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ABSTRACT
According to self-determination theory competence is a basic psychological need that is 
crucial for wellbeing. Social contexts strongly influence whether competence is supported or 
thwarted. Given that social media is a pervasive social context within adolescents’ lives, it can 
play a crucial role in competence development. Three qualitative methods were used to 
investigate mid-adolescents’ perspectives of how their social media use impacts competence. 
Participants included 36 students aged 15 years from four Australian schools. All participants 
completed a rich picture mapping activity and focus group discussions. A sub-sample of 11 
students participated in follow-up interviews. Reflexive thematic analysis generated two 
overarching themes. The first theme cultivating competence includes sub-themes; enhancing 
social competencies, mastery experiences and goal accomplishment, and social media exper-
tise. The second theme constraining competence includes sub-themes; ineffectance within the 
social media environment, interfering with sleep, and hindering learning. Findings demon-
strated that social media contributes to today’s adolescents encountering unique experiences 
with regards to competence development. Furthermore, adolescents’ interactions on social 
media have broad implications for competence within online and offline realms. This study 
identifies aspects of social media use that can be targeted to help adolescents engage with 
social media in ways that cultivate rather than constrain competence.
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Self-determination theory (SDT) identifies competence 
as one of three fundamental psychological needs (in 
conjunction with relatedness and autonomy) that are 
crucial for optimal functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2020). SDT 
proposes that individuals have a propensity to “actively 
strive to become effective, to master their environ-
ments, and to hone their capacities in order to reach 
their innate potential” (Legault, 2020, p. 3129). 
Adolescent competence has been explored within var-
ious domains including education, physical activity, 
family life, and health (Chu et al., 2021, Guay, 2022; Lee 
et al., 2021; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Telzer et al., 2014; 
Wagnsson et al., 2014). Despite social media being 
a popular and integral environment within adolescents’ 
lives, there is scarce literature examining how adoles-
cents’ competence is influenced by their engagement 
with social media. Prominent scholars within the field of 
adolescent digital media use (Davis et al., 2020; 
Hamilton et al., 2022) assert that, to generate meaning-
ful and applicable findings, future research should be 
grounded in theory, and studies should apply methods 
that engender a nuanced perspective. This will result in 
a more sophisticated understanding of the complex 
relationship between adolescents’ social media use 
and wellbeing. Hamilton et al. (2022, p. 674) suggest 

a useful approach would be to focus on “one critical 
domain of adolescent wellbeing”. Consistent with these 
recommendations the current study uses multiple qua-
litative methods to gain in-depth insights into how 
adolescents perceive their social media use to impact 
the psychological need for competence.

Competence according to SDT

According to SDT, competence is fostered when indivi-
duals have the opportunity to effectively exercise their 
capabilities within social contexts (Ryan & Deci, 2004). 
This conceptualization of competence is informed by 
White’s (1959) notion of personal effectance, which 
entails feeling effective within one’s environment to 
attain valued goals. White asserts that effectance is at 
the core of competence, it encourages mastery of 
valued tasks and is therefore central to human develop-
ment (White, 1959). Competence-related behaviours 
encourage curiosity and exploration, and the pursuit of 
optimally challenging goals (Deci & Moller, 2005; Guay,  
2022; White, 1959). Subsequently, when competence is 
supported it can inspire learning and creativity, promote 
acquisition of skills and abilities, and foster personal 
growth. Conversely, if competence is undermined it 
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can result in disengagement, a loss of personal agency 
and ill-being (Legault, 2020).

Competence is central to many motivational theories 
and has been conceptualized in a variety of ways includ-
ing goal accomplishment, need for achievement, suc-
cess expectancy and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977; 
Chazan et al., 2022; Edgerton & Roberts, 2014). SDT 
recognizes that certain elements and constructs within 
these theories can feed into a sense of competence. 
However, competence within SDT differs as it places 
an emphasis on the intrinsic importance underlying 
competence. SDT espouses that individual’s competen-
cies are most effectively fostered when behaviours are 
autonomously driven and activities are perceived as 
valued and interesting (Ryan & Moller, 2017). As such, 
competence extends beyond goal expectancies and 
feeling self-efficacious (i.e., believing you have the ability 
to effectively attain specific goals). The importance of 
activities and intrinsic motivation is central to satisfying 
competence. For instance, competence is not necessa-
rily fulfilled by performance outcomes (e.g., getting the 
highest mark or successfully completing a task). Instead, 
the inherent satisfaction or value attached to the activity 
plays an important role in whether an individual’s psy-
chological need for competence is satisfied. Moreover, if 
an individual is coerced or forced to engage in an 
activity, regardless of whether they are successful or 
not, their indifference or lack of value attached to that 
activity may detract from the fulfilment of competence. 
Nonetheless, SDT acknowledges that factors such as 
self-efficacy, goal accomplishment and success expec-
tancy can contribute to a sense of competence when 
goals are intrinsically motivated.

Competence, social media and adolescence

Although competence is important throughout the 
lifespan, adolescence is a critical development stage 
where competence plays a crucial role in fostering 
wellbeing. If young people develop a sense of com-
petence early in life it can help them acquire founda-
tional skills and capacities that have adaptive value 
throughout adolescence and adulthood. This is 
reflected in the World Health Organisation’s (World 
Health Organization, 2014, para.1) statement noting 
that adolescents “develop knowledge and skills, learn 
to manage emotions and relationships, and acquire 
attributes and abilities that will be important for 
enjoying the adolescent years and assuming adult 
roles”. Beyond functional benefits, the experiential 
aspect of competence (e.g., feeling effective and cap-
able) can have positive implications for factors asso-
ciated with wellbeing including optimism, self-esteem 
and self-efficacy (de la Barrera et al., 2019; Sagone 
et al., 2020; Usán et al., 2022).

It is well-recognized that adolescent development 
occurs within a network of interconnected contexts 

including school, family and peer settings 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Recently, social media has been 
identified as a distinct and pervasive context within ado-
lescents’ lives (Nesi et al., 2020). Contextual features shape 
adolescents’ experiences and behaviours, and can have 
a strong influence on wellbeing outcomes, including 
whether the psychological need for competence is met 
(Ryan & Deci, 2020). Today’s adolescents experience con-
stant pressure to meet excessive achievement demands 
across many domains (e.g., academic, sporting, leisure, 
family and social spheres) (Horowitz & Graf, 2019; Krogh,  
2022; Madsen, 2021). This high level of achievement 
expectancy has been linked with a range of negative 
consequences for adolescents including stress, anxiety, 
poor sleep and diminished wellbeing and quality of life 
(Cosma et al., 2020; Pascoe et al., 2020). Social media 
contributes to the growing achievement imperative 
(Krogh, 2022) with the potential to undermine adoles-
cents’ sense of competence. For example, adolescents 
report that the publicness of social media arouses 
instances of upward social comparison, promotes cura-
tion of idealized and unrealistic self-presentations, and 
encourages competition for popularity and attention 
(Krogh, 2022). This is epitomized through studies high-
lighting that social media incites body dissatisfaction due 
to appearance comparison and unmet (and often unrea-
listic) beauty and body ideals (Popat & Tarrant, 2022; 
Vandenbosch et al., 2022). In addition, adolescents note 
that normative practices on social media impose expecta-
tions and demands that are sometimes difficult to achieve 
including constant availability, timeliness in responding 
and high frequency of interactions (Festl, 2021; West et al.,  
2021). Therefore, failure to comply with normative expec-
tations within digital youth culture has the potential to 
frustrate the need for competence. Nonetheless, research 
suggests that social media may also cultivate compe-
tence. For example, it can help adolescents practise and 
develop social competencies (O’Reilly et al., 2019West 
et al., 2021). It also provides access to information that 
promotes knowledge acquisition and skill development 
(Schaffer, 2015).

One key aspect to consider when endeavouring to 
understand how social media impacts adolescents’ 
competence is the type of feedback they receive. SDT 
proposes that feedback can potentially foster or stifle 
competence (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Adolescents have 
heightened sensitivity to emotionally salient events 
(both rewarding and threatening), especially with 
regards to social feedback (Rudolph et al., 2021). Social 
media provides a constant flow of different forms of 
feedback. Positive feedback (such as likes, encouraging 
comments or numerous followers) can instil a sense of 
competence. Conversely, negative and punishing feed-
back (such as verbal insults, threats and cyber-ostracism) 
can incite feelings of negative self-evaluation, inade-
quacy and critical introspection (Krogh, 2022), thus 
undermining competence. Another point to consider is 
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that peer relationships are especially salient and impor-
tant during adolescence (Steinberg, 2023). Perceived 
social self-efficacy refers to “an individual’s confidence 
in [their] ability to engage in the social interactional 
tasks necessary to initiate and maintain interpersonal 
relationships” (Smith & Betz, 2000, p. 286). The social 
media context has the potential to help adolescents 
develop perceived social self-efficacy. Taken together, 
the current literature highlights the complexity involved 
when exploring the relationship between adolescents’ 
social media use and competence. Further research is 
needed to help unravel the intricacies.

Competence within the social media 
environment

Researchers consider social media literacy to be 
a fundamental competence necessary for growing up 
in today’s digital world (Festl, 2021). They suggest that 
traditional media literacy models need to be reconfi-
gured and adjusted to take into account the multi- 
faceted relationship between users and social media 
(Cho et al., 2022; Festl, 2021). Social media differs from 
traditional media in that it is no longer primarily a uni- 
directional relationship where consumers are passively 
receiving content. Conversely, there is a complex inter-
active relationship between the self and the medium, 
where users can generate and create content, interact 
with other users as well as passively consume content.

Manca et al. (2021) emphasize the complex array of 
skills and competencies that are entwined within social 
media literacy. They conducted a systematic literature 
review using the UNESCO Digital Literacy Guiding 
Framework that consists of seven competence areas; 
devices and software operations, information and data 
literacy, communication and collaboration, digital con-
tent creation, safety, problem solving and career-related 
competences. The different social media practices were 
differentiated into those that are acquired or decontex-
tualized (e.g., technical and functional skills) and those 
that are developed through participation and therefore 
context-dependent (e.g., co-construction of knowledge 
or interpersonal communication that leads to civic 
engagement). Findings showed that most studies within 
the review depicted social media practices as decontex-
tualized with social media seen as a tool that allows 
users to acquire individual, cognitive accomplishments. 
In contrast, only a few studies focused on participatory 
practices and context-dependent social media literacy. 
The authors suggest that conceptualizations of social 
media literacy should encompass aspects beyond indi-
vidual accomplishment and skill development as “ . . . 
literacy is a relational process in which meaning is made 
through emergent, embodied activity . . . ” (p.14).

