RESEARCH PAPER

Digital Addiction and Mental Health Outcomes Among Students: A Systematic
Review

Anshu Kain', Om Prakash Swami?’, Jyoti Katiyar’, Krupa Patel * Meenal Caleb®, Dinesh Kumar
Kachhawa®, Chauhan Hardik Govindbhai’

! Associate Professor, School of Nursing Noida International University Noida Plot 1, Yamuna Expy, Sector 17A, Uttar
Pradesh Email: anshu.kain@niu.edu.in
2Associate Professor, Mahatma Gandhi Nursing College, Jaipur  opswami@mgumst.org
3Assistant Professor / PhD Scholar, Obstetrics and Gynecology, Vimla Nursing College Ramaipur Kanpur Nagar
jkatiyar39@gmail.com
“Lecturer, School of Medico-Legal Studies, National Forensic Sciences University Gandhinagar
patelkrupa4466@gmail.com
SProf cum Principal, Sainath College of Nursing, Singrauli, M.P meenalcalebO0@gmail.com
6Associate Professor, College Rani Durgawati Nursing College, Banda, UP badalkumar008@gmail.com

7 Assistant Professor, Dr. Subhash University, School of Nursing, Dr. Subhash Road, Joshipura, Junagadh, Gujarat

Email: hc381161@gmail.com

Corresponding author: Dr. Om Prakash Swami,
Associate Professor, Mahatma Gandhi Nursing College, Jaipur opswami@mgumst.org

Abstract

Introduction: Digital technology has become an essential component of students' academic and social lives. The
widespread use of smartphones, social media platforms, online gaming, and internet-based applications has increased
concerns regarding digital addiction among students. Excessive digital engagement has been associated with various
adverse mental health outcomes, including depression, anxiety, stress, sleep disturbances, and reduced psychological well-
being. This systematic review aims to synthesize current evidence regarding the relationship between digital addiction
and mental health outcomes among students.

Methodology: A systematic review was conducted following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines. Electronic databases including PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect,
and Google Scholar were searched for studies published between 2015 and 2025. Studies assessing digital addiction and
mental health outcomes among school, college, and university students were included. Data were extracted and
synthesized narratively.

Results: A total of 1,246 records were identified through database searching. Following screening and eligibility
assessment, 22 studies met the inclusion criteria. Most studies reported significant associations between digital addiction
and adverse mental health outcomes. Commonly reported outcomes included depression, anxiety, psychological distress,
sleep disturbances, loneliness, low self-esteem, and poor academic performance. Smartphone addiction and social media
addiction were the most frequently investigated forms of digital addiction.

Conclusion: Digital addiction is a growing public health concern among students and is consistently associated with
negative mental health outcomes. Educational interventions, digital literacy programs, mental health counseling, and
appropriate technology-use policies are necessary to reduce digital addiction and promote psychological well-being
among students.
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Introduction uncontrolled usage has emerged as a significant concern

Digital technology has transformed modern education
and communication, providing students with
unprecedented access to information, online learning
platforms, and social networking opportunities.! The
rapid proliferation of smartphones, tablets, and internet-
enabled devices has substantially increased digital
engagement among adolescents and young adults
worldwide.> While these technologies offer numerous
educational and social benefits, excessive and
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for researchers, educators, and healthcare professionals.?
Digital addiction is generally defined as excessive,
compulsive, and poorly controlled engagement with
digital technologies that results in impairment of daily
functioning.* The concept encompasses various forms of
problematic technology use, including smartphone
addiction, internet addiction, social media addiction, and
online gaming addiction.” Students are particularly
vulnerable to digital addiction because of their
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developmental stage, increased exposure to digital
devices, academic demands, and dependence on online
communication platforms.®

The widespread availability of mobile internet has
significantly altered students' behavioral patterns. Many
students spend several hours daily using smartphones for
educational activities, entertainment, gaming, social
networking, and communication.” Although moderate
use of technology may facilitate learning and social
interaction, excessive use can negatively affect
emotional, cognitive, and social functioning.® Emerging
evidence suggests that digital addiction is associated
with psychological distress, depressive symptoms,
anxiety disorders, sleep disturbances, loneliness, low
self-esteem, and reduced academic achievement.’

The COVID-19 pandemic further accelerated digital
engagement among students due to online learning and
social distancing measures.'® During this period,
students became increasingly dependent on digital
platforms for education, communication, and recreation,
raising concerns regarding problematic digital behaviors
and associated mental health consequences.!! Several
studies conducted after the pandemic reported increased
screen time and higher prevalence of smartphone and
internet addiction among adolescents and university
students.'?

Depression and anxiety have emerged as the most
frequently reported mental health outcomes associated
with digital addiction. Students with problematic
smartphone or social media use often experience
emotional dysregulation, social comparison, fear of
missing out (FOMO), and increased psychological
stress.!* Furthermore, excessive screen exposure before
bedtime has been linked to poor sleep quality, delayed
sleep onset, and daytime fatigue, all of which contribute
to deteriorating mental health.'*

Recent research has also highlighted the role of social
media addiction in shaping self-perception and
psychological well-being. Continuous exposure to
idealized online content may contribute to negative body
image, low self-esteem, and feelings of inadequacy
among students.'”® Additionally, excessive digital
engagement may reduce face-to-face interactions and
meaningful social relationships, leading to loneliness
and social isolation.'®

Despite increasing research in this area, findings remain
dispersed across different populations and settings. A
comprehensive synthesis of available evidence is
essential to understand the extent of the problem and
inform effective intervention strategies. Therefore, this
systematic review was undertaken to evaluate the
relationship between digital addiction and mental health
outcomes among students and to identify key
implications for educational institutions, healthcare
professionals, and policymakers.!”

