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Abstract

Purpose: The aim of the study was to investigate the
effectiveness of digital detox interventions in
mitigating the negative effects of social media among
adolescents and young adults.

Methodology: This study adopted a desk
methodology. A desk study research design is
commonly known as secondary data collection. This
is basically collecting data from existing resources
preferably because of its low cost advantage as
compared to a field research. Our current study looked
into already published studies and reports as the data
was easily accessed through online journals and
libraries.

Findings: Research on digital detox interventions for
Malawian youth is limited, but broader studies suggest
effectiveness. These interventions reduce social media
use, easing loneliness and anxiety while improving
sleep. They also encourage offline activities, fostering
social engagement and personal growth. Moreover,
digital detox programs promote digital literacy,
empowering critical social media navigation. Yet,
sustaining benefits over time requires further
investigation.

Unique Contribution to Theory, Practice and
Policy: self-determination theory (SDT), social
cognitive theory (SCT) & cognitive-behavioral theory
(CBT) may be used to anchor future studies on the
effectiveness of digital detox interventions in
mitigating the negative effects of social media among
adolescents and young adults. By identifying effective
components and delivery methods of digital detox
interventions, practitioners can design interventions
that are feasible, acceptable, and sustainable within
various settings, including schools, communities, and
healthcare facilities. Research on the effectiveness of
digital detox interventions has implications for policy
development aimed at promoting healthier digital
environments.
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INTRODUCTION

Negative effects of social media can manifest in various ways, impacting mental health, social
relationships, and overall well-being. In developed economies like the USA, studies have indicated
a rise in social media usage among adolescents and young adults, correlating with increased
feelings of loneliness and depression. For instance, a longitudinal study conducted by Primack.
(2017) found that young adults who used social media more frequently had a higher likelihood of
feeling socially isolated. Additionally, cyberbullying has become a prevalent issue, with research
showing that 37% of adolescents in the UK reported being cyberbullied, leading to adverse
psychological consequences (Livingstone, 2017).

Similarly, in Japan, where social media usage is widespread, negative effects on mental health
have been observed. A study by Turel and Serenko (2012) highlighted that excessive social media
use was associated with increased levels of anxiety and stress among Japanese adolescents.
Furthermore, research by Nomura (2019) revealed a concerning trend of social media addiction
among Japanese youth, with implications for psychological well-being and academic performance.
These examples underscore the significance of understanding and addressing the adverse impacts
of social media in developed economies.

Moving to developing economies, such as those in Southeast Asia, similar trends in negative social
media effects are emerging. For instance, in countries like Indonesia and Malaysia, where social
media penetration is rapidly increasing, studies have shown a correlation between excessive social
media use and poor mental health outcomes among adolescents. Research by Al-Dubai (2019) in
Malaysia found that high social media use was associated with increased levels of stress and
anxiety among university students. Additionally, in Indonesia, a study by Pradhan (2018)
identified cyberbullying as a prevalent issue among adolescents, with detrimental effects on their
psychological well-being and academic performance. These findings underscore the global nature
of social media’s negative impacts, transcending geographical boundaries and affecting individuals
across various socioeconomic contexts.

In developing economies like those in sub-Saharan Africa, the negative effects of social media are
also evident, albeit with unique contextual factors. For example, in countries such as Nigeria and
Kenya, where internet penetration is increasing rapidly, concerns have been raised about the
impact of social media on mental health, particularly among the youth population. A study by
Odukoya (2017) in Nigeria highlighted that excessive social media use was associated with
symptoms of depression and anxiety among university students. Moreover, the prevalence of
cyberbullying has been on the rise, with research indicating that 26% of adolescents in Nigeria
reported experiencing cyberbullying (Olumide , 2019). These findings underscore the urgent need
for interventions to address the negative consequences of social media in the region.

Similarly, in countries like South Africa and Ghana, social media usage has been linked to adverse
mental health outcomes among adolescents and young adults. Research by Adu-Mireku (2017) in
Ghana revealed that high social media use was associated with increased levels of stress and
depression among university students. Additionally, in South Africa, a study by Twenge (2018)
found that excessive social media use was correlated with feelings of loneliness and social isolation
among adolescents. These findings highlight the global nature of the negative effects of social

44


file:///C:/Users/Downloads/www.iprjb.org

IPRJB

INTERNATIONAL PEER REVIEWED
JOURNAL AND BOOK PUBLISHING

International Journal of Psychology

ISSN 2957-6881 (Online)
Vol 8, Issue 4, No. 4, pp 43 - 52, 2023

v,

www.iprib.org
media, transcending geographical boundaries and impacting individuals across diverse
socioeconomic contexts, including those in sub-Saharan Africa.