Cho et al. (2022) applied this approach when devel-
oping their social media literacy framework. The frame-
work takes into account the multi-dimensional 

interaction between social media users and the med-
ium. It comprises three competency dimensions; analy-
sis (the ability to recognize and monitor content, 
networks, consumption and behaviours), evaluation 
(the ability to identify and examine values, beliefs and 
experiences underlying interactions and to assess their 
realism) and contribution (the capacity to use social 
media for collective good and civic goals). This frame-
work highlights that for an individual to be social media 
literate, competence needs to extend beyond learning 
technical skills. Instead “a social media literate person 
should demonstrate the ability to locate [themselves] in 
the interconnections between the media and actual 
worlds, be cognizant of the exchanges between the 
self and the media, and discern the values underlying 
these exchanges” (Cho et al., 2022, p. 16). This frame-
work could be particularly useful for adolescents to help 
them consider why they are using social media and to 
recognize that the actions and choices they make when 
using social media can have broad and deep implica-
tions for their online and offline worlds.

The Current study

Scholars claim that in order for the field of adolescent 
digital media use to evolve, research needs to gener-
ate findings that have applicability, meaningfulness 
and utility (Hamilton et al., 2022). Research needs to; 
investigate beyond whether social media is helpful or 
harmful to overall wellbeing; generate nuanced find-
ings in relation to specific aspects of social media use 
and the implications for different facets of wellbeing; 
and adopt a developmental lens (Davis et al., 2020; 
Hamilton et al., 2022). To achieve this scholars have 
called for the inclusion of qualitative methods and 
adolescents’ voice (Davis et al., 2020; Festl, 2021; 
Hamilton et al., 2022). With this in mind, the current 
study uses multiple qualitative methods that delve 
into adolescents’ unique insights into how their social 
media use impacts their sense of competence. To 
reflect adolescents’ typical social media use, within 
this study social media refers to social networking 
sites, content sharing and social online games.

Given the pervasiveness of social media within 
adolescents’ lives, the strong influence social contexts 
have on competence development, and the impor-
tance of competence for optimal development and 
wellbeing, the overarching aim of the study was to 
identify how mid-adolescents social media use can be 
optimized to support, rather than thwart, the psycho-
logical need of competence. With this in mind, the 
guiding research questions were as follows:

(1) In what ways do mid-adolescents perceive their 
social media use to support the basic psycho-
logical need for competence?
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(2) In what ways do mid-adolescents perceive their 
social media use to thwart the basic psycholo-
gical need for competence?

Method

Participants

Participants comprised 36 students aged 15 years, from 
four schools in Melbourne, Australia. In accordance 
with the Index of Community Socio-Educational 
Advantage (Australian Curriculum Assessment and 
Reporting Authority, 2019 all schools reported above- 
average socio-economic status. At each school nine 
students participated in a rich picture mapping (RPM) 
activity and a focus group. A sub-sample of 11 students 
also participated in a follow up one-on-one interview 
(Table I provides further details).

Design

This study was part of a larger research project exploring 
adolescents’ social media use in relation to SDT. 
A sequential multi-method design was adopted using 
three qualitative methods; RPM, focus groups and one- 
on-one interviews. The application of multiple methods 
is considered a useful approach for producing a more 
complete understanding of a complex phenomenon 
under investigation (Mafuba & Gates, 2012). This was 
evident within the current study as each phase of data 
collection enabled opportunities for clarification and 
elaboration of participants’ experiences and ideas. 
Although the current study focused on competence, 
guiding questions were intentionally broad to avoid 
potential biases that may steer participants’ responses 
towards favouring researchers’ assumptions.

Data collection methods

Rich picture mapping
RPM is a collaborative activity that involves small 
groups of participants working together to draw 
their responses to a specific question. The research 
question for this study was “Why is social media 
important to adolescents?” Within each school, the 
nine participants were divided into smaller sub- 
groups (three per group). Each group was supplied 
with a large, blank piece of paper and coloured mar-
kers. At the beginning of the activity the moderator 

(the first author) outlined the RPM process explaining 
that each group is invited to discuss the research 
question amongst themselves and to draw their 
responses (using pictures, diagrams or symbols) on 
the supplied paper. The moderator encouraged parti-
cipants to freely express themselves emphasizing that 
there were no correct or incorrect answers and that 
artistic ability was not necessary nor being assessed. 
A mock-up example was shown depicting basic 
sketches so participants could visualize what was 
expected and allay fears about artistic abilities. Each 
individual group member was encouraged to contri-
bute to the discussions, however, the pictorial depic-
tions could be created by any number of members 
within each group. In general, whilst the groups were 
engaged with the activity the moderator refrained 
from interjecting to allow the participants to steer 
the narrative in the direction they choose.

A benefit of RPM is that it is particularly valuable 
when investigating complex topics as it promotes 
exploration into underlying thoughts and emotions 
(Conte & Davidson, 2020). Therefore, to elicit in- 
depth responses, during the process the moderator 
prompted participants to consider underlying emo-
tions and meanings beyond the superficial reasons 
why social media is important to them (e.g., chatting 
with friends may be the initial thought yet feeling 
happy and connected may be the underlying motives 
for using social media). After approximately 10 min-
utes of discussion and drawing, participants recon-
vened and one group at a time presented their 
drawings and explained their responses to the 
broader group. The primary purpose of the RPM was 
as an ice-breaker and an initial exploratory tool to 
stimulate ideas and encourage further discussion 
within the focus groups and one-on-one interviews.

Focus groups
Focus groups were intentionally small (nine per group) 
to avoid fragmentation and encourage each member to 
contribute to discussions (Krueger & Casey, 2014). 
A semi-structured format provided participants with 
the flexibility to steer the direction of discussions, thus, 
promoting the potential to capture meaningful insights. 
Two overarching themes were investigated. The first 
theme expanded on the RPM discussions by examining 
in more detail why social media is important to adoles-
cents. The second theme explored how social media 
impacts factors associated with wellbeing. Questions 

Table I. School and participant data collection information.
School Rich Pictures & Focus Groups One-on-One Interviews

Government co-ed school 5 females/4 males n/a
Government co-ed school 8 females/1 male 3 females/2 males
Independent co-ed school 5 females/4 males 4 females/2 males
Independent boys school 9 males n/a

Note: n/a = one-on-one interviews were not conducted at these schools. 
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focused on adolescents’ experiences of how social 
media impacts their daily lives, the beneficial and detri-
mental aspects of social media use, and how life would 
differ without social media. Focus group discussions 
lasted approximately 45 to 75 minutes.

One-on-one interviews
To encourage meaningful and nuanced responses, 
the researcher used a semi-structured approach 
with open-ended questions. The interviews enabled 
clarification and expansion on topics that arose dur-
ing focus groups and RPM activities, and also 
prompted new areas of discussion. Interview ques-
tions probed more deeply into how social media is 
detrimental/beneficial for daily functioning, and 
explored adolescents’ perceptions of how their 
social media use impacts life balance, and tapped 
into generational differences with regards to social 
media use. Interviews ran for approximately 30 min-
utes and participants went into a draw to win a $30 
gift voucher.

Procedure

Ethics approval was obtained from the University Human 
Research Ethics Committee and the Department of 
Education and Training. Data were collected between 
November 2018 and December 2019. School staff (includ-
ing one well-being co-ordinator, one vice principal and 
two middle school co-ordinators) informed all Year 9 
students at each school of the opportunity to participate 
in the study. Recruitment entailed purposive sampling as 
staff members explained that students who use different 
forms of social media (including social networking sites, 
gaming and content sharing) were permitted to partici-
pate. A maximum variation method was applied with staff 
ensuring students who use different forms of social media 
were included within the sample. Each staff member 
collected written consent from parents and students, 
and organized a spare classroom for data collection dur-
ing school hours. With consent the sessions were audio- 
recorded. The first author liaised with school staff, con-
ducted the data collection and transcribed the audio- 
recordings verbatim. At the commencement of data col-
lection, the researcher explained to participants that, as 
social media natives, they are positioned as experts with 
the potential to provide valuable insights into this topic. 
Participants were then reminded that they could with-
draw from the study at any stage without negative reper-
cussions. RPM sessions were held first providing an 
informal and interactive way to stimulate discussions. 
Focus groups were conducted immediately following 
the RPM sessions. Following the focus groups, students 
at two of the schools (the independent co-educational 
school and one of the government co-educational 

schools) were offered the opportunity to participate in 
a follow up one-on-one interview. Approximately one 
week after the focus groups, one-on-one interviews 
were conducted in person with those students who 
were interested and who supplied the relevant consent 
forms.

Data analysis

Data from RPMs, focus groups and one-on-one inter-
views were analysed and interpreted using Braun and 
Clarke’s (2020) reflexive thematic analysis (RTA). RTA 
emphasizes the importance of the researcher’s reflexive 
and thoughtful engagement with the analytic process 
to enable fully realized themes to be generated. RTA 
also maintains that both theory-driven and data-driven 
generation of codes are valuable approaches to theme 
generation. Given that the current study adopts a SDT 
perspective and champions adolescent voice, it was 
appropriate to employ both theory and data-driven 
approaches. This ensured a comprehensive analysis 
was conducted that captured relevant codes that not 
only reflected mid-adolescents experiences and views, 
but also allowed interpretation through a SDT lens.

In line with RTA a six step process of data analysis 
was conducted. Step one entails familiarization of 
data. This was achieved through transcribing audio- 
recordings, noting preliminary impressions and read-
ing transcripts multiple times. Step two involves the 
creation of initial codes. RTA argues that multiple 
realities exist, thus, inter-rater reliability and qualita-
tive coding is problematic (Braun & Clarke, 2020). 
Accordingly, the first author generated initial codes 
by analysing all comments within the transcripts and 
identifying those that were relevant to the research 
questions. Step three involves generating themes. 
Theme development was achieved through identify-
ing patterns across codes and collating the codes 
based on similarity. The fourth step entails reviewing 
the potential themes. Initial themes were reworked 
ensuring coded extracts were relevant and that 
themes were meaningfully distinctive. The fifth step 
involves defining and naming themes. Central ele-
ments of sub-themes and codes were identified and 
considered in relation to SDTs conceptualization of 
competence. This resulted in the generation of two 
overarching themes and associated sub-themes. The 
sixth and final step of RTA is writing the report. The 
presentation of findings within this manuscript 
reflects thorough and transparent reporting (e.g., ver-
batim quotes with analytical narratives and detailed 
methodological and procedural information).

