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Abstract
This special issue of the Journal for Technology in Behavioral Science includes articles focused on some of the diverse uses 
and issues related to social media use by the public, clients and patients, and health care professionals. Social media broadly 
includes many forms of electronic communications other than Facebook and Twitter, is continuously evolving, and for many 
a frequent form of communicating with others. Potential benefits and risks of using social media are identified with no clear 
consensus on many of the issues it presents.
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Introduction to the Special Edition on Social 
Media

Social media includes a wide range of diverse and evolving 
forms of communication technologies used by many people 
worldwide. An inclusive definition by Kaplan and Haenlein 
(2010) defines social media as a “group of internet-based 
applications that build on the ideological and technological 
foundations of Web 2.0, and that allows the creation and 
exchange of user-generated content.” In this special issue of 
the Journal of Technology in Behavioral Science (JTiBS), 
“Social Media and Telebehavioral Health” we included 
papers that examined potential benefits and risks of using 
social media, factors affecting its uses, how it is being used 
by various populations, including health professionals, and 
guidelines for use of social media.

Social media has had an impact on a global scale, and 
the diversity of papers chosen for this special issue reflects 
the current state of this innovative and emerging field. The 
papers in this special issue include social media studies 
from authors from Australia, Canada, China, India, Nigeria, 
United States, and United Kingdom. We aimed to include 
papers representing the diversity of research in social media, 
including uses in healthcare settings, health impacts, and the 
use of social media in combination with other technologies, 
such as email and texting.

In this special issue we aim to inform behavioral health 
practitioners, educators, trainers, the general public, and 
professional and health organizations regarding the increas-
ing uses in healthcare settings, the potential impact social 
media has on many aspects of society, and provide guidance 
regarding best practices for use in healthcare settings.

Professional Uses of Social Media

Social media communications use by healthcare profession-
als continues to present ethical challenges, particularly for 
regulatory boards that are charged with enforcing licensure 
laws and rules, even though a number of national health pro-
fessional organizations have developed and adopted social  
media guidelines to provide guidance in this regard. The 
paper by Drude and Messer-Engel (2020) described the 
development and adoption of social media guidelines by the 
Association of State and Provincial Psychology Boards, the 
national organization for the 65 separate psychology licens-
ing boards in Canada and the United States and its territo-
ries. A major goal was to provide a shared perspective for 
all jurisdictions in both countries regarding the interpreta-
tion and application of ethical standards in the use of social 
media by psychologists in both countries.

Two papers focus on examples of how social media was 
used in providing or promoting mental health and or substance 
abuse treatment to consumers. Guenzel et al., 2021 found  
that providing a social media app (Sober Grid) to adults in an 
outpatient addiction recovery program after they completed 
an inpatient addiction program was a valuable complement  
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to their treatment in reducing relapse. The authors empha-
sized that different participants used the app in different 
ways for peer support including chatting with other pro-
gram participants for support, providing support to others  
and to “chat with others to build a positive social network.”  
The paper by Hong et al., 2021 demonstrated an example of how  
Facebook and Twitter were successfully used to decrease the 
stigma of military service members seeking mental health 
services and to promote the use of those services. This paper 
described a social media campaign developed by the United 
States Department of Defense and the analysis of the impact 
of Facebook and Twitter posts shared. Based upon the con-
tent analysis of the messages, they determined the quality of 
the messages that had the most impact on behavior. Findings 
emphasized the importance of knowing the culture of the 
target audience, which allowed more targeted messaging. As 
a result of these changes Facebook and Twitter messages, 
shares, and retweet significantly increased and the number 
of individuals seeking help increased.

The study by Ukoha and Stanieri, 2021 included a survey of  
Australian hospitals and medical clinics to learn how health 
organizations use social media communications. The authors 
found a wide diversity of uses including those that were  
patient focused (education, obtaining feedback, patient col-
laboration), professional focused (engaging in professional  
networking, education, conducting research), and general  
public health focused (engaging the public, promoting public 
health, crowdsourcing).

Social Media Use and Personal Impact 
or Relationships

Relating social media use to characteristics of the users such 
as well-being and mental health and negative health out-
comes is a common theme in social media studies. Many 
papers in this special issue examined this, and a diversity of 
results was described.