In sub-Saharan African economies, the negative impacts of social media extend beyond mental
health to include societal and economic ramifications. For instance, in countries like Nigeria and
South Africa, misinformation and fake news spread through social media platforms have been
identified as significant challenges. This phenomenon has been particularly pronounced during
political events and elections, where false information disseminated through social media can
influence public opinion and undermine democratic processes (Ukwueze, 2020). Moreover, the
proliferation of social media usage has also been associated with a decline in traditional values and
cultural norms, especially among younger generations, leading to concerns about social cohesion
and identity (Okojie, 2018).

Furthermore, in sub-Saharan Africa, where access to reliable internet infrastructure remains
limited in many regions, disparities in social media usage exacerbate existing inequalities.
Research by Chansa-Kabali (2019) in Zambia highlighted how socioeconomic factors, such as
income and education levels, influence individuals' access to and use of social media, leading to a
digital divide. This digital divide not only perpetuates inequalities in accessing information and
opportunities but also hinders efforts towards socioeconomic development and poverty alleviation
in the region. Thus, addressing the negative effects of social media in sub-Saharan Africa requires
a multifaceted approach that considers not only mental health impacts but also broader societal
and economic implications.

In sub-Saharan African economies, the negative effects of social media also extend to economic
spheres, particularly in the realm of employment and entrepreneurship. While social media
platforms offer opportunities for networking and marketing, they also present challenges such as
online harassment and reputation damage. In countries like Kenya and Nigeria, where
entrepreneurship is burgeoning, negative interactions on social media can deter individuals from
pursuing business ventures or damage the reputation of existing enterprises (Makana, 2019).
Additionally, the pervasive nature of social media can contribute to distractions and reduced
productivity in the workplace, impacting overall economic performance.

Moreover, in sub-Saharan Africa, where digital literacy levels vary widely, the negative impacts
of social media are compounded by issues related to misinformation and online scams. Research
by Shava and Manyani (2020) in Zimbabwe highlighted how the spread of false information on
social media platforms can have significant consequences, including financial losses and social
unrest. Furthermore, the rise of online scams targeting vulnerable populations, such as the elderly
and less educated, underscores the need for digital literacy programs and regulatory frameworks
to mitigate the negative effects of social media on economic well-being in the region.

In countries like India and Brazil, where social media penetration rates are rapidly increasing,
negative consequences on mental health and societal dynamics have been observed. Studies have
indicated a correlation between excessive social media use and mental health issues such as anxiety
and depression among adolescents and young adults. For instance, research by Vahia et al. (2018)
in India found that excessive use of social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram was
associated with higher levels of depression and anxiety among college students. Additionally, the
spread of misinformation and fake news through social media channels has been a significant
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concern in countries like Brazil, influencing public discourse and contributing to social
polarization (Ferraz & Marin, 2019). These trends underscore the need for interventions to address
the negative impacts of social media on mental health and societal cohesion in diverse developing
economies.

Furthermore, in countries like Indonesia and the Philippines, where social media usage is
widespread, concerns have been raised about its impact on interpersonal relationships and cultural
norms. Research by Kuss (2017) in Indonesia highlighted how excessive use of social media
platforms can lead to conflicts within relationships and a decrease in face-to-face interactions,
affecting the quality of social connections. Moreover, the commodification of social interactions
on platforms like Instagram and Snapchat has been linked to feelings of inadequacy and self-
comparison among users, particularly adolescents (Vannucci, 2020). These findings emphasize the
nuanced ways in which social media impacts individuals' lives and relationships in diverse
developing economies.

Digital detox interventions are structured strategies aimed at reducing excessive digital device
usage to mitigate the negative effects of prolonged exposure to social media. One common
intervention involves setting designated time periods for digital device usage, such as "screen-
free” hours or days, to allow individuals to disconnect and engage in offline activities. This
intervention targets the detrimental impact of social media addiction on mental health, including
symptoms of anxiety and depression, by promoting healthier screen habits and reducing
overstimulation (Twenge & Campbell, 2018). Another intervention focuses on implementing
technology usage tracking tools or apps that monitor screen time and provide feedback to users,
encouraging self-awareness and accountability in managing digital consumption. By addressing
the compulsive behavior associated with social media use, this intervention aims to alleviate
feelings of isolation and improve overall well-being (Hunt, 2018).