To uphold trustworthiness and dependability of the 
analysis, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) checklist for quality 
research was applied. This included comparing all 
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transcripts with audio recordings to verify accuracy and 
ensure there was an appropriate level of detail. 
A reflexive approach was used, taking into account 
researchers’ experiences and values and the subsequent 
potential to influence the research process. Method 
triangulation captured varied and nuanced perspectives 
from adolescents, providing a means of validation 
through identifying converging information. At various 
points throughout the research process the research 
team convened to discuss ideas, challenge assumptions 
and ensure themes were analysed in a logical and mean-
ingful way. Rigour was enhanced through transparent 
reporting.

Findings

RTA generated two overarching themes; “cultivating 
competence” and “constraining competence.” Tables 
II and III outline each theme and associated sub- 
themes.

In the following section, findings from RTA are 
presented. The terms RPM, FG and I reflect which 
quotes were from RPM, focus groups and one-on- 
one interviews (respectively). To denote which quotes 
were from participants at the different schools: [1] and 
[2] refer to the two government co-educational 

schools, [3] refers to the independent co-educational 
school and [4] denotes the independent boys school.

Theme 1: cultivating competence

Subtheme 1: enhancing social competencies
Participants discussed how social media enhances 
inter-personal capacities and helps them build social 
capital “it opens you up to a lot more talking to 
people and getting to know people better and what 
they are like”[I,1]. Participants noted that they “can be 
more confident”[FG,2] on social media compared with 
face-to-face interactions which helps them gain dee-
per connections with others. They explained that 
“when you’re talking to someone on social media 
you can say whatever, so you can open up to one of 
your close friends and really talk . . . you might not feel 
comfortable opening up like that face-to-face”[I,1]. 
Participants noted that adolescents feel safe to 
engage in open dialogue and self-disclosure because 
“you don’t feel judged in anyway”[FG,2], “the screen is 
their protection and they’re gonna be OK”[FG,3] “if it’s 
face-to-face it’s just so much different you don’t have 
that screen in front of you to protect you” [FG,1]. 
Subsequently “people share all their secrets [on social 
media] but they probably wouldn’t tell you in real 

Table II. Cultivating competence - theme, sub-themes and examples.
Theme 1 - Cultivating Competence

Sub-themes Overview of Sub-theme Examples

Enhancing social competencies Social media promotes inter-personal capacities, 
broadens and deepens social connections and 
increases personal resources

Instilling perceived social self-efficacy 
Building social capital 
Fostering collaborative learning 
Promoting global competence 

Mastery experiences and goal 
accomplishment

Social media allows users to develop, hone and 
utilize capacities that help them strive towards 
outcomes of personal importance

Acquiring skills 
Increasing knowledge 
Expressing and exercising strengths and capabilities 

Social media expertise Demonstrating a high level of proficiency when 
navigating social media instils a sense of having 
social media expertise. Imparting social media skills 
and knowledge with others accentuates the 
acquired mastery over the social media 
environment

Feeling effective at using social media platforms 
Downward social comparison accentuates expertise 
Imparting social media skills and knowledge to others 
Applying strategies that maximize positive interactions

Table III. Constraining competence - theme, sub-themes and examples.
Theme 2 - Constraining Competence

Sub-themes Overview of Sub-theme Examples

Ineffectance within 
the social media environment

Obstacles arise that challenge users’ 
self-efficacy with regards to their 
capacity to effectively navigate the 
social media environment 

Creating confusion and self-doubt 
Communication misunderstandings and misinterpretation 
Inability to control others’ behaviours on social media

Interfering 
with sleep

Social media impacts the capacity 
to regulate sleep which subsequently 
has detrimental effects on daily 
functioning 

Delaying sleep onset and reducing sleep duration 
Interrupting sleep 
Negatively impacting daily functioning

Hindering 
learning

Social media use interrupts study, 
interferes with concentration, diminishes 
effort and quality of work and challenges 
academic integrity

Encouraging procrastination and distraction 
Detrimental to knowledge attainment and quality of work 
Compromising academic integrity
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life”[FG,2], and they “get into more depth and talk 
about stuff that you don’t like to talk about in 
person”[FG,1]. One participant elaborated on this 
view illustrating how difficult it can be to have sensi-
tive conversations in person “when you are face-to- 
face people are nervous and laugh and make sensitive 
topics not sensitive anymore, but like if people are 
texting it [on social media] then they aren’t nervous 
and it’s more serious”[I,3]. The asynchronicity of social 
media contributes to a sense of effectiveness in com-
municating “I feel like when you’re typing a message 
to someone you can change what you’re saying, so 
you could be on the subject with one sentence and 
then you could just back space those couple of words. 
Whereas in real life, if you do like mess up a word in 
a sentence just completely accidentally, then you can 
be judged and then it gets awkward and stuff”[FG,1].

Participants demonstrated how social media 
enhances their inter-personal skills by facilitating colla-
borative learning. For example, participants reach out to 
peers via social media when they need help with home-
work. One participant commented that it is “helpful 
when you’re stuck on something and you ask your 
friends for help”[I,3]. It was also considered “helpful 
when you weren’t in class and you didn’t know what 
the homework was or what you did in class, and you can 
just ask your friends”[I,3]. Participants discussed how 
social media is useful for groupwork. They explained 
that it is an easy way for negotiating and allocating 
tasks “I had a group project last term and we did talk 
about it [on social media] . . . about getting materials and 
stuff and who is getting what”[I,3], “I know last year 
there was a group of about five of us three girls and 
two boys and we had to do this one massive project and 
so we broke it all up and we sent it all through social 
media”[I,1]. Another participant emphasized how social 
media is a convenient and comfortable way to work 
with people they do not know very well “we did this 
Geography project and you had to do this full on written 
report on an excursion we went on and I was doing it 
with a partner and we’re not really that close and so we 
communicated through Instagram’s messages which 
I found really helpful”[I,1]. Participants highlighted how 
working together on social media broadens under-
standings enabling them “to get different people’s 
ideas”[I,1] and to work collaboratively to solve problems 
“when everyone has the same assignment and some 
people are so confused we can do it, like Facetime or 
something, and do it together” [I,3].

The general consensus was that social media is 
particularly useful for helping reserved or socially 
anxious people feel more confident. Participants dis-
cussed how social media encourages shy adolescents 
to be more outgoing. One participant highlighted the 
stark contrast in confidence when on social media 
compared with face-to-face “they let it out and talk 
as much as they want on Snapchat but as soon as you 

meet them in person they just shut down”[I,3]. 
Participants also suggested that shy adolescents can 
be more authentic on social media “I feel like it helps 
you to open up and show people who you are”[I,3] 
and “some people who play PlayStation, they are 
almost always themselves more, they won’t be shy 
they don’t shy away, and you play with them on 
PlayStation and it’s like wow they’re very different, 
sound different, more confident” [FG,4]. Another par-
ticipant attributed their self-confidence to social 
media “I was actually extremely shy as a kid until 
I got social media and my confidence grew and 
I noticed ‘oh yes you’re the same too’ and I’m actually 
very confident now”[FG,2]. This comment illustrates 
how adolescents can find people they relate to on 
social media who have shared similarities, which in 
turn helps them to feel confident in themselves. 
Further participants illustrated how social media 
helps them combat their social anxiety by reducing 
tension and discomfort. One noted that they feel 
comfortable on social media however in person:

“I’m really awkward and I can’t talk to someone and 
answer people, they are like‘how’s your day?’ and I’m 
like ‘arrrrgh, like ok’ I don’t really know what to say 
I just go mm to everything so I don’t really like say 
anything”[FG,2] 

Another shared

“one thing I find that’s good about it is like some-
times, like if you suffer from anxiety or like social 
anxiety, you don’t want to go up to a person cos 
you’re so scared you don't know how to present 
yourself, so like talking over the message it’s so 
much easier,it’s more relieving than just talking to 
that person”[FG,1]. 

Participants outlined indirect and less obvious ways 
social media enhances social competencies. One par-
ticipant highlighted that social media helps them gain 
insights into people “I guess basically you learn a lot 
about what people do, and from behaviours about 
how people act . . . about people and behaviours and 
personalities I guess”. They extended this notion stres-
sing how the social media environment provides 
unique lessons about human behaviour “I haven’t 
got any knowledge through school about this stuff 
[I,1]. They emphasized how the broad reach of social 
media enables them to expand their global under-
standing by “seeing what’s happening in the 
world”[RPM, 2] and getting to know people from 
different cultures. One participant commented that 
the most important reason for using social media 
was “making connections to people around the 
world . . . they are teaching me stuff . . . it’s just not 
talking about random stuff, it’s like talking about how 
does your schooling system work?, you know just 
asking questions about their culture”[I,1].
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Subtheme 2: mastery experiences and goal 
accomplishment
Participants considered social media important for 
accessing different information that enables them to 
acquire skills and knowledge. For example, they 
appreciated the chance to learn “how to do 
things”[FG,1] via YouTube, particularly personally 
meaningful skills such as “how to do makeup”[FG,3] 
or gaming strategies. One participant commented 
“when sometimes I don’t know how to do something 
in a game I will look up how to do it and watch 
that”[I,3]. This comment highlights how the immedi-
acy afforded by social media allows adolescents to 
easily seek interest-driven information to hone their 
skills in the moment.

Social media was also considered a valuable source 
of inspiration, enabling participants “to look up peo-
ple who inspire us”[RPM,1], and “get inspiration from 
other peoples’ posts”[RPM,1]. Participants noted that 
social media was useful “cos it’s got lots of 
news”[RPM,4] and it is an easy way of “knowing 
what’s going on cos you have everything at your 
fingertips”[FG,4]. Participants emphasized that social 
media allows them to attain novel information they 
cannot access elsewhere. One participant explained “I 
feel like some things you only get to see through 
social media”[I,3]. Another participant agreed com-
menting that social media offers unique opportunities 
to expand knowledge “you could see something dif-
ferent that you haven’t ever seen before”[I,3].

In addition to acquiring skills and knowledge, par-
ticipants noted they have developed a range of stra-
tegies to effectively manage negative states and 
emotions. They described a vast array of strategies 
they implement (e.g., chatting with friends, gaming, 
watching memes, scrolling through their favourite 
feeds) to combat different emotions within different 
situations. One common view amongst participants 
was that social media is particularly effective at help-
ing them reduce tension. For example, participants 
explained that social media is useful when they feel 
angry as it allows them to vent”[FG,1], “rant”[FG,2] or 
“to calm me down”[FG, 2]. They engage with social 
media to de-stress noting that it is helpful “for a brain 
break or to relax” [FG,1] and for “zoning out”[FG,2]. It 
is also a convenient way to relieve boredom:

when you’re bored it’s sort of a quick and easy go to 
option, not a lot of thinking and stuff, especially if 
you’re tired and exhausted after a long day at 
school[FG,1]. 

