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Article Info  Abstract 
DOI:  10.29329/jsomer.93  Mental health problems are increasing, especially among adolescents. 

Sense of control is considered as a cognitive predisposing variable 
influencing mental health. With the rise of social media, a new online space 
has emerged that has the potential to provide sense of control. However, 
sense of control might be reduced by social media use; and this might 
foster problematic social media use (PSMU). The present study aimed to 
investigate the role of sense of control for mental health, and potential 
mechanisms underlying the development of PSMU. Data from N = 154 (Mage 
= 15.2, SDage = 1.48) adolescents from Germany were collected via an online 
survey. The findings revealed that sense of control was significantly 
negatively associated with symptoms of depression, and it was 
significantly positively associated with life satisfaction. A mediation 
analysis revealed that PSMU partially mediated the relationship between 
sense of control and symptoms of depression. Furthermore, PSMU partially 
mediated the relationship between sense of control and life satisfaction. 
The present results reveal potential mechanisms that might contribute to a 
decrease in mental health among adolescents. Potential ways that could 
foster adolescents’ mental health are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

According to the World Health Organization, mental health is a basic human right and contributes to 

individual, social, and economic growth (WHO, 2022). Contemporary theories of mental health adopt a dual-

dimension perspective that distinguishes between a negative and a positive dimension, while acknowledging 

their interrelated nature (Keyes, 2005). The negative dimension refers to psychopathology and can be 

operationalized by symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). The positive 

dimension refers to overall subjective well-being and is often operationalized by resilience, optimism, and life 

satisfaction (Keyes, 2005). Adolescents’ positive mental health supports the attainment of developmental 

milestones (i.e., the acquisition of independence; Parent, 2023) and educational achievements, which are crucial 

for mastering later economic and social responsibilities (McGorry et al., 2024).  

 However, in the past years, mental health problems have been rising, especially in young people (i.e., 

McGorry et al., 2024; Keyes & Platt, 2024). For example, rising rates of self-harm, suicide-related outcomes, and 

symptoms of anxiety and depression have been observed across Western countries (Daly, 2022; Keyes & Platt, 

2024). Depression is one of the most common mental disorders among adolescents and contributes to 

substantial impairment in life (Daly, 2022). Symptoms of depression manifest in lowered mood, reduced energy, 

and reduced self-esteem, for instance (ICD-11; World Health Organization, 2018). Moreover, a high level of 

depression is typically accompanied by low life satisfaction (e.g., Koivumaa-Honkanen et al., 2004). This finding 

aligns with cognitive models of depression, which propose that individuals with a high level of depression are 

characterized by pervasive dissatisfaction with the self, environment, and future (Lewinsohn et al., 1991). 

 A cognitive factor influencing both depression and life satisfaction is a sense of control (Lachmann et 

al., 2009; Seligman, 1972). Sense of control refers to the subjective belief that life events are controllable 

through one’s own behavior (Mirowsky, 1995). A high sense of control is associated with more health-related 

behavior (e.g., physical activity, Precht et al., 2023) and overall subjective well-being (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 

2020, 2024; Keeton et al., 2008), while a low sense of control is associated with a high level of symptoms of 

depression (Steptoe et al., 2007), anxiety (Keeton et al., 2008), and overall mental distress (Chou & Chi, 2001). 

Furthermore, a low sense of control is associated with the desire to regain control (Southwick & Southwick, 

2018).  

 With the rise of social media, a new online space has emerged that can foster a sense of control. The 

use of social media platforms (e.g., Instagram) is generally characterized by the possibility to connect with other 

members (Kuss & Griffiths, 2017). Beyond facilitating social interaction, social media allows young people to 

shape their digital presence. This high degree of control over online self-presentation (e.g., picture editing) can 

foster a sense of control (Parent, 2023; Throuvala et al., 2019; Van de Casteele, 2024; West et al., 2023, 2024). 

However, social media entails several risks to frustrate one’s sense of control (Throuvala et al., 2019). Notably, 

online self-presentation is often motivated by the desire to be liked by one’s peers (Throuvala et al., 2019). Yet 

online self-presentation is subject to prevailing social norms, leading to feelings of peer pressure to present 

oneself in a certain way (West et al., 2024). Thus, social media engagement can contribute to a loss of control 

(West et al., 2024; Scott et al., 2019). Brailovskaia and Margraf (2021) and Vally et al. (2023) reported that a 

low sense of control is associated with intensive social media use. In the short term, this strategy might be 

successful and could contribute to the impression of (re)gaining control. But in the longer-term, the control over 

one's own behavior can decrease (Brailovskaia, 2024; Brand et al., 2019). This decrease is a primary 

characteristic of problematic social media use (PMSU) (i.e., Montag et al., 2024). PSMU encompasses six typical 

addiction symptoms: salience (i.e., constant engagement with social media use), tolerance (i.e., increasing social 

media use time), mood changes (i.e., intensive social media use leads to an improvement in mood), withdrawal 

symptoms (i.e., anxiety in case of restricted social media use), craving (i.e., craving for social media use), and 

conflicts (i.e., interpersonal conflicts due to social media use) (Andreassen et al., 2017). PSMU is often 

conceptualized as a loss of control (Kuss & Griffiths, 2017). Moreover, PSMU is described as a risk factor for 

mental disorders in adolescents (Keyes & Platt, 2024; McGorry et al., 2024). Longitudinal studies show that 

PSMU is positively associated with psychopathology, including symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress 

(Shannon et al., 2024), loneliness (Marttila et al., 2021), and suicidal ideations (Brailovskaia et al., 2020a). Its 

correlations with constructs of positive mental health, such as resilience (Shannon et al., 2024) and life 

satisfaction (Orben et al., 2022), are negative.  

