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1. Background and relevance
• A lively discussion on the causes of the recent decline in the mental 

health and subjective well-being (SWB) of adolescents has emerged 

in many countries like Switzerland.

• Tackling mental ill-health and fostering SWB at young age is of 

particular interest for public health and social welfare. 

• Childhood and adolescence represent a 

“unique window [of] opportunity for intervention” 

(Marquez et al. 2024: 65) to enhance well-being, health and welfare. 

• Thus, it is important to identify the most important 

contributing factors of adolescents’ well-being.
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A lively discussion on the causes of the recent decline in the mental health and subjective well-being (SWB) of adolescents has emerged in many Western high-income countries like Switzerland.
Tackling mental ill-health and fostering SWB at young age is of particular interest for public health and social welfare, since SWB in adolescence is a substantial predictor of life outcomes in adulthood like SWB, physical health, and economic success.
Hence, childhood and adolescence represent a “unique window [of] opportunity for intervention” to enhance well-being, health and welfare. 
Thus, it is important to identify the most important contributing factors of adolescents’ SWB.
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1. Background and relevance
• Many factors are important for adolescents’ SWB, e.g.:
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Material deprivation Social relationships Bullying

Performance-related stressorsOverparenting
• health,
• genetic factors, 
• physical activity, 
• neighborhood 

characteristics,

• safety,
• children’s rights,
• spending on 

families and 
education

(e.g., Azzopardi et al. 2019, Bradshaw 2015, 
Casas et al. 2018, Marquez et al. 2024, OECD 
2021, Seki et al. 2023, Vigdal & Bronnick 2022) 
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Many factors play an important role in adolescents’ SWB: Socio-economic status, in particular material deprivation, social relationships both with parents and peers, bullying, and school-related anxiety are among the most substantial contributors. Hence, the family and school environment are of great importance. Furthermore, Rudolf & Bethmann (2023) found a negative relationship between gross domestic product per capita and the SWB of adolescents in high-income countries. School stress, student competition, cognitive effort, and better school performance explain this at first sight paradoxical finding and give rise to ‘hidden mental costs of education’. Other crucial predictors of adolescent SWB include health, genetic factors, physical activity, sleep, neighborhood characteristics, safety, respecting children’s rights, spending on families and education, and anxiety about the future. In addition, there is a growing body of evidence that parental overprotection (also referred to as helicopter parenting) negatively influences the mental health of adolescents via limitations in their resilience. 
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1. Background and relevance
• Social media have shaped communication and social interactions substantially. 

• Social media use (SMU) and mental ill-health in adolescents coincide, which has been 

echoed by political calls to regulate social media (e.g., Orben & Blakemore 2023; Haidt 2024). 

• In recent years, a considerable body of literature has 

emerged addressing the analysis of the link between 

social media use and adolescents’ well-being.

• However, the (cross-sectional, longitudinal, and experimental) 

evidence is inconclusive and ambiguous with effects 

depending on social context and methodological aspects 

(e.g., Fumagalli et al. 2024, Kross et al. 2021, Valkenburg et al. 2022).
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Digital media in general, and social media in particular have shaped communication and social interactions substantially. Social media use and mental ill-health in adolescents coincide, which has been echoed by political calls to regulate social media.
In recent years, a considerable body of literature has addressed the analysis of the link between social media use and adolescents’ SWB. 
However, according to reviews, meta-analyses, and umbrella reviews (of reviews and meta-analyses), the observational and experimental evidence is inconclusive and ambiguous with effects depending on social context and methodological aspects. 
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1. Background and relevance
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Source: Orben et al. 2022: 7.

• The analysis of UK panel/cohort data from 2011 to 2018 by 

Orben et al. (2022) demonstrates that the effect of social 

media use frequency on life satisfaction is moderated by age 

and sex, giving rise to 

‘developmental windows of sensitivity to social media’: 

- puberty and the 

- transition from education to employment.