Participants also discussed how they use social media to 
circumvent upcoming stressful situations (such as chan-
ging schools, living overseas with an exchange student 
or starting a new job). To avoid feeling uncomfortable or 
nervous in new environments they instigate initial con-
tact on social media prior to meeting face-to-face so that 

“it’s not as stressful as what it could have been” [FG,3] 
and “it’s not like you just met for the first time”[FG,3].

Participants discussed how social media also pro-
motes proficiency with schoolwork. For example, one 
participant noted that the information on social 
media is helpful “for research and stuff I’m using it 
to actually figure out stuff”[I,1] another commented 
that “there are like some stories [on Snapchat] that 
are beneficial for my learning”[FG,2] and a further 
participant noted they use social media for “a lot of 
inspiration on projects”[RPM,1]. Social media was con-
sidered useful for organizing study. One participant 
commented that they access “a number of fact pages 
that help you be more efficient”[FG,2]. Other partici-
pants emphasized the importance of social media 
when struggling with homework “I had no idea how 
to do something that I was doing for study or home-
work and I had to just search it up on YouTube”[I,3]. 
Participants appreciated how social media can help 
them with a wide range of subjects. They commented 
that “if you’re stuck on a Maths problem you can look 
up how to solve it”[FG,1] and “YouTube can give you 
a lot of help in like Geography, Maths, History and 
stuff, there’s a lot of good videos on there”[I,3] and it 
is useful “with things to do with Science and 
stuff”[FG,1]. They highlighted how social media can 
bolster specific areas of weakness. For example, “I’m 
not a very creative person and so if I get an assess-
ment that needs art then I look for inspiration on 
social media and it really helps actually”[I,1].

Participants highlighted how social media provides 
opportunities to pursue passions and exercise charac-
ter strengths and capabilities. For example, they enjoy 
helping peers with different problems ranging from 
solving social or emotional issues, providing gaming 
advice or assisting with homework. One participant 
reflected on their sense of effectiveness at helping 
others and commented “it’s really good for reaching 
out to people who like are in a bad place, like I know 
I’ve comforted a lot of people over social 
media”[FG,2]. Another participant illustrated how 
social media enables them to make a positive impact 
beyond their proximal social groups; “I’ve actually 
helped a lot of people [on social media] even stran-
gers through hard places, so it’s good”[FG,2]. 
Participants also discussed how they use social 
media to cultivate their passions and personal inter-
ests. They appreciated how social media provides 
different avenues to explore interests. For example, 
one participant was a racing car enthusiast and 
explained that they research racing information by 
“scrolling through feeds . . . and suggested 
chats”[FG,4] they also play multiple car racing games 
on social media “I’ve got F1 mobile and real 
racing”[FG,4]. Participants expressed excitement 
when discussing how social media helps them pursue 
their passions. One participant enthusiastically 
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explained how the YouTube channel they created has 
become a part of their identity “I could live without 
[other] social media but not YouTube cos people 
know me as the YouTube lover”[FG,2]. Another parti-
cipant described how following passions via social 
media can be invigorating:

when you’re at school and you might see a boy that’s 
down and not very active or energetic but when 
you’re on a game, or whatever you’re on, you feel 
like they’re very happy, they’re on it and excited[FG,4] 

When asked what they would miss most if they did 
not have social media, one participant quickly and 
adamantly replied “definitely the games”[I,3]. They 
enjoyed the challenge of ‘levelling up”[I,3] and shared 
how their passion for gaming sparked curiosity and 
led them to acquire new interests and skills. They 
researched how to build a gaming PC and sourced 
specific parts online:

I built my computer . . . I saved up and I built it, cause 
I have one of my mum’s friends and I went over to his 
and we built it and that was lots of fun . . . and then 
we built one of my other friends a computer for his 
birthday . . . yeah it is pretty satisfying . . . I put so 
much time and effort into it[I,3]. 

Subtheme 3: social media expertise
Participants considered themselves to have a high 
level of expertise with regards to their social media 
use. They reflected on their naivety when they initially 
joined social media “I thought it’s just all fun and 
games”[FG,1]. However, they explained that experi-
ence has led to a deep understanding of how to 
successfully navigate the social media environment. 
They commented that “when you really have had it 
for a while it kind of clicks into your brain”[FG,1], you 
become “more aware”[I,1], and “you learn over 
time” [FG,1].

Participants explained how their social media 
expertise is accentuated when comparing their profi-
ciency with older generations. This was evident 
through comments such as “my parents don’t really 
know much about it”[I,3] and “I think that adults 
above the age of 30 have the wrong opinion of social 
media”[FG,1]. They discussed how their expertise 
coupled with their parents ignorance enables them 
to outsmart their parents with regards to social media 
restrictions “there are so many options to get around 
your parents”[I,1]. Participants demonstrated their 
sense of mastery when describing how they impart 
their social media knowledge with others. They dis-
cussed how they help their parents understand social 
media. One participant commented “I’ll sit down and 
show mum or try to help her understand”[I,3] another 
participant noted “mum and dad are reasonable 
because they try and understand . . . they always ask 

me to explain what I am doing on my phone”[I,3]. 
A further participant described how their Grandma 
often draws on their expertise “like literally every 
time I’m at her house she is asking me something 
about how to use this or she is like reading me one of 
the notifications and she’s like what the heck is 
this?”[FG,2]. In addition to helping older generations, 
participants also impart their knowledge to their 
younger siblings. For example, one participant was 
concerned for their brother “he is two years younger, 
he started using it [social media] this year and so I had 
to make him more aware about it”[I,1]. A further par-
ticipant also shared advice with their younger brother 
who was accepting a lot of strangers as followers, 
they explained to him “that’s sort of a sense of loss 
in your privacy as well cos you’ll post all this stuff and 
just random people that you don’t even know can see 
it”[FG,1]. Another participant warned their brother 
about privacy issues when posting images “anything 
with the school logo on it I just don’t post like my 
brother did that, I didn’t yell but I lectured him for like 
a full hour on putting his accounts on private cos he 
did not know how to do that”[I,1].

Participants have honed their expertise by recogniz-
ing and applying strategies that encourage positive 
interactions and circumvent negative repercussions. 
For example, one participant carefully crafts messages 
“I read over my messages once I’ve fully written them 
out before I send them out to make sure that everything 
is all good”[FG,1] and sometimes if a message seems 
ambiguous participants put “an emoji next to it” [FG,2] 
to help clarify the intent. In addition to the sender being 
vigilant, participants acknowledge that the receiver 
needs to look inwards when interpreting posts as it is 
easy to distort messages or make negative assumptions. 
For example, one participant stressed the importance of 
being aware of your own mood when interpreting mes-
sages,“it also depends what mood you’re in, like if I’m 
reading messages and I’m angry I’ll read my friends like, 
‘oh what’s happening are you angry?’ and she’s like ‘no’, 
and I’m like oh ok I am just angry”[FG,2]. Participants 
discussed how they learn through vicarious experiences 
“if they [someone else] make a mistake then I know that 
I better be careful”[I,3], “I reckon 90% of people know 
not to say rude stuff, like they might’ve seen someone 
else do it and seen the kind of effects that it can 
have”[I,3]. They discussed how they have developed an 
awareness of the permanency and publicness of social 
media. One participant provided advice for posting 
“once it’s out there you can’t take it back . . . so think 
about what you post before you do it”[FG,1]. 
Participants recognize that even on platforms that are 
considered safer because posts are temporary people 
need to “be careful about what they say because some-
one could save it or screenshot it”[I,3].
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Theme 2: constraining competence

Subtheme 1: ineffectance in the social media 
environment
Participants explained that when navigating social 
media they encounter incidents that undermine their 
self-efficacy. When asked about their social media use 
one participant commented “it’s just really confusing 
to me”[FG,1] another concurred reiterating “social 
media is really confusing”[FG,1]. Other participants 
substantiated this view exclaiming “it’s so much 
more complicated than real life”[FG,2] and “everyone 
is just talking about stuff and saying different things 
and it just gets all complicated”[FG,2]. Another parti-
cipant agreed noting social media is chaotic and com-
plex “it’s very controversial . . . in every way, it’s like 
politics”[FG,2]. They explained:

[in real life] you don’t have all this stuff going on at 
once, whereas when you’re on social media you could 
have seven different conversations going on and like 
five of those you’re having fights with other people 
and like two of those you’re actually chatting with 
people, you can have so many different things going 
on [FG,2] 

Participants emphasized that incompetence when 
navigating social media can result in dire conse-
quences for inter-personal relationships. 
Subsequently, they are often trepidatious when com-
municating via social media due to concerns of “mak-
ing mistakes”[I,1] and upsetting people. For example, 
one participant explained that “it can cause a lot of 
break ups [for] friendships and relationships”[FG,2] 
another noted “it takes two seconds for someone to 
take [posts] the wrong way and a whole relationship 
is ended” [I,1] a further participant commented that 
after a fight on social media “well usually [people] 
don’t see each other the same, and they might not 
be friends anymore . . . ” [I,3].

A common challenge they encountered was the 
potential for posts and comments to be misinter-
preted. They explained that it is easy to distort mes-
sages or make negative assumptions because “a lot of 
the things do come off in the wrong way [on social 
media]”[FG,2]. One participant commented:

sometimes people say stuff to you and you think “oh 
that’s rude” but it wasn't because that’s not what they 
intended, it was just how it was written[I,3]. 

Participants highlighted how difficulties arise due to 
the lack of sensory cues “you can’t really tell some-
one’s expressions”[I,1] and “you can’t hear their tone, 
see their body language, there’s like no way to prop-
erly read them”[FG,1] and “when you send something 
over message it’s literally just words . . . like people 
read it in such a different way”[FG, 2].

Participants also discussed challenges concerning nor-
mative expectations and social media etiquette. They 

highlighted how there are unwritten rules that need to 
be followed. For example, “if you open a Snapchat and 
don’t reply for ten minutes then that’s rude, but if you 
open it and reply straight away that’s OK”[I,3]. Their 
apprehension when using social media is often triggered 
by previous experiences. Participants described how they 
have encountered negative repercussions from not abid-
ing by the rules “Oh my God if you don’t reply to some-
one they get so mad at you”[FG,2], “friends can get angry 
at people for looking at them [messages] and leaving 
them unread”[FG,3], “it can make people anxious”[I,1] and 
people get upset they “know you’re on it, like you have 
the green button to say you’re active and stuff, why aren’t 
you replying?”[I,1]. Similarly, they explained the need to 
be wary when phrasing messages as certain protocols 
need to be followed. For example, participants noted that 
“there are like a lot of different responses for OK”[FG,2], “K 
is just K, then you have OK and then O K” [FG,2] some are 
polite and others are not. They stressed that simply send-
ing K is not acceptable “say K at me and I’ll get mad”[FG,2] 
another agreed noting that “K [is] for if you’re like really 
annoyed at that person”[FG,2]. Regardless of whether 
participants have personally caused issues on social 
media they have heightened awareness of the need to 
be cautious through vicarious experiences “if they [some-
one else] make a mistake then I know that I better be 
careful”[I,3], and “I reckon 90% of people know not to say 
rude stuff, like they might’ve seen someone else do it and 
seen the kind of effects that it can have”[I,3].