Against this background, it is important to identify predictors of PSMU to protect vulnerable individuals, 

to diminish risk for the development of PSMU, and to foster mental health. However, the role of sense of control 

and mental health has not been investigated in adolescents yet. Therefore, the first aim of the present study 

was to examine the relationship between sense of control, depression, and life satisfaction in adolescence. 
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Second, the mediating role of PSMU was investigated. The present study investigated the relationship in 

adolescents, a group that is particularly vulnerable to mental health problems and PSMU. Recent research 

indicated that low sense of control might be a risk factor for the development of PSMU. For example, Brailovskaia 

and Margraf (2021) reported that low sense of control is positively associated with PSMU, especially in 

individuals with anxiety symptoms. This result is consistent with the finding of Vally et al. (2023), who also 

report that low sense of control is linked to PSMU. Similarly, Brailovskaia and Margraf (2024) and He et al. 

(2024) revealed that sense of control was a protective factor for PSMU.  

Building on this, the following hypotheses are formulated. Sense of control was expected to be negatively 

linked to symptoms of depression (Hypothesis 1a) and positively linked to life satisfaction (Hypothesis 1b). 

Furthermore, it was supposed that sense of control is negatively associated with PSMU (Hypothesis 2). Moreover, 

PSMU was presumed to be positively associated with symptoms of depression (Hypothesis 3a) and negatively 

associated with life satisfaction (Hypothesis 3b). Subsequently, it was hypothesized that the relationship 

between sense of control and symptoms of depression is mediated by PSMU (Hypothesis 4a). Specifically, 

adolescents with a low sense of control might tend to PSMU as a maladaptive coping strategy to (re)gain control. 

While this strategy might initially convey sense of control, it might reinforce addictive tendencies and their 

negative consequences, thereby exacerbating symptoms of depression. In contrast, a high sense of control could 

reduce the risk of PSMU and thus contribute to lower symptoms of depression. Lastly, it was assumed that the 

link between sense of control and life satisfaction is mediated by PSMU (Hypothesis 4b). Specifically, adolescents 

with a low sense of control could be prone to enhanced PSMU that could reduce their life satisfaction. In 

contrast, adolescents with a high sense of control might be less prone to PSMU, thereby preserving cognitive 

resources and fostering life satisfaction. Figure 1 visualizes the hypothesized mediation models of both 

outcomes. 

 

 

Figure 1. Hypothesized mediation model with sense of control (predictor), PSMU (mediator), and (Hypothesis 4a) 

depression (outcome), as well as (Hypothesis 4b) life satisfaction (outcome). Notes. Path a: link between sense of control 

and PSMU; path b: link between PSMU and the respective outcome (depression or life satisfaction); path c (total effect) 

basic relationship between sense of control and the respective outcome (depression or life satisfaction); path c’ (direct 

effect): relation between sense of control and the respective outcome (depression or life satisfaction) after the inclusion of 

PSMU in the model; - indicating negative effect; + indicating positive effect  
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2. Method 

2.1. Participants, Procedure, and Ethical Considerations 

In the cross-sectional study, data of 154 school-aged adolescents (62.3% female; age (years):  Mage (SDage) 

= 15.2 (1.48), range: 11-19) were collected by an online survey. Participants were recruited from different high 

schools in the Ruhr region of Germany. First, school headmasters and teachers were informed about the project, 

and their consent was obtained. Next, during lesson time, the pupils were fully informed about the investigation. 

To obtain consent from their parents, interested pupils received a letter for their parents. At the next 

appointment, parental consent has been obtained. Afterwards, the participants received the link to the survey 

and responded to it in the presence of the principal investigator. Pupils completed the questionnaire via the 

school’s own iPads or their private smartphones. There was no missing data. Inclusion criteria were to be of 

school age and to be a social media user. Two participants were excluded from the analysis since they were not 

social media users. Data collection took place from December 2023 to March 2025. Participation in the study 

was voluntary and not financially compensated. The study protocol received approval from the responsible local 

ethics committee.  

2.2. Measures 

Sense of control. Following Niemeyer et al. (2019), the Sense of Control Scale (SoC-Scale) can be used to 

measure sense of control. The scale encompasses two items (“Do you experience important areas of your life 

(i.e., work, free-time, family, etc.) to be uncontrollable, meaning that you cannot or barely can influence them?” 

and “Do you experience these important areas of your life as unpredictable or instructable?”). Answers were 

given on a 5-point Likert-type scale (0 = not at all; 4 = very strong). For interpretation, the scale was recoded 

so that higher sum scores indicate a higher sense of control. Current scale reliability was α = .62. 

Problematic Social Media Use. The Bergen Social Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS) was used to assess the 

extent of PSMU (original version: Andreassen et al., 2017; German version: Brailovskaia et al., 2020b). The scale 

consists of six items that correspond to the six typical addiction symptoms (e.g., “How often during the last year 

have you felt an urge to use social media more and more?”). Ratings were given on a 5-point Likert-type scale 

(1 = never; 5 = very often). High sum scores indicate higher levels of PSMU. Current scale reliability was α = .77. 

Symptoms of Depression. For the assessment of psychopathology, the subscale depression of the 

Depression Anxiety Stress Scales 21 (DASS-21; original version: Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995; German version: 

Nilges & Essau, 2015) was measured. The subscale contains seven items (i.e., “I felt that life was meaningless”) 

which were rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale (0 = did not apply to me at all; 3 = applies to me very much or 

most of the time). Higher sum scores indicate higher symptoms of depression. Current scale reliability was α = 

.86. 