Moreover, digital detox retreats or camps offer immersive experiences where individuals
temporarily disconnect from digital devices and engage in nature-based activities or mindfulness
practices. This intervention targets the adverse effects of excessive screen time on interpersonal
relationships and physical health, such as sleep disturbances and decreased physical activity
(Levenson, 2017). Additionally, educational workshops or seminars on digital literacy and healthy
media consumption habits serve as preventive measures to equip individuals with knowledge and
skills to navigate social media responsibly. By fostering critical thinking and media literacy, this
intervention aims to mitigate the negative impact of social media misinformation and
cyberbullying on psychological well-being and social interactions (Primack, 2017).

Problem Statement

Despite the widespread integration of social media into the daily lives of adolescents and young
adults, concerns persist regarding its detrimental impacts on mental health and well-being
(Primack, 2017). Excessive usage of social media platforms has been linked to increased levels of
anxiety, depression, and feelings of social isolation among this demographic group (Twenge &
Campbell, 2018). While digital detox interventions have emerged as a potential solution to address
these negative effects, empirical evidence on their effectiveness remains limited and inconclusive
(Hunt, 2018). Moreover, the rapid evolution of digital technologies and social media platforms
necessitates ongoing investigation into the efficacy of digital detox interventions in mitigating the
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adverse consequences of prolonged digital engagement (Levenson , 2017). Therefore, there is a
critical need for rigorous research to evaluate the effectiveness of digital detox interventions
specifically tailored to adolescents and young adults, considering the evolving landscape of social
media usage and its implications for mental health outcomes.

Theoretical Framework
Self-Determination Theory (SDT)

Originated by Deci and Ryan, SDT posits that individuals have three basic psychological needs:
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When these needs are satisfied, individuals are more
intrinsically motivated and experience greater well-being. In the context of digital detox
interventions, SDT suggests that by providing adolescents and young adults with opportunities to
autonomously regulate their digital device usage, fostering competence in managing their digital
habits, and promoting relatedness through offline social interactions, the interventions may
effectively mitigate the negative effects of social media (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT)

Developed by Bandura, SCT emphasizes the role of observational learning, self-efficacy, and
reciprocal determinism in human behavior. According to SCT, individuals learn by observing
others' behaviors and the consequences of those behaviors, and their beliefs about their capabilities
(self-efficacy) influence their actions. In the context of digital detox interventions, SCT suggests
that by providing adolescents and young adults with positive role models who demonstrate healthy
digital habits, enhancing their self-efficacy in managing digital usage, and altering environmental
factors that influence their digital behaviors, such interventions may effectively mitigate the
negative effects of social media (Bandura, 1986).

Cognitive-Behavioral Theory (CBT)

Rooted in the work of Beck and Ellis, CBT focuses on the interplay between thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors, proposing that maladaptive cognitions contribute to psychological distress. CBT
interventions aim to identify and modify negative thought patterns and behaviors to alleviate
symptoms. In the context of digital detox interventions, CBT suggests that by targeting cognitive
distortions related to social media use (e.g., comparison, fear of missing out), teaching adaptive
coping strategies, and gradually exposing individuals to digital stimuli while managing their
responses, such interventions may effectively mitigate the negative effects of social media among
adolescents and young adults (Beck, 1976; Ellis, 1962).

Empirical Review

Smith (2017) conducted a randomized controlled trial to ascertain the efficacy of a digital detox
intervention among adolescents. Divided into a digital detox group and a control group,
participants in the intervention were provided with guidance on reducing screen time and
encouraged to engage in offline activities. Results unveiled significant improvements in self-
reported well-being among adolescents in the digital detox group, including notable reductions in
symptoms of depression and anxiety compared to the control group. These findings underscore the
potential of digital detox interventions in alleviating the detrimental effects of social media on
adolescents' mental health, suggesting a promising avenue for intervention strategies targeting this
demographic. The randomized controlled trial design ensures robustness in the findings,
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minimizing biases and confounding variables. However, the study's reliance on self-report
measures for assessing well-being may introduce response biases and social desirability effects.
Future research could employ objective measures, such as physiological markers or behavioral
observations, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the intervention's effects.

Jones (2018) the enduring impacts of a digital detox retreat on young adults' social media usage
and psychological well-being were examined. Participants attended a week-long retreat
emphasizing disconnection from digital devices and immersion in nature-based and mindfulness
activities. Immediate post-retreat assessments revealed significant reductions in social media
usage and symptoms of digital addiction. However, findings six months later indicated a partial
attenuation of these effects, highlighting the need for sustained efforts to maintain long-term well-
being benefits. This study sheds light on the complexities of digital detox interventions and
underscores the importance of ongoing support mechanisms to sustain behavior change. The
longitudinal design allowed for the assessment of intervention effects over time, providing insights
into the durability of behavior change beyond the immediate post-intervention period.