Participants discussed how their inability to control 
other people’s behaviours on social media can threa-
ten their sense of competence. They shared a range of 
examples to support this view including the potential 
to be catfished “I always think that they could be like 
a 40 year old man like sitting in his basement”[FG,2] 
and for being bullied by “keyboard warriors cos 
there’s no repercussions but then like if you’re face- 
to-face with someone and you’re abusing them then 
there will be repercussions” [FG,4]. One participant 
highlighted their inability to protect themselves 
against persistent hacking “I know a hacker and he 
hacked into my phone and read secret messages . . . 
he stills hacks into my phone like once a week”[I,3]. 
Another participant discussed how their vulnerable 
friend was hurt and frustrated due to their ineffective-
ness at preventing a troll’s tormenting actions:

one of my friends last year she had an eating disorder 
and a lot of difficulties and someone kept on making 
a hate page of her on Instagram . . . she keeps report-
ing it and they get taken down and it keeps getting 
put up again. [I,1] 

Participants also discussed how their own social media 
behaviours can contribute to a sense of incompetence. 
They noted that they often engage in unintentional, 
non-purposeful social media use. Despite the lack of 
interest and motivation they find themselves engaging 
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in mindless scrolling which they describe as “a time 
waster”[FG,2]. They described how their social media 
use is often “just like a habit”[FG,2] where they automa-
tically keep checking their screens with no goal or pur-
pose. At other times they struggle to combat the allure 
of social media. Participants explained that when activ-
ities are “fun”[FG,4] or “interesting”[FG,2] then their 
efforts to refrain are often unsuccessful. Participants 
stressed how their mindless scrolling and inability to 
resist the temptation of social media has detrimental 
implications for other important life domains such as 
sleeping and learning.

Subtheme 2: interfering with sleep
A common concern amongst participants was their 
inability to disengage from social media at bedtime. 
They discussed their continual struggle to disconnect 
and the negative repercussions. A key issue was delayed 
sleep onset that results in insufficient sleep. Participants 
explained that social media is “always like the last thing 
you do before going to bed”[FG,4] which creates “pro-
blems about getting enough sleep”[FG,4]. Participants 
expressed their frustration “ . . . the start of the year was 
really bad, I just could not stop and I got like five hours 
sleep some nights”[I,1] another commented “I’m think-
ing just turn it off and try stuff to sleep”[I,1]. They 
identified factors that contribute to difficulties in disen-
gaging including “fear of missing out”[FG,4], “endless 
scrolling”[I,1], expectations to be available and not 
wanting to disappoint friends “you feel like you have 
to be there or they get upset”[FG, 3] and the alluring 
content “it just really intrigues you”[FG,1] and “the urge 
of just wanting to look at social media—there’s a big 
urge to do that[I,1].

Despite being educated about pitfalls of late night 
social media use, participants continue to engage in 
such behaviours which contributes to a feeling of 
ineffectiveness:

I remember doing this study last year and it was like 
something about your melatonin levels and if you are 
staring at light for too long you can’t go to sleep all 
the time, and I remember like taking that into con-
sideration but then like it just doesn’t work, like I can’t 
sometimes, I’m just on my phone[I,3]. 

Other participants mentioned how frustrating it is to 
feel incapable of stopping and described their internal 
dialogue as they battle the allure of social media.

I keep scrolling and it’s like “just stop it” and the lights 
are all off and so it’s just my screen light and it 
doesn’t really help me try to sleep[FG,1] 

[I get] into this loophole where it’s like ‘I“m gonna get 
off in five minutes”, but five minutes goes by and 
you’re like “OK five more minutes” and then “OK five 
more minutes” and then “five more”, it just keeps on 
going and going and you never actually get to 
sleep[FG,1]. 

One participant highlighted the irony in that social 
media is the problem yet it also provides the solution 
“ . . . like you keep scrolling and you keep watching 
more videos but like you can watch videos about 
discipline on how not to do that” [FG,1]. They stressed 
that having easy access to strategies but not capitaliz-
ing on them exacerbates the feeling of incompetence.

Participants discussed a range of other factors that 
contribute to sleep issues. For example, increased 
cognitive arousal from interacting on social media 
further delays sleep onset. One participant explained 
that it is particularly difficult to switch off mentally if 
conversations with friends were heated prior to 
sleeping:

I get stressed very easily and if like [negative] stuff 
happens before I go to sleep it also affects my sleep 
and trying to get to sleep[FG,2]. 

The close proximity of devices also reduces sleep time 
and quality. One participant explained it is hard to 
resist checking social media because “I have my 
phone like next to me while I’m sleeping”[FG,2]. 
Participants also discussed how they sometimes re- 
engage with social media if they wake up in the night. 
For example, one participant commented “the buz-
zers just keep going off so you just want to quickly 
check your phone”[I,1]. Another shared: 

. . . it’s like four o’clock in the morning I’m like I can’t 
do anything else I’ll distract myself [on social media] 
and just wait until my alarm goes off[FG,2] 

Participants discussed how their poor sleep quality 
inhibits their capacity to function properly. They 
explained how they feel “exhausted”[I,1] and mentally 
drained the next day at school. For example, partici-
pants noted:

I get really snappy, like don’t mess with me I get really 
frustrated easily and have no patience with anyone or 
for anything, which is frustrating for me as well cos 
I don’t know why I’m like that way and it’s so confus-
ing for my whole body as well”[I,1]. 

that extra layer of technology keeping me awake I’d 
only get five hours and I cannot function on that 
especially when I’m trying to think during school 
and everything[I,1] 

I sometimes am like, okay I was really tired today 
I need to get this under control, I know that this 
happens to, not just me, but a lot of my friends like 
you get to class and you feel like sleeping because 
you haven’t slept well[I,3] 

Subtheme 3: hindering learning
Participants considered their social media use to be 
detrimental to their learning. One common issue 
participants identified was that social media 
encourages procrastination when they should be 
studying. One participant commented sarcastically 
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“you’ll be surprised to know that it helps you pro-
crastinate, it supports that”[FG,4]. They discussed 
how study is boring compared with the appeal of 
interacting with friends on social media and enga-
ging in fun activities such as gaming or scrolling 
through feeds. These activities often lead to long 
delays in starting homework. This was evident 
through comments such as:

social media does impact study a lot, sometimes I’ll 
be on my phone and I’ll just procrastinate I just don’t 
want to do [study], I’ll be like I’ll do it tomorrow[I,1] 

I think one thing that happens . . . [adolescents] get 
home they get on their PS4 and they'll play for 
a couple of hours and then it will be like dinner 
time, and then it’s like I was supposed to be doing 
this homework and then you’re late doing your 
homework cos you spent double the time [on social 
media][FG,4]. 

Another factor that impedes participants’ study is the 
distracting nature of social media. Participants dis-
cussed how it is difficult to resist checking social 
media whilst studying. They emphasized how specific 
design features coupled with the strong allure 
encourages them to succumb to distractions. One 
participant explained

a lot of people when they get distracted they go onto 
it and they just totally get entrenched in what they’re 
doing on social media and they just get distracted 
and don't go back to their homework or their more 
interested in what their friends are doing than their 
school work[I,1]. 

Participants mentioned that notifications automati-
cally shift their attention away from homework and 
entice them to check their devices. For example one 
participant commented “people get distracted like 
when they hear a notification they think oh what’s 
that”[I,1] another reflected

when I’m doing homework if I hear my phone vibrate 
or something I have to look at it and the problem is 
once you look at it once, you just keep going through 
your phone[FG,2]. 

The frequency of notifications was considered highly 
interruptive and distracting

it’s just really tempting and especially when you are 
getting notifications. And like it doesn’t help when 
you get a notification and like you get another one 
cos it just continues on and on and on and on and it 
just like, I get so distracted and then like you start 
having a whole conversation[FG,2]. 

One participant shared their frustration noting that 
even when they take measures to evade distraction 
they still get tempted “I don’t study with my phone 
near me cos I know that’s what helps but then like the 
computer still distracts me with games and 
stuff”[FG,4] another participant agreed and expanded 

on this notion highlighting how easy it is to switch 
attention away from homework “just one tap and you 
just come up with YouTube, it’s just so easy”[FG,4].

The general consensus was that their social media 
use impedes their ability to effectively learn, retain 
knowledge and produce quality work. One participant 
described how staying up late on social media results 
in poor concentration in class the next day

you just don’t retain anything, like your notes are 
messy cos you’re not bothered to put in effort and 
then you’re not bothered to listen to the teacher[I,1]. 

Participants discussed how procrastination and dis-
traction diminishes their learning and quality of 
work. This was evident through comments such as 
“well if you’ve got less time then you’re going to be 
rushing”[FG,3] and:

I feel like it does impact the quality and the quantity 
of my homework . . . if I’ve got my phone next to me 
it’s like I’ll quickly get it [homework] done so I can get 
on social media[I,1] 

When asked if they think social media negatively 
impacts their grades there was a resounding “oh yes 
most definitely”[FG,4] amongst one focus group. They 
expanded on this notion commenting that “if you 
start playing games then you’re not learning and 
then your grades might be impacted”[FG,4] and “if 
you’re procrastinating then you’re not studying and 
then if you’re not studying as much and I think it can 
impact your grades”[FG, 4]. Another participant sup-
ported this view “if I’m studying for a test then I think 
it does impact my grades because I’m thinking about 
my friends and not my test” [I,1]. A further participant 
stressed that adolescents who do not use social media 
have an academic advantage “some kids without 
social media are actually advanced cos like they 
don’t have much to procrastinate about and kind of 
like I don’t need to use this I’ll just get straight onto 
my homework [FG,4].

Participants described how their social media 
behaviours can compromise academic integrity and 
in the process be detrimental to their learning. They 
explained how they use social media to cut corners 
and avoid doing the required work with regards to 
their learning. Some students rely on their friends’ 
knowledge rather than putting in the effort to com-
plete their own homework. One participant commen-
ted “my friend she always sends me questions and 
I like write them out for her on Snapchat”[I,3] another 
explained how social media is for:

checking with your friends for answers . . . your home-
work could be like half of this persons answers and 
like half your own answers and it’s not entirely your 
work[FG,3]. 

