2017).  

This study found that participants use social media applications for entertainment, socializing, 

and filling their spare time. This qualitative finding is similar to results found in similar studies in the 

literature. The literature shows that university students use social media platforms mostly for posting 

videos and photos, checking others’ posts, communicating, filling their spare time, chatting online, 

exchanging opinions, and entertainment (Akçay, 2011; Biçer, 2014; Cheung et al., 2011; Lenhart & 

Madden, 2007). Çömlekçi and Başol (2019) investigated the relationship between youths’ social 

media usage motives and social media addiction. In that study, participants who spend approximately 

4 hours on social media stated that they use social media mostly for entertainment, communication 

and keeping up to date, reaching people, self-presentation, information sharing, and getting to know 

people better. In the study, a positive relationship was detected between these motives and social 

media addiction. In a qualitative study conducted by Aksoy (2018) with 25 university students who 

defined themselves as social media addicts, the participants stated that they use social media 

excessively due to the lack of friends, for socialization, and because of FOMO. Thus, individuals use 

social media for stimulating online conversations and receiving feedback about their activities, 

interests, and opinions. Because social media use is so interactive, it tends to be reinforcing, and 
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therefore, it may lead to habitual, or addictive, posting and monitoring behavior (Carlson et al., 2016). 

In this context, individuals can use social media for communicating and interacting, spending free 

time, and entertainment. 

Due to the limited number of qualitative studies on social media overuse, it is thought that the 

results of the present study will contribute significantly to the literature. The findings provide 

important information about the factors that trigger the excessive use of social media by university 

students and their possible consequences, especially to experts working in the field of preventive 

mental health and education. The researcher have several recommendations based on the findings of 

the study. This study was conducted with individuals in early adulthood. Future studies can be carried 

out with participants from different age groups, such as adolescents and adults. It is thought that it will 

yield positive results if universities’ psychological counseling centers organize training programs and 

seminars that address the negative impact of social media addiction. In addition, informative training 

programs on how to use social media functionally can be organized. It is of great importance to take 

preventive mental health measures to increase the academic achievement and psychological well-

being of university students. In addition to the contributions and strengths of the results obtained from 

the research to the literature, there are some limitations. First of all, the current research was 

conducted with university students who found the use of social media excessive. In future studies, the 

results obtained by conducting qualitative studies on similar open-ended questions with a clinical 

group (such as those with social media addiction) can be compared. In addition, the results obtained 

from the research can be integrated into the content of intervention programs (such as cognitive 

behavioral interventions, mindfulness-based practices) to be carried out, taking into account the factors 

that trigger people's excessive use of social media. 

Policy Implications 

There are important dimensions to be considered in the context of education policies to 

prevent excessive use of social media. In this context, it is thought that it is important to carry out 

educational activities on social media addiction in educational institutions and to inform students 

about the negative effects of social media addiction. It is predicted that creating alternative options for 

students to reduce their social media usage time and creating educational activities for them to use 

social media more functionally will have beneficial results. It would be beneficial to conduct 

informative seminars by school guidance services about the controlled use of social media for primary, 

secondary, and high school students. Children should be directed to areas such as sports, music, 

psychodrama, and art. One of the main objectives of the curriculum of the Ministry of National 

Education is to equip individuals with basic life skills starting in the preschool period. In this context, 

awareness studies and follow-up plans can be made for students to use the Internet consciously by 

education specialists and school counselors. In this context, it is considered important to provide 
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training for students on issues such as coping with problems, anger control, communication skills, 

emotion regulation, coping with stress, empathy, self-control, and time management to prevent 

excessive use of social media. 

In the context of education policies, parents also have important duties to prevent social media 

addiction. Family training should be organized to ensure that family members spend effective time 

together, and the quality and duration of the time members spend together should be increased. To 

prevent the use of the internet and social media by families and students from becoming addictive, 

they can be informed about the correct use of the internet and social media and media literacy, and 

they can be supported to prevent the harm that may occur from excessive use of the internet and social 

media, activities to increase face-to-face communication can be provided. 
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