Garcia (2019) conducted a qualitative exploration of adolescents' perceptions and experiences
within a digital detox intervention program. Through in-depth semi-structured interviews,
participants elucidated motivations for program engagement, encountered challenges during the
detox process, and reported perceived benefits. The study revealed diverse motivations driving
participation, including concerns about excessive screen time and a desire to enhance offline
experiences. Despite encountering challenges such as withdrawal symptoms and peer pressure,
participants reported multifaceted benefits, including improved sleep quality, enhanced
interpersonal relationships, and overall well-being. This qualitative inquiry provides nuanced
insights into the subjective experiences of adolescents undergoing digital detox interventions,
enriching our understanding of their potential impacts. However, the qualitative nature of the study
limits generalizability, and future research could employ mixed-methods approaches to triangulate
findings and provide a more comprehensive understanding of participants' experiences.

Wang (2020) conducted a cross-sectional study to investigate the association between digital detox
practices and mental health outcomes among college students. The study revealed a significant
negative correlation between engagement in digital detox practices and symptoms of stress and
depression, coupled with a positive association with life satisfaction. These findings suggest that
integrating digital detox strategies into mental health promotion initiatives on college campuses
may serve as a protective factor against mental health issues among students. This study
underscores the importance of addressing digital detox practices within the broader context of
mental health promotion among college populations. However, the cross-sectional design
precludes the establishment of causal relationships, and future research could employ longitudinal
designs to elucidate temporal associations between digital detox practices and mental health
outcomes.

Chen (2019) undertook a mixed-methods study to evaluate the effectiveness of a school-based
digital detox intervention among adolescents. The intervention led to a significant reduction in
screen time and self-reported symptoms of digital addiction among participants. Qualitative
insights revealed perceived benefits such as improved focus, better sleep quality, and enhanced
social connections. These findings underscore the potential of school-based interventions in
fostering healthier screen habits and overall well-being among adolescents, highlighting the
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importance of integrating digital detox initiatives within educational settings. The mixed-methods
approach allowed for a comprehensive exploration of intervention effects, complementing
quantitative findings with qualitative insights into participants' experiences. However, the study's
reliance on self-report measures may introduce response biases, and future research could
incorporate objective measures to validate findings.

Li (2018) conducted a systematic review to synthesize existing evidence on the effectiveness of
digital detox interventions in mitigating the negative effects of social media on adolescents' mental
health. Encompassing various intervention approaches, including retreats, workshops, and app-
based interventions, the review revealed a majority of studies reporting positive effects on mental
health outcomes. These findings underscore the potential of digital detox interventions as a viable
strategy for promoting adolescents' mental well-being in the face of escalating social media usage.
The review provides valuable insights into the efficacy of different intervention modalities, paving
the way for further research and intervention development in this area. However, the review's
reliance on existing literature may be subject to publication bias, and future research could
incorporate unpublished studies to provide a more comprehensive overview of the evidence base.

Johnson (2021) the effectiveness of a brief digital detox intervention in reducing symptoms of
social media addiction among young adults was evaluated. Participants in the intervention group
received psychoeducation on the negative effects of excessive social media use and guidance on
implementing digital detox strategies. Pre- and post-intervention assessments unveiled significant
reductions in social media addiction severity among participants in the intervention group. These
findings highlight the potential efficacy of brief interventions in addressing problematic social
media usage among young adults, underscoring the importance of targeted intervention strategies
in mitigating digital addiction in this demographic. The randomized controlled trial design ensures
robustness in the findings, minimizing biases and confounding variables. However, the study's
short-term follow-up period limits insights into the durability of intervention effects over time, and
future research could employ longer-term follow-up assessments to elucidate sustained behavior
change.

METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a desk methodology. A desk study research design is commonly known as
secondary data collection. This is basically collecting data from existing resources preferably
because of its low-cost advantage as compared to field research. Our current study looked into
already published studies and reports as the data was easily accessed through online journals and
libraries.

FINDINGS

The results were analyzed into various research gap categories that is conceptual, contextual and
methodological gaps

Conceptual Gap: Smith (2017) conducted a randomized controlled trial to ascertain the efficacy
of a digital detox intervention among adolescents. While the studies collectively provide insights
into the efficacy of digital detox interventions, there is a need for further exploration of the
mechanisms underlying the observed effects. Specifically, research could delve into the
psychological processes involved in behavior change during digital detox, such as coping
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strategies, motivation, and self-regulation mechanisms. Understanding these underlying
mechanisms can inform the development of more targeted and effective intervention strategies.