Life satisfaction. To capture positive mental health, the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; original 

version: Diener et al., 1985; German version: Glaesmer et al., 2011) was used. Life satisfaction is measured by 

five items (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life”). The items were rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly 

disagree; 7 = strongly agree). High sum scores indicate high life satisfaction. Current scale reliability was α = 

.80. 

2.3. Statistical Analysis  

For statistical analyses, the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS 29; IBM Corp., 2023) and the 

macro Process version 3.5 (www.processmacro.org/index.html; Hayes, 2017) were used. First, descriptive 

statistics of the investigated variables were calculated. A bivariate zero-order correlation was computed to 

examine the relationships among sense of control, PSMU, depressive symptoms, and life satisfaction. Then, two 

mediation models were conducted. Both included a sense of control as a predictor and PSMU as a mediator. 

Symptoms of depression (model 1) and life satisfaction (model 2) served as dependent variables. Age and 

gender were incorporated as control variables. In both mediation models, the direct effect between the predictor 

and the outcome was considered as c. The effect from predictor to mediator was named a and the effect from 

mediator to the outcome was b. The indirect effect ab represented the combination of the effects a and b. The 

direct effect from predictor to outcome, while accounting for the mediator, was denoted as c’. The mediation 

effect was estimated with a bootstrapping procedure (10.000 samples), providing percentile bootstrap 

confidence intervals (95% CI). Power analysis using the G*Power program version 3.1 (Faul et al., 2007) revealed 

that the sample size was sufficient for valid results (power = .80,  = .05, effect size f2 = .10). 

http://www.processmacro.org/index.html
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3. Results 

Descriptive statistics for the investigated variables and their correlations are presented in Table 1. 

Significant correlations for all investigated variables were found (p < .01) (see Table 1). Sense of control was 

negatively correlated with PSMU and depression and positively correlated with life satisfaction. PSMU was 

positively correlated with depression and negatively related to life satisfaction. A negative correlation between 

depression and life satisfaction was found. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations of sense of control, problematic social media use (PSMU), 

depression, and life satisfaction.  

Variable M (SD) Min-Max Skewness Kurtosis (2) (3) (4) 

(1) Sense of control 4.59 (1.56) 0-8 .100 .689 -.221** -.258** .339** 

(2) PSMU 16.19 (5.11) 6-30 .109 -.401  .438** -.386** 

(3) Depression 7.08 (5.19) 0-21 .438 -.712   -.685** 

(4) Life satisfaction 22.58 (6.13) 5-35 .022 -.666    

Note. N = 154; M = mean; SD = standard deviation; Min = minimum; Max = maximum; **p < .01. 

 

Figure 2 provides the results of the bootstrapped mediation analyses with sense of control as predictor, 

PSMU as mediator, and (a) depression as well as (b) life satisfaction as outcomes. In both mediation models, 

the negative association between sense of control and PSMU was significant (path a: p < .05).  

In the first model, the negative association between sense of control and symptoms of depression was 

significant (total effect c: p < .001). Accordingly, 8.5% of the variance in symptoms of depression was explained 

by sense of control. The positive association between PSMU and symptoms of depression was also significant 

(path b: p < .05). After accounting for the mediator, the negative relationship between sense of control and 

symptoms of depression remained significant (direct effect c’: p < .05). A one-unit increase in sense of control 

was associated with a decrease of 0.58 in symptoms of depression. However, the direct effect was lower than 

the total effect, indicating a partial mediation. The full model explained 22.5% of the variance in symptoms of 

depression. Therefore, the percentage of variance explained in the outcome increased by 14%. The indirect effect 

(ab) of sense of control on symptoms of depression through PSMU was also significant (b = -.287, SE = .145, 

95% CI [-.612, -.042]) and accounted for 33% of the total effect. 

In the second model, the positive association between sense of control and life satisfaction was significant 

(total effect c: p < .001). Accordingly, 17% of the variance in life satisfaction was explained by sense of control. 

The negative association between PSMU and life satisfaction was also significant (path b: p < .05). After inclusion 

of the mediator, the positive association between sense of control and life satisfaction remained significant 

(direct effect c’: p < .001). A one-unit increase in sense of control was associated with an increase of 1.08 in life 

satisfaction. However, the direct effect was also lower than the total effect, indicating a partial mediation of 

PSMU on the relationship between sense of control and life satisfaction. The second model explained 25.3% of 

the variance in life satisfaction. The indirect effect (ab) of sense of control on life satisfaction through PSMU 

was also significant (b = .262, SE = .149, 95% CI [.034, .609]) and accounted for 19.5% of the total effect. After 

including the mediator in the model, the percentage of variance explained in the outcome increased by 8.3%. 

Table 2. Estimated coefficients of the mediation models with sense of control as predictor, PSMU as mediator, 

and depression as well as life satisfaction as outcomes (controlling for age and gender). 

Outcome Total effect   Direct effect   Indirect effect  

 c SE 95% CI R2  c’ SE 95% CI R2  ab SE 95% CI R2 

Depression -.862 .250 [-1.356,  

-.367] 

.085  -.575 .275 [-1.118,  

-.032] 

.225  -.287 .145 [-.612,  

-.042] 

.140 

Life 

satisfaction 

1.338 .270 [.805,  

1.871] 

.170  1.077 .307 [.470, 

1.683] 

.253  .262 .149 [.034,  

.609] 

.083 

Note. N = 154; SE = standard error; CI = confidence interval; all CIs generated with bootstrapping: N = 10,000; R2 = R-squared 

effect size measure; R2 = incremental R-squared; c = total effect; c’ = direct effect; ab = indirect effect. 
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Figure 2. Mediation model including sense of control (predictor), PSMU (mediator), and (a) depression (outcome) and (b) 

life satisfaction (outcome). Notes. N = 154; c = total effect; c’ = direct effect; b = standardized regression coefficient; SE = 

standard error; CI = confidence interval. 

