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Abstract: Objective: The aim of our observational study was to
evaluate depressive symptoms in adolescent population, focusing on
suicidal ideation and intentionality, and to establish the relationship
between depressive symptoms/ self-harm and the average time spent in
social media.

Methods: Our study was an observational cross-sectional study that
involved three Middle Schools and three High Schools in the Campania
region of Italy. One thousand three hundred sixty-five students 11-19
years of age were recruited (mean age=15 years; female=51%,
male=49%). Percentage of adhesion was 95%. All the subjects were
administered three self-report questionnaires, filled out anonymonsly and
in the presence of the teachers after illustrating their validity and purpose.
Results: In 23% females and 18% males, depressive symptoms were
above the norm, with a slight increase in the prevalence of depressive
symptoms in high school students compared to middle school ones.
Suicidal intentionality was expressed in 4% of the total sample, with no
differences between males and females. Suicidal ideation was present in
14% of the total sample, with a bigher prevalence in females than in
males (17% vs 10%). We found a significant positive relationship
between the depressive symptoms and the hours spent on Social Media, in
both males and females. A significant relationship was also found
between hours on Social Media and suicidal ideation/ intentionality.
Conclusions: Our study showed a bigh prevalence of depressive
symptoms in adolescents, in keeping with previous studies. Onr study also
showed a significant association between the use of social networks and
the development of depressive symptoms, as well as suicidal ideation and
intentionality. Further studies are needed to investigate the nature of this
relationship.
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Introduction

Depression is a disabling and recurrent disorder, with high
prevalence in the general population, that affects 10-25% of women and 5-
12% of men in adulthood.

In the last years, in industrialized countries, there has been a trend
towards an increase in the prevalence of this disorder and a decrease in the
average age of its onset.

According to a study of last years, mood disorders was present in
0.3% of preschooler, in 2-3% of children and in 6-8% of adolescents
(Avenevoli et al., 2008).

Many studies also show a continuity of depression throughout the
life span; in fact, about 80% of children and adolescents with depressive
disorder tend to present the same condition even in adulthood (Burlea et al.,
2012; Luca et al,, 2019).

According to WHO, psychiatric disorders, such as mood disorders
and depression will be the main reason for mortality and morbility in
adolescence, and can lead to poorer psychosocial functioning, lower quality
of life and school achievements, more interpersonal difficulty, more
comorbid psychiatric conditions, and increased risk of self-injurious
behaviors and suicide (World Health Organization, 2001).

Depression is a multifactorial etiology disorder in which biological,
genetic, environmental and psychological factors contribute. In more recent
years researchers investigated the possible association between increasing
depressive disorders in children and adolescents and the increased use of
digital tools, including the internet, social networks sites and video games
(Evans et al., 2005; Costello et al., 2000).

In recent decades the use of the Internet and Social Media increased
exponentially, especially among teenagers. On average, 50-75% of teenagers
have online connectivity and 73% of them use social networks regularly
(Luca et al., 2020; Rideout et al., 2005).

Social media can have a positive impact on teenagers in terms of
increasing social contacts, developing new ideas and creativity, greater
sharing of knowledge. The negative effects are related to physical problems
such as obesity and sleep problems but also to privacy violation,
cyberbullying, addiction and psychiatric problems such as mood disorders
(Augner & Hacker, 2012; Huang, 2017).
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In a recent review by Schou Andreassen et al. (20106), a significant
correlation was found between symptoms of addictive technology use and
psychiatric disorder symptoms.

Another recent review (Hussain & Griffiths, 2018) reported the
simultaneous presence of psychiatric symptoms and Problematic Social
Networking Site Use among adolescents.

Boers at al. (2019), in a study of the past year that included 3826
adolescents, reported the correlation between hours of social media
exposure and mood disorders symptoms.

The upward social comparison that social media users experience
could be a factor related to the development of depressive feelings. This
phenomenon gave rise to the so-called “Facebook depression” (Yoon et al.,
2019).

Despite some evidence, the exact nature of the association between
depressive symptoms and social media use could further be investigated.
Individuals with greater problematic use of social media may develop social
withdrawaland depressive feelings; on the other hand, it is also possible that
individuals with depressive feelings find refuge in social media (Shensa et al.,
2017). In two nationally representative surveys of U.S. adolescents it was
reported that in a population approximately 500.000 young people aged 13-
15, symptoms of depression and suicides were on the rise from 2010 to
2015, and young people who spent more time on social media had more
psychiatric problems than those who spent more time in social activities
(Twenge et al,, 2018). In the study of Sampasa-Kanyinga et al. (2015)
emerged that Daily Social Networking Site use (over two hours per day) was
related to decreased psychological well-being and increased suicidal
thoughts. Memon et al. (2018) found that young people with self-harm and
suicidal thoughts sought support from other users via social media.
Furthermore, social media could encourage emulation among young people
by sharing self-harming messages. Authors concluded that greater time spent
on online social media promotes self-harm behavior and suicidal ideation in
vulnerable adolescents.

The aim of our observational study was to evaluate depressive
symptoms in adolescent population, focusing on suicidal ideation and
intentionality and to establish the relationship between depressive
symptoms/self-harm and the average time spent in social media use.
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Methodology

Participants

Our study was an observational cross-sectional study that involved
three Middle Schools and three High Schools in the Campania region of
Italy. One thousand three hundred sixty-five students aged 11-19 years were
recruited (mean age=15 years; female=51%, male=49%). The percentage of
adhesion was 95%. All the subjects were administered three self-report
questionnaires, filled out anonymously and in the presence of the teachers,
after illustrating their validity and purpose. The parents of all participants
provided their written informed consent.