Objectives

General Objective

To systematically review the evidence regarding digital
addiction and its association with mental health
outcomes among students.

Specific Objectives

1. To identify the prevalence and forms of digital
addiction among students.

2. Toexamine the association between digital addiction
and depression.

3. To assess the relationship between digital addiction
and anxiety.

4. To evaluate the impact of digital addiction on sleep
quality and psychological well-being.

5. To identify strategies for prevention and
management of digital addiction among students.

Methodology

Review Design

This systematic review was conducted according to the
PRISMA 2020 guidelines.

Data Sources

The following electronic databases were searched:
e PubMed

e Scopus

e Web of Science

e ScienceDirect

e Google Scholar

Search Strategy

The following search terms were used:

("Digital Addiction" OR "Smartphone Addiction" OR
"Internet Addiction" OR "Social Media Addiction")
AND ("Mental Health" OR "Depression" OR "Anxiety"
OR "Psychological Well-being") AND ("Students" OR
"Adolescents" OR "University Students")

Inclusion Criteria

e Published between 2015-2025

e English-language studies

Students aged 12-30 years

Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-method studies
Studies reporting mental health outcomes

Exclusion Criteria

e Editorials and opinion articles

e Conference abstracts

e Duplicate studies

o Studies without mental health outcomes
e Non-student populations

Study Selection Process

Records identified through database searching were
screened based on title and abstract. Full-text articles
meeting  eligibility  criteria ~ were  reviewed
independently. Studies fulfilling all inclusion criteria
were included in the final synthesis.

Data Extraction

The following information was extracted:
e Author and year

e Country

e Study design

e Sample size

e Type of digital addiction
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e Mental health outcomes
o Key findings

PRISMA Flow Diagram Summary
PRISMA Stage

Quality Assessment

Methodological quality was assessed using the Joanna
Briggs Institute (JBI) Critical Appraisal Checklist
appropriate to each study design.

Number of Studies

Records identified through databases 1246

Duplicates removed
Records screened
Records excluded
Full-text articles assessed

Full-text articles excluded

Studies included in review

Results

Characteristics of Included Studies

Author (Year) Country Study Design
Multiple Systematic

Sohn et al. (2019) Countries Review

Elhai et al. (2017) USA Cross-sectional

Demirci et al. (2015) Turkey Cross-sectional

Samaha & Hawi

(2016) Lebanon Cross-sectional
Kuss et al. (2018) UK Review
Andreassen (2015)  Norway Review

Summary of Findings

Among the 22 included studies:

e 86% reported a significant association between
digital addiction and depression.

o 82% reported increased anxiety among digitally
addicted students.

o 73% identified sleep disturbances as a major
consequence.

o 68% reported elevated stress levels.

® 59% found significant associations with loneliness
and social isolation.

e 55% reported reduced academic performance.
Discussion

The findings of this systematic review indicate a strong
and consistent association between digital addiction and
adverse mental health outcomes among students.
Smartphone addiction emerged as the most frequently
studied form of digital addiction, followed by social
media addiction and internet addiction. The majority of
included studies demonstrated significant associations
between excessive digital technology use and
depression, anxiety, stress, sleep disturbances, and
psychological distress.

The findings are consistent with previous reviews
suggesting that problematic digital engagement may
influence emotional regulation, social functioning, and
cognitive performance. Excessive social media use may
increase social comparison and fear of missing out,

Sample Type of

Various

214
1032
921
111
89
22

Digital Mental Health

Addiction Outcome

41 studies Smartphone Addiction Depression, Anxiety

Smartphone Addiction Depression

Smartphone Addiction Anxiety, Sleep
Problems
Smartphone Addiction Stress

Internet Addiction Psychological Distress

Various Social Media Addiction Anxiety, Depression

thereby contributing to anxiety and depressive
symptoms. Similarly, prolonged screen exposure can
disrupt sleep patterns, which subsequently affects
mental health and academic functioning.

Educational institutions should prioritize digital
wellness programs and integrate mental health
promotion strategies within academic environments.
Early identification and intervention are essential to
minimize the long-term consequences of digital
addiction among students.

Conclusion

This systematic review demonstrates that digital
addiction is significantly associated with adverse mental
health outcomes among students. Depression, anxiety,
stress, sleep disturbances, loneliness, and reduced
academic performance were the most frequently
reported  consequences. Given the increasing
dependence on digital technologies, comprehensive
preventive and intervention strategies are needed to
promote healthy technology use and safeguard students'
mental well-being.

Recommendations

1. Implement digital wellness education programs in
schools and universities.

2. Conduct routine screening for digital addiction
among students.
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3. Strengthen counseling and psychological support
services.

4. Promote balanced screen-time practices.

5. Encourage physical activity and social interaction.

6. Develop institutional policies addressing responsible
digital technology use.

7. Conduct longitudinal studies to establish causal
relationships.
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