4. Discussion 

Mental health problems are rising, particularly in adolescence (i.e., McGorry et al., 2024). Adolescence is 

a crucial period in which psychosocial demands and cognitive changes occur (West et al., 2023), making 

adolescents especially vulnerable to the acquisition of mental disorders (Sacco et al., 2024). Notably, sense of 

control is a crucial cognitive factor influencing mental health (Lachmann et al., 2009; Seligman, 1972). 

Furthermore, the use of social media and the prevalence of PSMU are increasing (Wiedemann et al., 2025). 

Some researchers argue that PSMU is an etiological risk factor for mental health and at least partly explains 

the increase in mental health problems (McGorry et al., 2024; Keyes & Platt, 2024). Notably, social media 

represents a digital world in which a sense of control can be experienced (e.g., Throuvala et al., 2019; Van de 

Casteele, 2024; West et al., 2024). Some researchers emphasize that people who lack control in the offline world 

tend to engage in intensive social media use to (re)gain a sense of control (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2021; He et 

al., 2024). However, this assumption has not been investigated in adolescents yet. Therefore, the present study 

examined the relationship between sense of control and mental health in adolescents, while considering the 

role of PSMU.  

As expected, sense of control was negatively associated with symptoms of depression (confirmation of 

Hypothesis 1a) and positively associated with life satisfaction (confirmation of Hypothesis 1b). Furthermore, 

sense of control was negatively associated with PSMU (confirmation of Hypothesis 2). Moreover, PSMU was 

positively associated with symptoms of depression (confirmation of Hypothesis 3a) and negatively associated 

with life satisfaction (confirmation of Hypothesis 3b). Subsequently, the relationship between sense of control 

and symptoms of depression, as well as life satisfaction, was partially mediated by PSMU (confirmation of 

Hypotheses 4a and 4b). Thus, the presented results complement prior findings by focusing on adolescents, a 

group particularly vulnerable to mental health problems and PSMU.  

4.1. Implications for theory and practice 

Given the cross-sectional design of the study, causal interpretations remain speculative; nevertheless, the 

results suggest that sense of control is a potential predictor of depression and life satisfaction. This is in line 

with the assumption that sense of control is a cognitive predisposing factor of mental health (Lachmann et al., 
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2009; Seligman, 1972). The extent to which people perceive their environment as influenceable is of great 

importance. However, Mirowsky and Ross (1990) noted a distinction between sense of control over 

environmental conditions (e.g., exercising) and the probability of environmental outcomes (e.g., success or 

failure). While people may not always be able to control the environmental outcomes directly, the belief that 

their actions can shape their environment may foster the disposition to act. In turn, this increased tendency to 

act may enhance the likelihood of achieving good outcomes and may serve as a protective factor for mental 

health. In contrast, low sense of control contributes to the experience of helplessness and thereby to passivity 

that can foster symptoms of depression (Seligman, 1972).   

Moreover, the findings suggest that PSMU might foster the relationship between sense of control and 

mental health. Following Southwick and Southwick (2018), sense of control is accompanied by efforts to regain 

sense of control. Such efforts might involve dysfunctional coping strategies that can negatively impact mental 

health (i.e., Valkenburg et al., 2022). Dysfunctional strategies can be problematic smartphone use (Brailovskaia 

et al., 2021), problematic Internet gaming (Kircaburun et al., 2020), as well as PSMU (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 

2021; He et al., 2024; Vally et al., 2023). Moreover, PSMU could contribute to negative consequences in 

adolescents’ offline lives (Brailovskaia, 2024). When social media use cannot be continued, adolescents with 

high levels of PSMU experience withdrawal symptoms (e.g., anxiety) (Ciudad-Fernandez et al., 2024), which in 

turn lead to mental discomfort (Brailovskaia, 2024). Furthermore, adolescents with high levels of PSMU are 

constantly preoccupied with social media use either behaviorally (e.g., browsing) or cognitively (e.g., thinking 

about social media use). Therefore, adolescents with high levels of PSMU often neglect obligations (e.g., 

homework), which, in turn, leads to interpersonal conflicts (e.g., problems within the school environment; 

Brailovskaia, 2024) or intrapersonal conflicts (e.g., perceived subjective loss of control; Ciudad-Fernandez et al., 

2024). In turn, these characteristics of PSMU could contribute to an increase in symptoms of depression as well 

as a decrease in life satisfaction. In contrast, a high sense of control might reduce the likelihood of PSMU, thus 

fostering mental health. 

This finding could be especially important for adolescence, since young people do not yet have a mature 

sense of control (Flammer, 1995). During this period, adolescents assume greater responsibility and control 

while remaining subject to external regulations, such as compulsory schooling and parental authority (West et 

al., 2023). These competing demands might lead to an increased sensitivity for sense of control. As adolescents 

seek ways to navigate these challenges and assert their control, they might turn to domains that allow for more 

self-directed behavior. In this regard, social media represents a salient context that offers various opportunities 

to generate a sense of control (West et al., 2023). Especially regarding developmental tasks such as 

independence acquisition, identity formation, and peer affiliation, social media appear attractive to adolescents 

due to their specific functions (e.g., self-presentation; Parent, 2023). Therefore, adolescents can actively engage 

in their developmental tasks in the digital world and foster a sense of control (Parent, 2023). Despite this, the 

attempt to generate sense of control through social media use can be hazardous. In the short-term, the use of 

social media might contribute to the impression of (re)gaining sense of control (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2021) 

and thus reinforce intensive social media engagement (Brand et al., 2019). However, in the long term, 

problematic social media use is encouraged by diminished control over behavior (Brand et al., 2019). This 

problematic engagement not only impacts mental health negatively (i.e., Shannon et al., 2022; Valkenburg et 

al., 2022) but also frustrates the initial goal of (re)gaining a sense of control, since the use becomes more and 

more compulsive (West et al., 2023).  

