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It’s Time to Confront Student Mental Health Issues Associated with
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An increased focus on overall student health and
wellness is one of the more recent evolutions in higher
education. Pharmacy and other health professions colleges in particular have recognized that well-being is important for students preparing for high-stress health care
careers. This awareness has prompted universities and
colleges to proactively address risk factors for stress, depression and anxiety, and educate students about the importance of sleep, nutrition, exercise and hobbies.1
The current emphasis on student well-being has occurred alongside what many psychiatrists and college
counselors have called an emerging mental health crisis
at colleges and universities.2,3 The American College
Health Association (ACHA) conducts an annual national
survey that examines the health of college students. From
their 2016 survey of 5099 graduate and professional students across 34 schools, the ACHA reports that within the
last 12 months, 41.5% of students “felt things were hopeless,” 51.8% “felt very lonely,” 55.3% “felt overwhelming anxiety,” and 33.5% “felt so depressed that it was
difficult to function.”4 The results are even more alarming
for undergraduate students who reported 52.7%, 67.3%,
61.9%, and 39.1% respectively for the same questions.5
These reports indicate a growing historical trend from
previous years of the study and paint an alarming picture
of the mental health status of the college student population. Despite allocating significant financial resources and
hiring additional counseling personnel to aid students,
many universities struggle to handle the burgeoning demand for counseling and treatment of students struggling
in the mental health arena.6
There are numerous complex and inter-related factors
that may be contributing to the rise of reported mental health
issues among college students including economic pressures, psychopharmacology, breakdown of family structures,

intense pressure to succeed academically, high rates of narcissism, and a host of other broad societal, cultural, and personal factors.7 However, recent research is beginning to
indicate that there may be another underlying factor that is
playing a role in college student mental health issues: use of
smartphones and social media. Educators have long been
concerned with the digital distractions resulting from these
relatively new innovations, but some researchers are now
suggesting that the combined effects of smartphone and social
media use may also negatively affect well-being.8 Eiser,
a prominent “generations” researcher, has expressed concern that the combined prevalence of smartphones and social
media throughout society has created substantial negative
effects on today’s youth. She correlates the rise in depression
and anxiety with the rise in smartphone and social media use,
citing a trend that shows without exception, the more time
spent on screen activities, the more likely one will be unhappy.9 She also connects the growing demands for “safe
spaces” and campus speech restrictions to a generation who
communicates and socializes primarily online. She explains
that most of the “threats” this generation has received have
come through social media and texts, and therefore, they are
more likely to associate “words” with violence.10
Especially in today’s political climate, online communications often turn into battles subjecting users to
angst and distress. Much has also been written about
how social media can adversely affect one’s happiness
and self-esteem when viewing the highly “curated” lives
of others on Facebook, Instagram, etc.11 Other members
of the popular press have reported that the trend toward
digital communications has resulted in students who are
lonely in crowds of thousands because they have substituted
authentic, face-to-face relationships with virtual friendships
(through texts, Facebook, and Instagram) that are void of
emotional nourishment.12 One of the more troubling
aspects with digital afflictions is that the effects are more
insidious than overt, making them much more difficult to
recognize. One of these effects is the overall psychological toll that these technologies can exert on individuals.
Because users remain accessible to others 24 hours a day, it
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becomes more challenging to psychologically disengage
from work and other stressful activities.13 This has perhaps
helped fuel a growing grassroots “unplug” movement, in which
individuals voluntarily forego the use of digital technologies
for a period of time in order to alleviate mental health issues
and reconnect with oneself and one’s community.14,15
Popular press titles such as “Have smartphones destroyed a generation?” garner attention, but one must be
careful to not accept sensationalistic headlines as a true
indication of problems. Results of recent research studies,
however, do lend a measure of credence to those reports.
These research studies reveal a plethora of factors related
to smartphones and social media that have negative consequences for sleep, anxiety and depression. In a study of
young adults, 20 to 24 years old (n54156), frequent
phone use was associated with higher stress, sleep disturbances, and depression.16 Another study of adolescents,
12 to 17 years old (n5362) showed that higher levels of
smartphone use at night before bed is also related to
shorter sleep patterns and more symptoms of depression.17 Results of a study of college students, 18 to 25
years old (n5249), showed a positive relationship between smartphone overuse and level of stress.18 Similarly, results from a study of smart device (smartphones
or tablets) users (n5274) revealed that higher levels of
smart device use was associated with higher levels of
stress and depression.19 Several studies have also shown
that the “fear of missing out” (FOMO) is associated with
problematic smartphone use.20 FOMO is the “pervasive
apprehension that others might be having rewarding experiences from which one is absent.” This new phenomenon is exacerbated by the connective natures of
smartphones and social media and threatens the psychological health of those unable to un-tether themselves.21 In
addition to the links between smartphone use and mental
health concerns, the effects of various aspects of digital
communications themselves are being studied. Toma reports on the overall psychological cost resulting from the
self-presentation effects of social media. She summarizes
a plethora of recent studies indicating that social media
users’ comparisons with others often result in envy, depression, reduced happiness, etc. because they perceive others’
lives more favorable than their own.22
One of the major concerns of psychologists and digital media experts is the propensity toward addiction in
today’s “attention economy.” In their efforts to capture
attention (and market share) of users, device and app developers may have unwittingly (or in some cases, intentionally) designed for addiction, by using psychological
tricks to develop a craving for the instantaneous “highs”
of texts, social media “likes,” comments, etc.23,24 The
trends in drug and alcohol use among the millennial