Similarly, instead of learning the necessary content for 
tests, participants mentioned how sometimes they 
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use social media to get inside knowledge on upcom-
ing tests. One participant noted “if people like do the 
test, I can be like, oh what do I need to study”[I,3] 
another participant commented that if they were 
absent from school they ask “for test answers cos 
you missed out on a test”[FG,3]. A further participant 
explained:

the girls and the boys in my French group if they 
know that someone is having like the geography test 
the other day and I was like oh I am doing it and they 
are like I'm doing it on Friday tell me the answers[I,3] 

They considered social media an easy and safe way to 
share answers or questions “you can like take a photo 
and send it off and stuff but it’s only private so it’s just 
between you two”[I,1].

Discussion

This study explores adolescents’ perceptions on how 
their social media use impacts the psychological need 
for competence. Findings illustrated that adolescents’ 
typical social media use can have broad-reaching impli-
cations for cultivating and constraining competence. Of 
particular note, is how social media helps adolescents to 
express and develop valuable skills and capabilities that 
promote personal growth and enhance daily function-
ing. Nonetheless, participants also discussed how their 
everyday social media use can both directly and indir-
ectly undermine competence within important life 
domains. Reflexive thematic analysis generated two 
overarching themes. Theme one, cultivating compe-
tence, includes three sub-themes—enhancing social 
competencies, mastery experiences and goal accom-
plishment, and social media expertise. Theme two, con-
straining competence, also has three associated sub- 
themes—ineffectance within the social media environ-
ment, interfering with sleep, and hindering learning. 
Findings highlighted how social media influences com-
petence on multiple levels via distinct pathways. The 
first pathway involves users’ engagement and naviga-
tion within the actual social media platforms (including 
the associated features and activities). The second path-
way encapsulates how exposure to different content, 
interactions and experiences via social media also influ-
ences competence fulfilment and frustration. It should 
be noted that these two distinct pathways can have 
overlapping implications for competence. For example, 
social competencies can be enhanced by having the 
skills to effectively communicate on social media plat-
forms, and also by being exposed to normative expecta-
tions and social interactions on social media.

Competence within the social media environment

Findings emphasize the complexity adolescents encoun-
ter when endeavouring to balance and understand the 

numerous (and often opposing) implications of using 
social media with regards to competence. Mastering 
environments is a central tenet of competence satisfac-
tion (Legault, 2020). However, participants illustrated that 
mastering the social media context is complicated. On 
the one hand, participants considered themselves to be 
experts at using social media. On the other hand, they felt 
confused and frustrated when struggling to navigate the 
social media environment. Nonetheless, they noted that 
their social media knowledge and skills had improved 
dramatically since first joining platforms. This reflective 
thinking illustrates self-oriented standards of compe-
tence which refers to the comparison of past perfor-
mance at an activity with current performance (Ryan & 
Moller, 2017). Self-oriented feedback containing positive 
informational elements (in this case recognizing growth 
and improvement) satisfies the need for competence 
(Ryan & Moller, 2017).

Adolescents’ social media expertise was further 
emphasized when participants noted that they have 
superior skills comparative to other generations. 
Competence is strongly influenced by social comparison 
(Wheeler & Suls, 2005) and downward social comparison 
can increase feelings of competence (Velez et al., 2018). 
Compared with adults, mid-adolescents may feel less 
capable and knowledgeable within many areas of life 
(e.g., due to fewer life experiences, maturational factors 
and underdeveloped cognitive capacities). However, 
social media represents a domain where they have the 
opportunity to excel and impart their social media 
expertise with older family members, thus situating 
them as the expert and reinforcing feelings of compe-
tence. Participants’ comparative expertise was accentu-
ated further through discussions on how their younger 
siblings are naïve to the harms of social media. Some 
participants take on the role of mentor and feel 
a responsibility to outline potential harms and guide 
younger siblings towards adopting safe social media 
practises.

The acquisition of social media expertise is perti-
nent with regards to cultivating competence for 
a number of reasons. Firstly, SDT asserts that compe-
tence is more than having the capacity to perform 
a task, it encompasses the personal importance of the 
task. Therefore, as adolescents place a strong empha-
sis on the importance of social media, acquiring 
a high level of social media expertise would likely 
enhance their sense of competence. Secondly, adoles-
cents use social media to fulfil a range of meaningful 
purposes such as seeking information, regulating 
emotions and fostering relationships (West et al.,  
2021). Thus, having the skills and knowledge to suc-
cessfully navigate social media would contribute to 
feeling competent as it enables them to achieve 
desired outcomes across important life domains. 
Thirdly, when considering the frequency of use and 
the regularity of interactions that adolescents engage 
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in on social media, if their social media proficiency 
was lacking it could result in compounding and recur-
ring instances of need frustration. Conversely, having 
finely-honed skills promotes opportunities for fre-
quent effective interactions. Research shows that 
“repeated successes can develop strong efficacy 
expectations, reducing the negative impact of occa-
sional failures” (MacAfee & Comeau, 2020, p. 206). 
Therefore, adolescents’ sense of competence may be 
continually bolstered due to the accumulating and 
reinforcing effect of frequent successful interactions.

Overall participants perceived their social media 
competencies to outweigh their experiences of inef-
fectiveness within the social media environment. 
However, considering adolescents place a high value 
on social media and they rely on it for important 
purposes (e.g., maintaining friendships and sourcing 
information), experiences of ineffectiveness within 
this environment could be particularly detrimental to 
their perceived competence. Participants considered 
interactions via social media to be complicated com-
pared with face-to-face interactions. In particular, they 
found navigating normative expectations and social 
media etiquette to be confusing with a high potential 
for error, especially when first using social platforms.

SDT asserts that structure and feedback play an 
important role in supporting competence within 
social contexts (Ryan & Moller, 2017). Structure pro-
vides the scaffolding (e.g., graduated progression, 
clear instructions and supportive feedback) needed 
to guide individuals towards goal accomplishment. 
Participants suggested that there is a lack of structure 
to help them successfully navigate the normative 
expectations when interacting with peers on social 
media. They explained that, with regards to peer 
interactions, socially acceptable behaviours when 
communicating online are primarily guided by unwrit-
ten rules and expectations. Therefore, in the absence 
of clear guidelines participants reflected that they 
typically learn by vicarious experiences or trial and 
error. Learning vicariously or through making mis-
takes can be effective towards mastering activities 
(Dweck & Sorich, 2015). However, the type of feed-
back an individual receives in response to making 
mistakes plays a key role in whether or not compe-
tence is supported. Unlike positive feedback, negative 
feedback predicts competence frustration (Fong et al.,  
2019) which can induce feelings of failure, inadequacy 
and self-doubt concerning abilities (Bartholomew 
et al., 2011). Participants noted that faux pas’ on social 
media often provoke negative feedback and harsh 
punishments. For example, peers get angry and 
upset and, in some instances, sever friendships. 
Therefore, these experiences have the potential to 
undermine adolescents’ sense of competence.

Findings also showed that circumventing other 
peoples’ hurtful content and behaviours on social 

media is particularly challenging. In some instances, 
participants felt completely incapable of overcoming 
obstacles. For example, one participant expressed 
frustration at not being able to stop hackers continu-
ously accessing their personal information. Another 
participant described the hopelessness their friend 
experienced due to the failed attempts to prevent 
persistent abuse from trolls. According to SDT it is 
the ongoing interactions within the social environ-
ment that influences competence (Ryan & Deci,  
2004). Therefore, ongoing harmful actions of hackers 
and trolls could continually reinforce a sense of 
incompetence. It is understandable that adolescents 
feel ineffective and a sense of helplessness in these 
situations when considering that even government 
bodies with specially trained cyber-security profes-
sionals struggle to regulate and police harmful social 
media interactions (Williams et al., 2021).

In contrast to overly challenging tasks, findings also 
showed that many tasks participants engage in on 
social media are not at all challenging. Participants 
explained how their social media use is often auto-
mated (e.g., habitual use and mindless scrolling). 
Despite having the skills to successfully execute 
these tasks, little effort is required and engaging in 
them does not satisfy competence (Ryan & Deci,  
2004). Moreover, participants noted that although 
they consider these tasks a “time-waster” they strug-
gle to refrain from engaging in them. They expressed 
their frustration with regards to the numerous failed 
attempts to stop engaging in non-valued, meaning-
less scrolling, especially at the cost of sleep, thus 
highlighting further how their social media beha-
viours can stifle competence.

Social competence

Although participants noted that social media can 
create misunderstandings between peers, they con-
sidered it invaluable for enhancing social competen-
cies. This finding is particularly pertinent when 
applying a developmental perspective. Adolescence 
is characterized by the expansion of social networks, 
increased importance of peer relationships, and 
a desire to belong (Allen et al., 2014; Sawyer et al.,  
2018). Concurrently, self-consciousness and social eva-
luation are heightened during adolescence (Higa 
McMillan et al., 2018; Somerville, 2013). Therefore, 
acquiring social competencies during this develop-
mental stage is important for helping adolescents 
attain valued social goals such as feeling accepted, 
receiving support and experiencing a sense of 
belonging. Moreover, there is a positive relationship 
between social competence and psychological well-
being for adolescents (Gómez-López et al., 2022) and 
developing social competencies during adolescence 
can have lasting impact on mental health, resulting 
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in more adaptive functioning in adulthood 
(Romppanen et al., 2021).

The current study suggests that social media can 
help adolescents experience perceived social self- 
efficacy, especially shy or socially anxious adolescents 
who experience difficulties socializing face-to-face. 
Participants explained that adolescents sometimes 
avoid face-to-face interactions to circumvent awk-
wardness and discomfort associated with socializing. 
However, within the social media context shyness and 
anxiety dissipates and they feel confident to interact. 
These findings contribute to the growing body of 
research exploring social media use with regards to 
the “poor-get-richer hypothesis”. Studies suggest that 
socially poor individuals benefit from using social 
media due to social compensatory effects (Cheng 
et al., 2019; O’Day & Heimberg, 2021). Current findings 
substantiate this view highlighting how social media 
provides an appealing and comfortable environment 
that promotes social-confidence and encourages 
social interaction.

Consistent with recent literature (Bae, 2019; 
Hussenoeder, 2022), the present study demonstrated 
how adolescents’ social media use can help build 
social capital. Accumulating social capital has valuable 
implications for satisfying competence. It enables 
adolescents to access and utilize social resources 
that can facilitate the accomplishment of self- 
endorsed goals (Kanazawa & Savage, 2009). 
Moreover, the process of attaining social capital pro-
vides opportunities for adolescents to hone social 
competencies. Putman (2000) conceptualizes social 
capital as a multi-dimensional resource encompassing 
social networks, social trust and reciprocity. 
Participants social media use can facilitate all three 
components. For example, collaborating on school-
work via social media provides opportunities to 
strengthen social networks, it also involves applica-
tion of a range of social skills (e.g., co-operation, sup-
port, active listening, and perspective-taking) that 
facilitate trust and reciprocity. Moreover, collaborative 
learning can enhance students’ communication skills, 
increase self-esteem and foster more caring and sup-
portive relationships (Ghavifekr, 2020; Laal & Ghodsi,  
2012).