4.2. Limitations and directions for future research 

Despite the results' relevance, some limitations must be considered. First, the cross-sectional design does 

not allow for drawing causal conclusions from the results. Replication of the present results with longitudinal 

experimental data is worthwhile. Second, the reliability of sense of control was questionable. This might be 

because the young participants simply did not understand the wording of the questions. Perhaps a positive 

formulation would be more understandable for adolescents (e.g., “Do you experience important areas of your 

life (i.e., school, free-time, family, etc.) to be controllable, meaning that you can influence them?” and “Do you 

experience these important areas of your life as predictable or controllable?”). Additionally, the low internal 

consistency of the SoC-Scale diminishes statistical power, thereby increasing the rate of type II errors. 

Therefore, future studies should test the mediation model using a more age-appropriate scale to assess sense 

of control. Third, recruitment of participants is confined to different schools in the Ruhr region of Germany. 

Consequently, the findings’ generalizability to other adolescents in Germany and other countries is limited. 

Fourth, the sample was not fully gender-balanced, with more female than male participants. Recent studies 
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report that girls are more prone to PSMU and mental health problems in contrast to boys (i.e., Montag et al., 

2024). This could lead to an overestimation of effect sizes. To at least partly tackle this limitation, gender was 

controlled for in the analyses. Fifth, data were obtained via self-reports. Lastly, only small effect sizes were 

detected. This could indicate the relevance of other potential mediators (e.g., Fear of Missing Out, FoMO) and 

moderators (e.g., personality traits), which should be considered in future studies.  

5. Conclusion & Practical Implications 

Against the backdrop of the “youth mental health crisis”, measures to promote the mental health of 

young people are urgently needed (McGorry et al., 2024). However, as social media's popularity grows, the 

prevalence of PSMU is also increasing (Wiedemann et al., 2025). PSMU has been recognized as an etiological 

risk factor in the “youth mental health crisis” (McGorry et al., 2024; Keyes & Platt, 2024). Therefore, measures 

promoting mental health and diminishing the risk for PSMU are urgently required. McGorry et al. (2024) suggest 

applying positive psychology approaches. The present data support the assumption that sense of control might 

contribute to PSMU. Accordingly, fostering adolescents’ sense of control might represent a promising approach 

for interventions, as it has been linked to positive mental health outcomes and thereby addresses the 

aforementioned aspects (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2024). For example, adolescents could be educated in 

pathogenic social media mechanisms (e.g., FoMO, Fioravanti et al., 2021) that foster problematic use. 

Subsequently, functional strategies to overcome problematic engagement and (re)gain control over social media 

use in general should be disseminated. Asantugrul and Barut (2024) showed that a cognitive-behavioral-based 

psychoeducation program significantly decreased PSMU as well as the related sub-dimension lack of control in 

adolescents. Another approach to foster sense of control might be an increase in physical activity. The beneficial 

effects of physical activity on mental health are well documented (e.g., Biddle & Asare, 2011). Moreover, Precht 

et al. (2023) revealed that engagement in physical activity can foster sense of control by the enhancement of 

one’s performance, the accomplishment of self-imposed goals, or investing time in meaningful activities. 

Therefore, an increase in physical activity can lead to an increase in a sense of control, thereby reducing the 

use of maladaptive coping strategies, such as intensive social media use (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2021). 

However, most young people do not fulfill the current guidelines of at least 60 minutes of physical activity per 

day (Guthold et al., 2020).  

These results indicate that sense of control might be a mediator in the relationship between PSMU-

intervention approaches and mental health. By providing information about PSMU, its maintaining factors, and 

alternative behavior, psychoeducation may enhance individuals’ sense of control. Likewise, Brailovskaia & 

Margraf (2021) demonstrated that sense of control can lead to a reduction of dysfunctional coping strategies 

such as intensive social media use. In conclusion, the present findings demonstrate that a low sense of control 

could contribute to symptoms of depression and diminish life satisfaction among adolescents. Also, the results 

showed that PSMU could significantly foster this relationship. Furthermore, the findings reveal that a low sense 

of control could be a predictor of PSMU. This result aligns with findings from previous studies, which displayed 

that a low sense of control is associated with problematic media usage, such as PSMU, as well as problematic 

smartphone use (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2021; Brailovskaia et al., 2021; Vally et al., 2023), while a high sense 

of control served as a protective factor (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2024; He et al., 2024). Adolescents with a low 

sense of control are more likely to engage in PSMU, which may negatively impact their mental health.  

 

Statement of Researchers 

Researchers’ contribution rate 

statement: 

CMD: Conceptualization, methodology, investigation, formal analysis, visualization, 

writing – original draft, writing – review & editing, data curation. JB: Writing – review & 

editing, supervision 

Conflict statement: The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest. 

Data Availability Statement:  
The data supporting this study's findings are available from the corresponding author 

upon reasonable request. 

Funding:  
This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies or in the public, 

commercial, or not-for-profit sectors. 

Ethical Considerations: 
This research was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Psychology at 

Ruhr University Bochum (approval no. 705, April 29, 2021). 

Author Biographies  

Canan Maria Dutschke (M.Sc.) is a clinical psychologist and research assistant at the Department of Clinical Psychology 

and Psychotherapy at the German Center for Mental Health (DZPG, partner site Bochum/Marburg) of the Ruhr-Universität 

Bochum. She works in Julia Brailovskaia's research group and focuses on risk and protective factors of mental health and 

problematic social media use in adolescents. 