generation has decreased, while the amount of time spent
attending to smartphone activity continues to climb. This
has led some researchers to suggest that those susceptible
to addiction have simply shifted to a new drug: smartphones.9 Responding to dings, banners, symbols, and other
notification alerts has been shown to be very similar to
effects of casino slot machines. Neuroimaging studies
show that Internet addiction (of which smartphone and
social media addictions are a subset) shows similar increases in activity in brain regions associated with
substance-related addictions.25 One disturbing research
finding related to the issue of addiction is that the mere
presence of a smartphone reduces cognitive capacity by
keeping the user on “alert,” which ultimately adds to the
potential psychological toll of the device.26 Although,
issues with stress, anxiety, and depression are difficult to
detect on the surface, it is relatively easy to recognize
those with some form of digital addictions. Most of us
can probably envision the individual who is tethered to
their phone, always keeping it in sight, and checking it
relentlessly, despite being in the presence of or in conversations with others. It is also not difficult to picture
the image of young adults who browse their phone while
lying in bed at night, monitor it for texts and social media
notifications throughout the night, and immediately reach
for and check their phone upon waking.
If recent research reports associating digital technologies with mental health concerns are merited, it will not
be a simple problem to overcome. Because technological
advances are considered “progress,” it becomes more
challenging to admit and confront the negative effects
associated with them. Pushing back against smartphone
(and by association, social media) use can become very
controversial as the overreliance on them is still considered socially acceptable. Smartphones and social media
are associated with unprecedented advances in communications, organization, information retrieval, productivity, maintaining social connections, and many other
improvements in social and professional spheres. These
technologies are largely unquestioned as essential in
today’s educational and professional environments. It
would be difficult to dismiss all the conveniences that
these technologies offer and for their roles in numerous
advances in health care delivery and health care education.27,28 Many educators, in their noble efforts to “meet
the students where they live,” have taken advantage of
the affordances of mobile and social digital technologies
by incorporating them into regular instructional activities.29,30 Heavy use of these technologies may be considered simply a “way of life” and problems associated
with them dismissed as mere woes of those clinging to an
outdated culture.31
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Despite all of the positive aspects of smartphones
and social media and their acceptance as normal elements
of modern life, it may be time to confront the unintended
consequences on student lives. The “always on” culture
has created unreasonable expectations that users’ time,
attention, and mental energy constantly be attuned to digital connections. There is almost a presumption that rapid
responses to texts, messages, social media posts are a customary norm.32 We should not just bemoan and accept
these issues as unfortunate consequences of progress. If
we are serious about providing a “holistic” approach to
student development and wellness, we must consider the
emerging issues regarding mobile digital technologies as
a legitimate factor with regard to mental health. Although
a call for action regarding digital technologies and wellness within pharmacy and health professions education
might be considered somewhat premature, we would not
be the first to react. Psychiatrists have already begun to
recommend that students identified as suffering from anxiety or depression should be monitored for smartphone
addiction.33 The Royal Society of Public Health has also
called for education in UK public schools regarding safe
use of social media, and a digital media component in the
training of those supporting health and wellness.34
As health care educators, our first step should be to
recognize the potential issues associated with smartphone
use and critically examine the literature to understand the
nature of the problems. As with most things, more research is needed to establish cause and effect (not just
correlation) and to determine how prevalent the issues
are or are becoming in health professions education. It
is not yet clear whether smartphone and social media
use leads to mental health issues directly or whether individuals vulnerable to the issues are more susceptible to
use these technologies as a coping mechanism that in turn,
exacerbates the problems. We are just now entering an era
in which anxiety and depression are major threats to the
greater student population’s academic success and overall
wellness, therefore it will take time to unravel all the
causes and potential solutions. Pharmacy school counselors and student affairs personnel who work with students suffering from mental health issues will be critical
in determining the extent of problems associated with
smartphones and social media and the effectiveness of
strategies to counteract them. Second, although much
more is to be learned, enough is known to begin making
our students aware of the connections between mental
health and smartphones. We should begin to incorporate
information regarding digital afflictions in our wellness
education and promotions. Research regarding prevention and treatment of digital affliction is still ongoing,
but some of the suggested strategies to help alleviate the

issues may include mindfulness training, turning off
phone and app notifications, removing devices from bedrooms, and setting time and use limits.16,17,35,36 Cognitive
behavioral therapy has been used to treat forms of Internet
addictions and is also considered a potential viable treatment for overuse of smartphones and digital media.37,38
Finally, we need to understand how to maximize the
use of these technologies for education and professional
purposes, while helping our future health care practitioners recognize the risks of stress, anxiety, and depression that may accompany them. Because of the numerous
positive attributes of these technologies, they will not be
going away anytime soon; therefore, we must learn to
adapt their uses in a way that is both beneficial and psychologically healthy. This is far from a simple issue, but it
appears to be becoming an increasingly important one.
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