The mental health or well-being of social media users and  
their use of social media are studied in papers by Al-Saffaf,  
2021; Sindermann et  al.,  2021 and Keyte et  al., 2021.  
Al-Saggaf, 2021 and colleagues investigated the relationship 
of phubbing (or ignoring others present and giving attention 
to a smart phone), feeling bored, and fear of missing out 
(FOMO). They found that the fear of missing out acted as 
an “excuse to phub in order to avoid or alleviate the negative 
feeling of state boredom.” Another finding was that as the 
age of users increased, phubbing decreased. The study by 
Sindermann et al., 2021 looking at problematic uses of the 
social app, WeChat, by college students and faculty, exam-
ined a neuroticism self-rating of users and the mediating role 
of FOMO. This study positively related uses of WeChat that 
negatively impacted the user’s daily lives and well-being to 

neuroticism ratings that were also significantly related to 
FOMO. Thirty-six percent of the study participants obtained 
use ratings that the author posed “…might indicate an actual 
pathological overuse of WeChat.”

The issue of “addiction,” or excessive use of social media, 
was an underlying theme in several studies. A strong posi-
tive relationship between motor vehicle drivers with “mobile 
phone addiction proneness” and road accidents by Adeyemi, 
2021 is an example. Adeyemi, 2021 related self-reported 
road accidents in Nigeria to the drivers’ ratings on a Smart-
phone Addiction Survey – Short Version and found that driv-
ers prone to mobile phone addition were 2 ½ times more 
likely to have had an accident linked directly or indirectly 
to mobile phone use while driving.

Arora et al., 2021 studied the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic lockdown on Twitter users in India by analyzing the  
emotional content of tweets and the frequency of tweets by  
users. Tweets were analyzed for major emotional states, 
including happiness, sadness, anger, fear, disgust, and sur-
prise. A significant number of users (40.1%) expressed hap-
piness during the study and those with the most frequent 
tweets tended to express negative emotions (anger, disgust,  
or sadness) in their tweets.

The content analysis of Twitter tweets originating from 
Puerto Rico and the continental United States following 
Hurricane Maria by Rodriguez-Guzman et al., 2021 found 
that users tweeting from Puerto Rico had more positive 
emotional content than those from elsewhere. Interestingly, 
tweets from outside of Puerto Rico more frequently refer-
enced death than those originating from Puerto Rico. The 
authors concluded that Twitter users from Puerto Rico were 
less focused on the past or future.

Instagram use by young adults and its relationship to their 
well-being was explored by Keyte et al., 2021. They found a  
strong positive correlation between the frequency of Instagram  
usage and well-being as measured by self-ratings of depres-
sion, anxiety, and stress, and a negative relationship between 
self-compassion and time spent using Instagram and poorer 
well-being. The authors asserted that “…Instagram intensity 
appeared to influence psychological well-being, with partici-
pants who spent more time on Instagram reporting poorer 
psychological well-being…”.

A qualitative study by Shensa et al., 2021 compared the 
negative and positive social media experiences of a sample 
of young adults in the United States and examined the poten-
tial impact on their mental health as measured by the self-
reported depressive symptoms as measured by the PHQ-9 
of the study participants. One of several significant find-
ings was that participants that reported severe depressive 
symptoms (compared to those with no symptoms) indicated 
spending greater amounts of time using social media and 
using a greater number of different platforms. Both posi-
tive and negative social media themes were identified by 
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participants with those with more depressive symptoms 
more often perceiving negative effects than those with no 
depressive symptoms.

An opinion paper by Blake and Sauermilch, 2021 is a cau-
tionary commentary about labeling LBGQT + adolescents 
as having an Internet gaming disorder. They emphasized 
that parents and health professionals ought to consider the 
potential benefits that online gaming may provide to some 
LBGQT + adolescents and avoid assuming that it is addictive 
and a “problem.” They posited that “[n]eglecting the psycho-
social benefits of gaming for such populations during a criti-
cal phase of development would not only further contribute 
to the marginalization of sexual and gender minority popula-
tions broadly, but would also undercut our own understanding 
of the mental health implications of gaming at large.”

The survey of college students in Hong Kong, the United 
States, and the United Kingdom by Przybylski et al. 2021  
that looked for a relationship between briefly abstaining from  
using different social media and social relationships, positive 
and negative affect, and satisfaction did not find a positive 
relationship. Study participants were asked to not use any 
of ten different social media platforms for a day at a time. 
The abstinence compliance rate was relatively low (49.5%) 
and those that did comply reported lower rather than higher 
in-person, telephone, or email interactions. The authors con-
cluded that their findings indicated that taking a brief absti-
nence from social media did not have a measurable positive 
effect on well-being.

The Technology Acceptance Model was used by Kong 
et al., 2021 in their study to examine the relationship of attitudes  
about technology and its uses on the use of social media.  
Their study of college students showed that the perceived 
usefulness and ease of use of mobile social media were 
positively influenced their intended and actual use of social 
media.

We feel that the breadth and depth of the topics covered 
in the current special issue provide a good overview of the 
current state of field regarding the health impacts and uses 
of social media. While this is an emerging area of research, 
the impact of social media has been remarkable, and the 
potential for use is yet to be seen. 
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