 

 

Journal of Social Media Research, 3(2), 108-118 116 

 

Dutschke & 

Brailovskaia 

Julia Brailovskaia (PhD) is clinical psychologist and professor at the Department of Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy 

and the German Center for Mental Health (DZPG, partner site Bochum/Marburg) of the Ruhr-Universität Bochum. For more 

than a decade, she has been investigating the relationship between digital media use, personality, and mental health across 

different age and cultural gropus.  

6. References 

Andreassen, C. S., Pallesen, S., & Griffiths, M. D. (2017). The relationship between addictive use of social media, narcissism, 

and self-esteem: Findings from a large national survey. Addictive Behaviors, 64, 287-293. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2016.03.006  

Asantugrul, N., & Barut, Y. (2024). The Effect of Cognitive-Behavioural Approach-Based Psychoeducation Program on Social 

Media Addiction. International Journal of Psychology and Educational Studies, 11(2), 155-168. 

https://doi.org/10.52380/ijpes.2024.11.2.1337 

Biddle, S. J., & Asare, M. (2011). Physical activity and mental health in children and adolescents: a review of reviews. British 

Journal of Sports Medicine, 45(11), 886-895. https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2011-090185 

Brailovskaia, J. (2024). The “Vicious Circle of addictive Social Media Use and Mental Health” Model. Acta Psychologica, 247, 

104306. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2024.104306  

Brailovskaia, J., & Margraf, J. (2020). Predicting adaptive and maladaptive responses to the Coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak: 

A prospective longitudinal study. International Journal of Clinical and Health Psychology, 20(3), 183-191. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijchp.2020.06.002 

Brailovskaia, J., & Margraf, J. (2021). The relationship between burden caused by coronavirus (Covid-19), addictive social 

media use, sense of control and anxiety. Computers in Human Behavior, 119, 106720. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.106720 

Brailovskaia, J., & Margraf, J. (2024). Addictive social media use during Covid-19 outbreak: Validation of the Bergen Social 

Media Addiction Scale (BSMAS) and investigation of protective factors in nine countries. Current Psychology, 43(14), 

13022-13040. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-03182-z 

Brailovskaia, J., Teismann, T., & Margraf, J. (2020a). Positive mental health mediates the relationship between Facebook 

Addiction Disorder and suicide-related outcomes: A longitudinal approach. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social 

Networking, 23(5), 346-350. https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2019.0563 

Brailovskaia, J., Schillack, H., & Margraf, J. (2020b). Tell me why are you using social media (SM)! Relationship between 

reasons for use of SM, SM flow, daily stress, depression, anxiety, and addictive SM use–An exploratory investigation of 

young adults in Germany. Computers in Human Behavior, 113. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106511 

Brailovskaia, J., Stirnberg, J., Rozgonjuk, D., Margraf, J., & Elhai, J. D. (2021). From low sense of control to problematic 

smartphone use severity during Covid-19 outbreak: The mediating role of fear of missing out and the moderating role 

of repetitive negative thinking. PLoS One, 16(12). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0261023 

Brand, M., Wegmann, E., Stark, R., Müller, A., Wölfling, K., Robbins, T. W., & Potenza, M. N. (2019). The Interaction of Person-

Affect-Cognition-Execution (I-PACE) model for addictive behaviors: Update, generalization to addictive behaviors 

beyond internet-use disorders, and specification of the process character of addictive behaviors. Neuroscience & 

Biobehavioral Reviews, 104, 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2019.06.032 

Chou, K. L., & Chi, I. (2001). Stressful life events and depressive symptoms: social support and sense of control as mediators 

or moderators?. International Journal of Aging & Human Development, 52(2), 155–171. https://doi.org/10.2190/9C97-

LCA5-EWB7-XK2W 

Ciudad-Fernandez, V., Zarco-Alpuente, A., Escrivá-Martínez, T., Herrero, R., & Baños, R. (2024). How adolescents lose control 

over social networks: A process-based approach to problematic social network use. Addictive Behaviors, 154, 108003. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2024.108003 

Daly, M. (2022). Prevalence of depression among adolescents in the US from 2009 to 2019: analysis of trends by sex, 

race/ethnicity, and income. Journal of Adolescent Health, 70(3), 496-499. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2021.08.026 

Diener, E., Emmons, R. A., Larsen, R. J., & Griffin, S. (1985). The Satisfaction with Life Scale. Journal of Personality Assessment, 

49(1), 71-75. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327752 

Faul, F., Erdfelder, E., Lang, A. G., & Buchner, A. (2007). G* Power 3: A flexible statistical power analysis program for the social, 

behavioral, and biomedical sciences. Behavior Research Methods, 39(2), 175-191. 

https://doi.org/10.3758/bf03193146 

Fioravanti, G., Casale, S., Benucci, S. B., Prostamo, A., Falone, A., Ricca, V., & Rotella, F. (2021). Fear of missing out and social 

networking sites use and abuse: A meta-analysis. Computers in Human Behavior, 122. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.106839 

Flammer, A. (1995). Developmental analysis of control-beliefs. In A. Bandura (Ed.), Self-Efficacy in Changing Societies (pp. 69-

113). Cambridge University Press. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2016.03.006
https://doi.org/10.52380/ijpes.2024.11.2.1337
https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2011-090185
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2024.104306
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijchp.2020.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.106720
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-03182-z
https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2019.0563
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106511
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0261023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2019.06.032
https://doi.org/10.2190/9C97-LCA5-EWB7-XK2W
https://doi.org/10.2190/9C97-LCA5-EWB7-XK2W
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2024.108003
https://doi.org/10.3758/bf03193146
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2021.106839


 Sense of control, mental health, problematic social media… 

 

 117 

 

Glaesmer, H., Grande, G., Braehler, E., & Roth, M. (2011). The German version of the satisfaction with life scale (SWLS): 

Psychometric properties, validity, and population-based norms. European Journal of Psychological Assessment, 27, 

127-132. https://doi.org/10.1027/1015-5759/a000058 

Guthold, R., Stevens, G. A., Riley, L. M., & Bull, F. C. (2020). Global trends in insufficient physical activity among adolescents: 

a pooled analysis of 298 population-based surveys with 1· 6 million participants. The Lancet Child & Adolescent 

Health, 4(1), 23-35. https://doi.org/10.1016/ S2352-4642(19)30323-2  

Hayes, A. F. (2017). Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process analysis: A regression-based approach. 

