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Social Media Is Making It Harder for Students to Study 

Student access to information has never been easier. Lecture notes, research 

databases, and academic tools are available on the same device students carry everywhere. 

But that same device, loaded with social media apps designed to capture and hold attention, is 

actively undermining the academic focus it could support. Excessive social media use 

demonstrably reduces study effectiveness, increases anxiety, and correlates with lower 

academic performance across multiple student populations. 

The effect on concentration is well-documented. A 2019 study published in the 

Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology found that college students who checked 

social media frequently during study sessions retained significantly less material than those 

who kept their phones out of reach. The researchers noted that even the presence of a phone 

on the desk, without it being used, was enough to reduce available cognitive capacity. The 

distraction does not require active scrolling. Anticipating a notification is sufficient. 

The mental health dimension compounds the academic one. A 2019 study in JAMA 

Pediatrics found that teenagers who spent more than three hours daily on social media were 

significantly more likely to report symptoms of depression and anxiety than those who spent 

less time online. For students already managing assignment pressure and exam stress, 

elevated anxiety directly affects the quality of studying, sleep, and performance. The two 

problems, distraction and anxiety, are not separate. They share a common source and 

reinforce each other. 
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Grade data reflects what the research predicts. A study conducted across multiple 

universities and published in Computers in Human Behavior found a consistent negative 

correlation between social media use and GPA. Students who reported the highest daily usage 

had the lowest grade point averages. Crucially, the relationship held even after controlling for 

factors like part-time employment and commuting time. Social media use was an independent 

predictor of academic underperformance, not simply a byproduct of a busy schedule. 

The argument here is not that social media is without value. It connects students to 

communities, supports mental health resources, and functions as a legitimate communication 

tool. But the design of most platforms, built around variable reward, infinite scroll, and 

notification systems calibrated to maximise time spent, works directly against the sustained 

attention academic work requires. Treating phone use during study time as a neutral habit is 

not supported by the evidence. The cost is measurable, and it is being paid in grades. 