Participants also explained how in addition to nur-
turing existing offline social networks, they use social 
media to develop online networks with people from 
different social groups or geographic locations. This 
aligns with previous research (Liu et al., 2016; 
Subrahmanyam et al., 2008) showing that social 
media can create both “bonding social capital” (estab-
lished intra-group relationships that provide closeness 
and intimacy) and “bridging social capital” (relation-
ships between heterogenous groups offering diverse 
perspectives and new information). The accumulation 
of social trust and reciprocity via social media was 

further evidenced by participants’ frequent engage-
ment in mutually beneficial activities that promote 
bonding such as sharing memes, giving and receiving 
help, and gaming in teams. Furthermore, participants 
explained how social media encourages reciprocal 
self-disclosure. They feel comfortable to share inti-
mate details and personal information on social 
media, which deepens relationships and cultivates 
trust (Lopez Portillo, 2020).

Competence and education

This study also highlights how the acquisition of 
“bridging social capital” via social media may also 
promote adolescents’ global competence. This is 
a poignant finding when considering that fostering 
global competence has been identified as a priority 
for school curricula around the world (OECD, 2018). 
Therefore, adolescents’ social media use could play 
a valuable role in reinforcing and enhancing global 
and inter-cultural education integrated within schools. 
This was evident through findings demonstrating that 
participants’ social media use supports the target 
dimensions necessary for acquiring global compe-
tence that are outlined by the Programme for 
International Student Assessment within the OECD 
framework (2018). For example, participants value 
social media as a means to connect with different 
people beyond their proximal social groups. They 
experience positive interactions with people from dif-
ferent cultures and backgrounds via social media, 
which expands their understanding and appreciation 
of diverse perspectives. Participants also actively seek 
or inadvertently access global information on social 
media across a wide variety of topics ranging from 
politics and sporting news to celebrity gossip and the 
latest trends. Thus, social media could serve as 
a valuable source to complement school approaches 
aimed at enhancing students’ global competence.

In addition to global competence, findings 
revealed further ways social media can promote com-
petence within the academic realm. Participants 
explained that social media helps them achieve aca-
demic goals. For example, they noted that social 
media is useful for; inspiration on school projects, to 
research into a broad variety of subjects, to solve 
homework challenges, and to study more efficiently. 
This extends findings from previous research demon-
strating that social media “can facilitate students to be 
more creative, dynamic and research-oriented” (Ansari 
& Khan, 2020). Furthermore, as participants use social 
media to collaborate on schoolwork this could further 
enhance academic achievement, as collaborative 
learning via social media has the potential to improve 
learner outcomes by increasing academic engage-
ment and performance (Ansari & Khan, 2020).
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Despite the competence-supportive benefits of col-
laborative learning via social media, findings also 
revealed that the collaborative nature of social 
media can encourage academic dishonesty. There 
has been growing concern regarding the increased 
threat social media and other digital technologies 
pose to secondary school students’ academic integrity 
(Désiron & Petko, 2022). Désiron and Petko (2022) 
found that almost 50% of adolescents engage in aca-
demic dishonesty via digital technologies when doing 
homework. Moreover, adolescents who engaged in 
academic dishonesty, in particular cheating, demon-
strated lower academic performance across multiple 
subjects. The current findings revealed that partici-
pants use social media to engage in a range of dis-
honest behaviours with regards to their educational 
pursuits. For example, some will copy homework, get 
peers to complete their school work for them, and 
source test questions from peers who have already 
undertaken tests. Although these behaviours existed 
prior to social media, social media is a convenient, 
highly accessible and far reaching tool that enables 
students to partake in such behaviours with relative 
ease. Engaging in academic dishonesty may impede 
the learning capacity of adolescents by stifling the 
development of important study skills (e.g., research-
ing and problem solving) and creating a deficit in 
knowledge and skills necessary to attain academic 
success. Therefore, adolescents’ academic dishonest 
behaviours on social media can inadvertently under-
mine the psychological need for competence.

Participants also highlighted the potential for social 
media to negatively impact their capacity to be fully 
engaged in academic tasks. Goal engagement (such 
as completing homework or studying for a test) is 
a crucial process for attaining educational pursuits 
(Yau et al., 2022). Furthermore, experiences of aca-
demic success in adolescence can enhance momen-
tary and future self-efficacy (Uchida et al., 2018) and 
have long term repercussions for functional growth, 
career and job opportunities, and positive develop-
ment (Crede et al., 2015; Fredricks et al., 2016). Social 
media interruptions whilst studying can challenge 
competence momentarily (e.g., inability to focus 
whilst completing a specific homework task), or 
short term (e.g., attaining poor marks on an assign-
ment) as well as longer term (e.g., failing to get the 
grades needed to pursue a degree).

Participants revealed detailed examples of how 
their social media use interferes with concentration, 
diminishing work quality and potentially leading to 
lower grades and academic performance. This reflects 
Kokoç (2021) findings with Turkish participants aged 
14–18. Kokoç demonstrated that adolescents who 
multi-task with social media whilst studying or doing 
homework report reduced attention control which 
mediated poorer academic performance. Within the 

current study, a key issue participants identified, was 
the potential for distraction and procrastination via 
social media when endeavouring to study. Siebers 
et al. (2022) note that literature exploring social 
media and distraction is scarce and typically focuses 
on adults rather than adolescents. Similarly, research 
investigating social media and procrastination is lim-
ited and primarily focused on emerging adults (Alblwi 
et al., 2021; Anwar et al., 2022; Li & Ye, 2022). This gap 
in the literature is notable when considering that, 
“adolescents differ from adults in their levels of 
reward sensitivity, impulse control, future orientation, 
and susceptibility to peer influence” (Icenogle & 
Cauffman, 2021, p. 1011). Subsequently, compared 
with adults, adolescents’ under-developed self- 
regulatory capacities, emphasis on peer relationships 
and the ubiquity of social media in their everyday 
lives may result in greater distraction and procrastina-
tion via social media.

Current findings align with and extend previous 
research demonstrating that social media places pres-
sure on self-control mechanisms by diverting atten-
tion from important tasks (such as homework). In 
a recent theoretical paper, Vanden Abeele et al. 
(2022) assert that distraction and habitual social 
media use is attributed to impulse-response mechan-
isms. They stressed that social media platforms are 
specifically designed to be addictive, capitalizing on 
human weakness with constant triggers aimed at 
drawing attention and encouraging continuous 
engagement (Vanden Abeele et al., 2022). 
Furthermore, research by Du et al. (2019) examined 
social media self-control failure for participants aged 
16–60 years (M = 33.81). They found that participants 
who habitually check phones, perceive social media 
as ubiquitous within their lives and have heightened 
awareness to notifications, are more likely to fail to 
control their social media use. Findings from the cur-
rent study show support these findings. Du et al.’s 
results demonstrated that social gratifications and 
potential for enjoyment did not predict self-control 
failure. Contrastingly, the current findings suggest 
that social and entertainment purposes contribute to 
adolescents’ distractedness when studying. This could 
reflect age discrepancy between the two samples. For 
example, adolescents place heightened importance 
on peer relationships therefore may be more enticed 
by social gratifications. Moreover, older generations 
may be more inclined to turn to more traditional 
forms of entertainment, whereas social media may 
be the “go to” option for social media natives. 
Current findings also demonstrate that social gratifi-
cations and entertainment encourage participants to 
procrastinate. Participants explained how the enter-
tainment appeal and interactions with friends on 
social media are more enjoyable than studying, there-
fore, they displace study time with social media 
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engagement. This aligns with research by Türel and 
Dokumaci (2022) who found that social media use, by 
Turkish students aged 12–16, resulted in academic 
procrastination which led to poorer academic 
achievement.

A key consideration is the type of motivation driv-
ing participants towards accomplishing academic 
tasks. Academic goals are often extrinsically driven 
(e.g., set homework from a teacher, requirements to 
pass an exam, or expectations from others in group-
work) which can challenge authentic engagement. 
Therefore, motivation to achieve these goals can be 
low, which may lead to instances of distraction, pro-
crastination and academic dishonesty, and thus fail to 
promote competence. Conversely, it has been well- 
established that for “intrinsically motivated actions, 
competence is an inherent satisfaction and energizer 
of action” (Ryan & Moller, 2017, p. 226).

Competence and personal strivings

Participants explained how their informal learning 
goals reflected personally meaningful, highly-valued 
and interest-driven endeavours, suggesting that they 
are intrinsically motivated. For example, participants 
noted that some goals were important for everyday 
functioning (such as grooming tips and emotion reg-
ulation strategies), others were driven by passion and 
enjoyment (such as investigating sports, creating 
YouTube channels and sharpening gaming expertise). 
Furthermore, findings suggested that participants 
used social media as a means to master personally- 
valued knowledge and skills. Mastery experiences 
involve the pursuit of goals via direct, personal experi-
ences (as opposed to vicarious experiences) and they 
are the foremost source of self-efficacy (Bandura,  
1977). Self-efficacy contributes to competency when 
the task at hand is optimally challenging rather than 
too easy or too difficult (Ryan & Moller, 2017). Current 
findings showed that participants seek and achieve 
optimally challenging tasks via social media as they 
strive towards goal accomplishment. For example, 
they use social media to develop new skills and 
expand their knowledge, therefore, associated tasks 
should not be too easy as they are aimed at growth 
and learning. Participants also discussed how they 
encounter difficult challenges, however, access to 
the broad range of information that social media 
affords (e.g., YouTube videos, fact sheets and peer 
guidance) helps them tackle challenges and success-
fully accomplish goals. For example, when stymied by 
an obstacle whilst online gaming, one participant 
accessed YouTube to learn the strategy necessary to 
overcome the challenge.

Findings suggest that participants’ interest-driven 
interactions often enable them to experience flow. 
Flow is an intrinsically motivated state where 

individual’s feel completely present and absorbed in 
an enjoyable activity (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi,  
2009). Flow activities support the need for compe-
tence as they provide a series of graded challenges, 
that promote continued and enhanced enjoyment as 
skills develop (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). 
Characteristics of flow experiences include distortion 
of temporal experience, focused and intense concen-
tration on the task at hand, and a balanced challenge 
to skill ratio (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). 
A key example from the current study is reflected in 
participants’ experiences whilst gaming. Participants 
shared how they enjoy the challenge of striving to 
“level up” and get totally immersed and lose track of 
time whilst gaming. Furthermore, research shows that 
flow is intensified during group activities that involve 
co-operating with others (Magyaródi & Oláh, 2017). 
Therefore, participants may experience enhanced flow 
states as they noted that they typically game in 
teams. A recent meta-analysis (Harris et al., 2021) 
demonstrated a consistent positive association 
between flow experience and task performance. This 
suggest that adolescents’ flow experiences whilst 
using social media have the potential to enhance 
their sense of competence.