Guilford Publications. 

He, F., Ju, K., Sun, R., Hu, N., Chai, D., Zhang, X. C., & Margraf, J. (2024). The relationship between sense of control, positive 

mental health, addictive social media use, and psychological burden caused by COVID-19: a longitudinal study. Current 

Psychology, 43, 33710–33719. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-024-06253-5 

IBM Corp. (2023). IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 29.0.2.0 Armonk, NY: IBM Corp 

Keeton, C. P., Perry-Jenkins, M., & Sayer, A. G. (2008). Sense of control predicts depressive and anxious symptoms across the 

transition to parenthood. Journal of Family Psychology, 22(2), 212-221. https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.22.2.212 

Keyes, C. L. M. (2005). Mental illness and/or mental health? Investigating axioms of the complete state model of health. 

Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 73(3), 539–548. https://doi. org/10.1037/0022-006X.73.3.539 

Keyes, K. M., & Platt, J. M. (2024). Annual Research Review: Sex, gender, and internalizing conditions among adolescents in 

the 21st century–trends, causes, consequences. Human Development, 65(4), 384-407. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.13864 

Kircaburun, K., Pontes, H. M., Stavropoulos, V., & Griffiths, M. D. (2020). A brief psychological overview of disordered 

gaming. Current Opinion in Psychology, 36, 38-43. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.03.004 

Koivumaa-Honkanen, H., Kaprio, J., Honkanen, R., Viinamäki, H., & Koskenvuo, M. (2004). Life satisfaction and depression in a 

15-year follow-up of healthy adults. Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 39, 994-999. 

https://.doi.org/10.1007/s00127-004-0833-6 

Kuss, D. J., & Griffiths, M. D. (2017). Social networking sites and addiction: Ten lessons learned. International Journal of 

Environmental Research and Public Health, 14(3), 311. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph14030311 

Lachman, M. E., Rosnick, C. B., & Röcke, C. (2009). The rise and fall of control beliefs and life satisfaction in adulthood: 

Trajectories of stability and change over ten years. In H. B. Bosworth & C. Hertzog (Eds.), Aging and cognition: Research 

methodologies and empircal advances (pp. 143-160). American Psychology Association. 

Lewinsohn, P. M., Redner, J., & Seeley, J. R. (1991). The relationship between life satisfaction and psychosocial variables: New 

perspectives. In F. Strack, M. Argyle and N. Schwartz (Eds.), Subjective Well-Being: An interdisciplinary perspective, (pp. 

141-169). Plenum Press. 

Lovibond, P. F., & Lovibond, S. H. (1995). The structure of negative emotional states: Comparison of the Depression Anxiety 

Stress Scales (DASS) with the Beck Depression and Anxiety Inventories. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 33(3), 335-

343. https://doi.org/10.1016/0005-7967(94)00075-u 

Marttila, E., Koivula, A., & Räsänen, P. (2021). Does excessive social media use decrease subjective well-being? A longitudinal 

analysis of the relationship between problematic use, loneliness and life satisfaction. Telematics and Informatics, 59. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tele.2020.101556 

McGorry, P. D., Mei, C., Dalal, N., Alvarez-Jimenez, M., Blakemore, S. J., Browne, V., Dooley, B., Hickie, I. B., Jones, P. B., McDaid, 

D., Mihalopoulos, C., Wood, S. J., El Azzouzi, F. A., Fazio, J., Gow, E., Hanjabam, S., Hayes, A., Morris, A., Pang, E., 

Paramasivam, K., Quagliato Nogueira, I., Tan, J., Adelsheim, S., Broome, M. R., Cannon, M., Chanen, A. M., Chen, E. Y. 

H., Danese, A., Davis, M., Ford, T., Gonsalves, P. P., Hamilton, M. P., Henderson, J., John, A., Kay-Lambkin, F., Le, L. K. D., 

Kieling, C., Mac Dhonnagáin, N., Malla, A., Nieman, D. H., Rickwood, D., Robinson, J., Shah, J. L., Singh, S., Soosay, I., 

Tee, K., Twenge, J., Valmaggia, L., van Amelsvoort, T., Verma, S., Wilson, J., Yung, A., Iyer, S. N., & Killackey, E. (2024). 

The Lancet Psychiatry Commission on youth mental health. The Lancet Psychiatry, 11(9), 731-774. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(24)00163-9  

Mirowsky, J. (1995). Age and the sense of control. Social Psychology Quarterly, 58(1), 31-43. https://doi.org/10.2307/2787141  

Mirowsky, J., & Ross, C. E. (1990). Control or defense? Depression and the sense of control over good and bad outcomes. 

Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 31(1), 71–86. https://doi.org/10.2307/2137046 

Montag, C., Demetrovics, Z., Elhai, J. D., Grant, D., Koning, I., Rumpf, H. J., Spada, M. M., Throuvala, M., & Van den Eijnden, R. 