Social media questionnaire

Self-report non standardized questionnaire assessing the modality of
use of new technologies in adolescents. The evaluation was both quantitative
(daily hours dedicated to the social media) and qualitative (motivation to the
use of social media, sharing information and personal photos, cyberbullying).

Children Depression Inventory (Cdi-2) - Kovacs
Self-report standardized questionnaire assessing current cognitive,

affective, and behavioral signs of depression in children and adolescents
(Kovacs, 2004).

Youth Self-Report (Ysr) — Achenbach & Rescorla
Self-report standardized questionnaire for the assessement of
emotional-behavioral problems in adolescents, along Internalizing scale,

Externalizing scale and Total Problems scales (Achenbach & Rescorla,
2001).

Results

The scores obtained at CDI-2, which assessed depressive symptoms,
were in the normal range in 77% females, while they were above the norm in
23%. More specifically: in 10% were above the average, in 6% were high and
in 7% very high (Figure 1). In males the scores obtained at CDI-2 were in
the normal range in 82%, while they were above the norm in 18%. More
specifically, in 7% were above the average, in 6% were high and in 5% very
high (Figure 2). The comparison by age showed a slight increase in the
prevalence of depressive symptoms in high school students compared to
middle school ones. Suicidal intentionality (I want to kill myself) was
expressed in 4% of the total sample, with no differences between males and
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females. Suicidal ideation (I'm thinking of killing myself) was present in 14%
of the total sample, with a higher prevalence in females than in males (17%
vs 10%). The comparison by age revealed an increase in both components in
high school students compared to middle school ones.

Analyzing the association between CDI-2 scores and time spent on
Social Media, we found a significant positive relationship between the
depressive symptoms and the hours spent on Social Media in both males
and females (Figure 3). In males the percentage of scores above the norm
ranged from 12% to 24% of boys who spent less than an hour/day on Social
Media compared to those who spent more than 3 hours/day (p value
<0.05); in females this percentages ranged from 18% to 28% (p value
<0.05). In the total sample also, suicidal ideation and suicidal intentionality
were significantly related with hours spent on Social Media, ranging from
9% to 16% and from 2% to 6% respectively (p value<0.05) (Figure 4).

23%

mvery high
W high
W above average

W average

Fig.1: CDI-2 scores in females
Source: authors'own contribution

18%

W very high

M high

m above average

W average

Fig.2: CDI-2 scores in males
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Source: authors'own contribution
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Fig. 3: Depression symptoms and number of hours on Social Media
Source: authors'own contribution
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Fig. 4: Suicidal ideation/intentionality and hours on Social Media
Source: authors'own contribution
Discussions

In keeping with previous studies, 20% of our sample reported
depressive symptoms, with a higher prevalence in females than in males
(Sampasa-Kanyinga & Lewis, 2015; Twenge et al., 2018); 14% and 4% of the

36



Social Media Use and Mood, Suicidal Ideation and Self-Harm in Adolescents
Grazia Maria Giovanna PASTORINO, et al.

total sample reported suicidal ideation and suicidal intentionality respectively
(Sampasa-Kanyinga & Lewis, 2015; Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 2017). The
data should be interpreted with caution because CDI-2, like other self-report
questionnaires for depression, does not allow to formulate a clinical
diagnosis as it represents a screening tool to be integrated with other medical
investigations and psychic examination of the patient.

Our study also confirmed a positive relationship between time spent
on social media and depressive symptoms/suicidal ideation (Bolos et al.,
2012; Memon et al., 2018). Another result of our study was the correlation
between suicidal ideation/intentionality with the level of depressive
symptoms correlated in line with what reported by previous studies, in
which it is shown that depressive symptoms are an important mediator of
suicidal ideation (Gutierrez, 2006; Sun et al., 2000).

There appears to be several mechanisms underlying the relationship
between Social Media use and depressive symptoms in adolescents:

- The deprivation of hours of sleep that often accompanies the
excessive use of social media (Twenge et al., 2018).

- The silent imposition by the media of idealized and unreachable
models, which lead in the young a feeling of inadequacy, frustration,
depressive tendencies and food disorders; this would explain the higher
incidence in females due to the greater attention to the physical aspect,
comparing to stereotyped models imposed by the network (Lin et al, 2016;
Pantusa et al, 2000).

- The development of anxiety and rejection of interpersonal
relationships (Vannucci et al, 2017).

Conclusions

Our study showed a high prevalence of depressive symptoms in
adolescence, in keeping with previous studies. Our study also showed a
significant association between the use of social networks and the
development of depressive symptoms, as well as suicidal ideation and
intentionality. Evidence suggests that depression symptoms and self-harming
are more frequent in youth who are more active on online social networks.
Further studies are needed to investigate the nature of this relationship.

The results obtained certainly open up new clinical and therapeutic
scenarios in which the Internet could be a new tool for identifying and
supporting adolescents at risk of developing psychiatric disorders. It would
also be useful to sensitize young people on the risks related to the incorrect
use of social media and to discourage mass emulation phenomena.
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