An interesting finding was that social media provides 
opportunities for adolescents to use character strengths. 
Fostering character strengths can support optimal devel-
opment and functioning (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) and 
has been associated with factors that influence a sense of 
competence, including increased engagement and per-
formance (Karris Bachik et al., 2020; Villacís et al., 2021), 
inquisitiveness (Tang et al., 2019), higher self-efficacy 
(Vela et al., 2017; Zhou et al., 2021), and enhanced well-
being (Kumar & Mohideen, 2021). Current findings illu-
strated ways social media enables participants to use and 
hone character strengths. For example, sharing funny 
memes and engaging in banter reflects the character 
strength of humour. Collaborative learning and gaming 
with friends align with the strength of teamwork. Helping 
others with problems demonstrates the strengths of 
kindness, perspective and love. Additionally, using social 
media to access a range of information reflects curiosity 
and love of learning. Participants also mentioned they are 
often motivated to engage in these tasks due to the 
inherent satisfaction, which infers they are intrinsically 
rewarding and therefore competence supportive.

Competence and sleep

Although participants discussed how social media can be 
used for a range of activities that enhance competence, 
the timing of their social media use is important. In addi-
tion to their social media use impeding study time, parti-
cipants stressed how it also interferes with their sleep 
time. Consistent with previous literature (Alonzo et al.,  
2021; MacKenzie et al., 2022; Varghese et al., 2021) 
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participants shared how their bedtime social media use 
displaces sleep time, resulting in reduced sleep duration. 
In addition, they noted how their bedtime social media 
habits lead to poor sleep quality and delayed sleep onset. 
This aligns with findings by Varghese et al. (2021) who 
found that Italian adolescents’ social media use also leads 
to difficulties with sleep onset. A recent literature review 
by MacKenzie et al. (2022) revealed that adolescents aged 
between 10 and 24 years from a variety of countries 
(including Australia) perceived their engagement with 
social media at bedtime to be driven by “social motiva-
tions” and “habitual use”. Social motivations included 
FOMO (fear of missing out) and social accountability 
(e.g., constantly being available for friends). Habitual use 
included urges to check phones, non-intentional scrolling 
and losing track of time. The current study substantiates 
these findings demonstrating that social motivations and 
habitual use also drive Australian adolescents’ social 
media use at bedtime. Moreover, current findings extend 
those of Mackenzie et al. by providing further details into 
how participants’ sleep is impaired by their social media 
use. For example, participants explained how cognitive 
arousal from using social media contributes to delayed 
sleep onset, and the easy accessibility and close proximity 
of devices both delays and interrupts sleep.

Sleep plays a critical role in healthy development 
and effectual daily functioning. Inadequate sleep can 
impair learning, cognition and emotion regulation, and 
research suggests this is particularly true during the 
formative period of adolescence (Galván, 2020). 
Adolescents who experience short sleep duration 
have diminished attention, working memory and cog-
nitive processing, as well as decreased positive mood 
(Lo et al., 2016; Orna & Efrat, 2022). Furthermore, ado-
lescents who have insufficient or poor-quality sleep 
experience adverse mental and behavioural outcomes 
including diminished capacity to control negative 
emotions, increased emotionality, conduct problems 
and issues with peer relationships (Kosticova et al.,  
2020). Therefore, the negative repercussions of inade-
quate sleep have the potential to undermine compe-
tence within many domains (e.g., socially, emotionally, 
functionally and academically). This was evidenced in 
the current study as participants described how their 
nocturnal social media use inhibits their capacity to 
function properly the following day. For example, 
they reported feeling irritable, short-tempered, and 
unable to think clearly or concentrate. Participants 
described how they experience an internal battle 
between the forces that drive their bedtime social 
media use and the awareness that they should take 
responsibility to curtail their behaviours. Despite 
acknowledging the high potential for negative reper-
cussions, participants noted that they typically priori-
tize social media over sleep. This causes frustration that 
feeds into the feeling of incompetence. Incompetence 
is exacerbated further as self-imposed strategies (e.g., 

allocating time limits or putting devices down) aimed 
at combatting bedtime use, often results in failed 
attempts to disengage.

Limitations, implications and future directions

Caution should be taken when generalizing findings to 
other populations. For instance, the current sample of 
students were from schools with above average SES. 
Research demonstrates that adolescents from lower 
SES backgrounds experience multiple stressors which 
negatively impact cognition, health and behaviour and 
contribute to reduced social and academic competence 
(Cedeño et al., 2016). Furthermore, literature suggests 
that young people from lower SES backgrounds are 
more susceptible to risks associated with social media 
use (Banaji et al., 2018). Therefore, adolescents from 
lower SES backgrounds may have different experiences 
when using social media with regards to satisfying the 
psychological need for competence. Moreover, the cur-
rent findings are based on 15-year-old adolescents. It is 
plausible that adolescents in different developmental 
stages (i.e., early and late adolescence) may encounter 
unique and different experiences. For example, current 
findings revealed that by mid-adolescence, despite 
experiencing challenges, participants considered them-
selves to have acquired a high level of social media 
expertise. In contrast, early adolescents are compara-
tively inexperienced with under-developed social 
media literacies (Pangrazio & Cardozo-Gaibisso, 2020) 
and therefore may feel less effective within the social 
media environment. Furthermore, the impact of social 
media use on factors outside of the social media envir-
onment (e.g., sleep, study or personal interests) may 
differ across adolescence with varied implications for 
competence. In addition, a range of other factors such 
as parental regulation, cultural differences, and various 
demographic variables may also influence the relation-
ship between social media use and competence. 
Therefore, future research is needed to unravel some 
of the intricacies.

The current study addresses the recent call for “a 
more nuanced perspective to understand the who, 
what, and when of social media use and its impact 
on adolescent well-being” (Hamilton et al., 2022, 
p. 662). Findings highlighted how the pervasive inte-
gration of social media within contemporary adoles-
cents’ lives impacts young peoples’ experiences of 
competence differently compared with previous gen-
erations. In addition to striving to be effective within 
the more traditional contexts (e.g., school, family, 
sporting clubs and face-to-face social groups), adoles-
cents have the added pressure of trying to success-
fully navigate the ever-changing and highly complex 
social media context. Participants explained that there 
is a steep learning curve when negotiating the many 
challenges they encounter when using social media. 
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Therefore, the current study substantiates the propo-
sition by researchers that social media literacy is 
necessary to help people successfully navigate the 
digital communication society that we now live in 
(Cho et al., 2022; Festl, 2021).

Consistent with the recommendations by Cho et al. 
(2022), current findings suggest that social media lit-
eracy could play a central role as a preventative 
approach to circumvent obstacles that impede adoles-
cents’ competence. This study also illuminated that 
social media literacy should not only aim to combat 
negative outcomes, it could be designed to help ado-
lescents use social media in a way that enhances their 
experiences and cultivates competence. The field of 
social media literacy is emergent, thus, Cho et al. 
(2022) recognize the need to modify and refine their 
framework. An important consideration is to develop 
social media literacy programmes that target specific 
needs and experiences at different stages of adoles-
cence. The current study identifies factors that could 
increase the efficacy and relevance of social media lit-
eracy programmes for mid-adolescents. For example, 
the timing of programme implementation should be 
carefully considered, as findings suggest that mid- 
adolescents would benefit from acquiring social media 
literacy skills prior to joining platforms. In addition, pro-
grammes could help mid-adolescents recognize poten-
tial obstacles that emerge when communicating online 
(e.g., lack of sensory cues) compared with in person. This 
could alleviate the high potential for misinterpretation 
and the subsequent strong, negative emotional reac-
tions that participants described. Considering adoles-
cents experience heightened emotionality, 
programmes could incorporate strategies that increase 
awareness of how emotions play a pivotal role in the 
creation and interpretation of content. Furthermore, 
current findings highlighted how mid-adolescents’ com-
petence can be supported through teaching younger 
siblings about social media. Schools could introduce 
a near-peer mentoring component within social media 
literacy programmes. This could be useful for both 
cohorts; mid-adolescents could experience a sense of 
competence from imparting their social media knowl-
edge, whilst the younger students may be more 
engaged learning from people who have lived- 
experienced and a deep understanding of social media.

A notable finding from the current study was how 
adolescents’ online interactions permeate offline 
worlds with regards to their experiences of compe-
tence. Their social media use has broad implications 
for competence within many life domains outside of 
the digital realm. For example, findings accentuated 
that enhancing social competencies through social 
media nurtures offline relationships. Acquiring skills 
and knowledge via social media can complement for-
mal learning and promote informal learning that 
extends knowledge beyond what is offered within 

the school curriculum. Pursuing interests and passions 
via social media can foster competence within offline 
leisure pursuits. On the contrary, adolescents’ engage-
ment with social media can have serious negative 
implications for everyday functioning, learning and 
sleep, which in turn impedes competence. These find-
ings highlight how adolescents’ online and offline 
worlds are intricately interwoven. Subsequently, 
further research into how adolescents’ social media 
use impacts competence should adopt an approach 
that recognizes the interconnectedness between con-
texts (e.g., social media, school, peer groups, and 
homelife). This would help to illuminate the nuances 
of how adolescents’ social media use can potentially 
influence competence (both positively and nega-
tively) across many facets of their lives.

Conclusion

This study explores how adolescents’ social media use 
impacts the psychological need for competence. 
Applying multiple qualitative methods and consulting 
directly with adolescents, produced in-depth and 
unique insights. Findings revealed that adolescents’ 
social media use can cultivate competence by enhan-
cing social competencies, enabling mastery experi-
ences and goal accomplishment, and promoting 
social media expertise. However, it can also constrain 
competence by engendering feelings of ineffective-
ness within the social media environment, interfering 
with sleep, and hindering learning. An important find-
ing was that adolescents’ interactions on social media 
have broader implications that influence their every-
day functioning within both online and offline realms. 
These findings are particularly pertinent when consid-
ering that contextual environments are integral in 
promoting positive or negative developmental trajec-
tories. As social media is a pervasive and prominent 
context within adolescents’ lives, and there is scarce 
literature examining the impact on competence, 
further research is warranted. What is needed is the 
development of social media literacy programmes, 
specifically tailored for different developmental 
stages, that help adolescents engage with social 
media in a way that encourages the cultivation of 
competence and circumvents constraints on 
competence.
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