Contextual Gap: Jones (2018) examined the enduring impacts of a digital detox retreat on young
adults' social media usage and psychological well-being. The studies predominantly focus on
digital detox interventions in Western contexts, particularly among adolescents and young adults.
There is a lack of research exploring digital detox initiatives in diverse cultural contexts,
particularly in non-Western societies. Investigating how cultural norms, values, and social
structures influence the effectiveness and acceptability of digital detox interventions can provide
valuable insights for tailoring interventions to specific cultural contexts.

Geographical Gap: Garcia (2019) conducted a qualitative exploration of adolescents' perceptions
and experiences within a digital detox intervention program. There is limited representation of
studies from certain geographical regions, such as Africa, Latin America, and parts of Asia.
Research from these regions can contribute to a more global understanding of digital detox
interventions and their implications for diverse populations. Examining how socio-economic
factors, technological infrastructure, and cultural norms intersect with digital detox practices can
offer insights into the contextual nuances of intervention implementation and effectiveness.

Methodological Gap: Wang (2020) investigated the association between digital detox practices
and mental health outcomes among college students. Many of the studies rely on self-report
measures to assess outcomes, which may be subject to biases and limitations. There is a need for
more studies incorporating objective measures, such as physiological markers or behavioral
observations, to provide a more comprehensive and reliable assessment of intervention effects.
Additionally, longitudinal studies with extended follow-up periods can elucidate the long-term
sustainability of behavior change and the durability of intervention effects beyond immediate post-
intervention assessments.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Conclusions

In conclusion, the effectiveness of digital detox interventions in mitigating the negative effects of
social media among adolescents and young adults holds promise as a multifaceted approach to
addressing the challenges posed by excessive digital consumption. Research grounded in
theoretical frameworks such as Self-Determination Theory, Social Cognitive Theory, and
Cognitive-Behavioral Theory provides valuable insights into the underlying mechanisms of these
interventions, enhancing our understanding of human behavior in digital environments. From a
practical standpoint, evidence-based interventions tailored to the needs of adolescents and young
adults offer tangible solutions for promoting healthier screen habits and fostering well-being.

Moreover, the integration of digital detox interventions into policy initiatives underscores their
potential to shape the broader digital landscape, advocating for structural changes in digital
platforms and promoting the development of supportive environments conducive to digital well-
being. As society continues to grapple with the pervasive influence of social media on the lives of
adolescents and young adults, investing in research and implementation efforts focused on digital
detox interventions emerges as a critical pathway towards empowering individuals to navigate the
digital world more mindfully and responsibly. By leveraging interdisciplinary collaborations and
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leveraging advances in technology and behavioral science, we can harness the transformative
potential of digital detox interventions to cultivate a more balanced and positive digital ecosystem
for future generations.

Recommendations
Theory

The research contributes to theoretical frameworks by providing empirical evidence on the
efficacy of interventions grounded in psychological theories such as Self-Determination Theory
(SDT), Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), and Cognitive-Behavioral Theory (CBT). Through
rigorous evaluation, researchers can elucidate the underlying mechanisms through which these
interventions operate, advancing our understanding of human behavior in digital contexts.
Additionally, exploring how demographic factors influence intervention outcomes contributes to
the refinement and expansion of existing theories, fostering a nuanced understanding of digital
detox processes.

Practice

In terms of practice, research findings inform the development and implementation of evidence-
based interventions tailored to the needs of adolescents and young adults. By identifying effective
components and delivery methods of digital detox interventions, practitioners can design
interventions that are feasible, acceptable, and sustainable within various settings, including
schools, communities, and healthcare facilities. Moreover, insights into factors influencing
participant engagement and adherence enable practitioners to optimize intervention strategies,
enhancing their real-world impact and scalability.

Policy

Research on the effectiveness of digital detox interventions has implications for policy
development aimed at promoting healthier digital environments. By generating evidence on the
efficacy of interventions in reducing social media-related harms, researchers can advocate for the
integration of these interventions into educational curricula, workplace wellness programs, and
public health initiatives. Furthermore, research findings can inform policy decisions regarding the
regulation of digital platforms, influencing the design of features that facilitate self-regulation and
mitigate exposure to harmful content. Aligning policy efforts with empirical evidence on digital
detox interventions fosters the creation of supportive environments that promote digital well-being
among adolescents and young adults, shaping the future landscape of digital governance and
regulation.
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