(2024). Problematic social media use in childhood and adolescence. Addictive Behaviors, 153, 107980. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2024.107980  

Niemeyer, H., Bieda, A., Michalak, J., Schneider, S., & Margraf, J. (2019). Education and mental health: Do psychosocial 

resources matter? SSM-Population Health, 7, 100392. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2019.100392  

Nilges, P., & Essau, C. (2015). Die Depressions-Angst-Stress-Skalen. Der Schmerz, 29(6), 649-657. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00482-015-0019-z 

https://doi.org/10.1027/1015-5759/a000058
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-024-06253-5
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0893-3200.22.2.212
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.13864
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.03.004
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph14030311
https://doi.org/10.1016/0005-7967(94)00075-u
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(24)00163-9
https://doi.org/10.2307/2787141
https://doi.org/10.2307/2137046
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2024.107980
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmph.2019.100392
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00482-015-0019-z


 

 

Journal of Social Media Research, 3(2), 108-118 118 

 

Dutschke & 

Brailovskaia 

Orben, A., Przybylski, A. K., Blakemore, S. J., & Kievit, R. A. (2022). Windows of developmental sensitivity to social media. 

Nature Communications, 13. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-29296-3 

Parent, N. (2023). Basic need satisfaction through social media engagement: A developmental framework for understanding 

adolescent social media use. Journal of Social Media Studies, 67(1), 123-145. https://doi.org/10.1159/000529449 

Precht, L. M., Margraf, J., Stirnberg, J., & Brailovskaia, J. (2023). It’s all about control: Sense of control mediates the 

relationship between physical activity and mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic in Germany. Current 

Psychology, 42(10), 8531-8539. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-02303-4 

Sacco, R., Camilleri, N., Eberhardt, J., Umla-Runge, K. & Newbury-Birch, D. (2024). A systematic review and meta-analysis oft 

he prevelance of mental disorders among children and adolescents in Europe. European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 

33(9), 2877-2894. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-022-02131-2  

Seligman, M. E. (1972). Learned helplessness. Annual Review of Medicine, 23(1), 407-412. 

Scott, H., Biello, S. M., & Woods, H. C. (2019). Identifying drivers for bedtime social media use despite sleep costs: The 

adolescent perspective. Sleep Health, 5(6), 539-545. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sleh.2019.07.006 

Shannon, H., Bush, K., Shvetz, C., Paquin, V., Morency, J., Hellemans, K. G., & Guimond, S. (2024). Longitudinal problematic 

social media use in students and its association with negative mental health outcomes. Psychology Research and 

Behavior Management, 1551-1560. https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S450217 

Shannon, H., Bush, K., Villeneuve, P. J., Hellemans, K. G., & Guimond, S. (2022). Problematic social media use in adolescents 

and young adults: systematic review and meta-analysis. JMIR Mental Health, 9(4). https://doi.org/10.2196/33450 

Southwick, F. S., & Southwick, S. M. (2018). The Loss of a Sense of Control as a Major Contributor to Physician Burnout: A 

Neuropsychiatric Pathway to Prevention and Recovery. JAMA Psychiatry, 75(7), 665–666. 

https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2018.0566  

Steptoe, A., Ardle, J., Tsuda, A., & Tanaka, Y. (2007). Depressive symptoms, socio-economic background, sense of control, and 

cultural factors in university students from 23 countries. International Journal of Behavioral Medicine, 14(2), 97-107. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03004175  

Throuvala, M. A., Griffiths, M. D., Rennoldson, M., & Kuss, D. J. (2019). Motivational processes and dysfunctional mechanisms 

of social media use among adolescents: A qualitative focus group study. Computers in Human Behavior, 93, 164-175. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.12.012   

Valkenburg, P. M., Meier, A., & Beyens, I. (2022). Social media use and its impact on adolescent mental health: An umbrella 

review of the evidence. Current Opinion in Psychology, 44, 58-68. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2021.08.017   

Vally, Z., Helmy, M., & Fourie, L. (2023). The association between depression and addictive social media use during the COVID-

19 pandemic: The mediating role of sense of control. PloS ONE, 18(9). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0291034 

Van de Casteele, M., Flamant, N., Ponnet, K., Soenens, B., Van Hees, V., & Vansteenkiste, M. (2024). Adolescents' mental health 

in the social‐media era: The role of offline and online need‐based experiences. Journal of Adolescence, 96(3), 612-631.  

https://doi.org/10.1002/jad.12286 

West, M., Rice, S., & Vella-Brodrick, D. (2023). Mid-adolescents’ social media use: Supporting and suppressing 

autonomy. Journal of Adolescent Research, 40(2), 448-482. https://doi.org/10.1177/0743558423116840 

West, M., Rice, S., & Vella-Brodrick, D. (2024). Adolescent Social Media Use through a Self-Determination Theory Lens: A 

Systematic Scoping Review. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 21(7), 862. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph21070862    

Wiedemann, H., Thomasius, R., & Paschke, K. (2025). Problematische Mediennutzung bei Kindern und Jugendlichen in 

Deutschland: Ergebnisbericht 2024/2025. Ausgewählte Ergebnisse der siebten Erhebungswelle im September/Oktober 

2024. DAK-Gesundheit. Retrieved from: www.dak.de/mediensucht 

World Health Organization. (2018). International classification of diseases for mortality and morbidity statistics (11th 

revision). https://icd.who.int/browse11/l-m/en 

World Health Organization (2022, June 17). Mental health. https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-

strengthening-our-response 

 

  

 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-
https://doi.org/10.1159/000529449
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-02303-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-022-02131-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sleh.2019.07.006
https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S450217
https://doi.org/10.2196/33450
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2018.0566
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03004175
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.12.012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2021.08.017
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0291034
https://doi.org/10.1002/jad.12286
https://doi.org/10.1177/07435584231168402
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph21070862
https://icd.who.int/browse11/l-m/en
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response