• The initial findings of Orben et al. (2022) call for replication 

(Orben & Blakmore 2023) and extension (moderation by SES).
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An interesting study within this realm is the analysis by Orben et al. (2022). Exploiting UK panel data from the study Understanding Society from 2011 to 2018 by means of Random Intercept Cross-Lagged Panel Models, Orben et al. (2022) showed that age and gender moderate the effect of social media use (SMU) frequency on overall life satisfaction. In particular, the authors found that girls and boys presumably within puberty and at the age of 19 face negative effects of social media use on SWB. This gives rise to the explained developmental windows of sensitivity to social media.
The initial finding of Orben et al. (2022) call for replication and extension, since the original findings could be specific for the UK context or a methodological artefact (e.g., due to the choice of measurement instruments, survey error, model choice). 
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2. Data and methods
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study country study 
design

years national 
represen-

tativity

survey 
mode

age N n

HBSC CH trend design 
(repeated 

cross-
sections)

2002, 2006, 
2010, 2014, 
2018, 2022

yes PAPI 11-15 
years

59’662 9’944 
(mean)

TREE CH cohort/panel 
data design

2016-2019, 
2021, 2022

yes CATI, 
CASI, PAPI

15-22 
years

19’809 4’232

Note: HBSC = Health Behaviour in
School-aged Children (HBSC)
Switzerland (Addiction Switzerland,
2024). TREE = Transitions from
Education to Employment (TREE,
2023a, b). N = number of observations.
n = number of individuals. PAPI = Paper-
and-Pencil Interviewing. CATI =
Computer-assisted Telephone
Interviewing. CASI = Computer-assisted
Self-interviewing. FE = Fixed effects.
FEIS = FE with individual slopes.

study outcome
Subjective well-being (SWB)

treatment 
Social media use (SMU)

analytical strategy

HBSC Cantril Ladder of life satisfaction 
(11-point scale; Cantril 1965)

Social Media Disorder Scale 
(9-item scale of problematic SMU (PSMU); 

Van den Eijnden et al. 2016; 
dummy, 1 if ≥6 items ‘yes’)

Description of development, 
multiple OLS-regression

TREE General life satisfaction 
(11-point scale)

SMU frequency (>2h/d) FE, FEIS panel regression
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In our study, we pursue two goals: First, we provide an update of the development of adolescents’ SWB and SMU in Switzerland. Second, we investigate, whether ‘developmental windows of sensitivity to social media’ can also be found in Switzerland. 

To describe the development of adolescents’ SWB and problematic social media aged 11 to 15 years in Switzerland we use nationally representative and internationally comparable trend data from the survey study Health Behaviour in School-aged Children from 2002 to 2022, which is fielded every 4 years. HBSC regularly exceeds participation rates of more than 80 %. PSMU is defined as a loss of control over the time spent with social media, with a significant negative impact on essential everyday activities. It is measured using an established 9-item scale – the Social Media Disorder Scale. SWB is measured using the well-known Cantril Ladder of life satisfaction, an 11-point single-item scale. 

We identify the effect of PSMU on SWB using HBSC trend data we apply pooled multiple OLS regressions controlling for gender, age, family affluence, social support of family and friends and survey year.

To identify the causal effect of social media use frequency on SWB we exploit Swiss nationally representative panel/cohort data of adolescents aged 15 to 22 years from the study Transitions from Education to Employment. We use a cut-off of 2h/d of social media use as it is commonly used in the literature to distinguish unproblematic from problematic frequencies of screen use. SWB is measured using an 11-point scale on general life satisfaction. We apply standard panel regression models (fixed effects (FE), and FE with individual slopes (FEIS)). The models control for other media use (television, gaming, information), place of residence, and age-, year-, and month-dummies.
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3. Results: 
HBSC: Description:
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Note: Means and 95% confidence intervals (areas) are adjusted
for the clustered sample design and weighted for non-response.
Data source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC)
Switzerland. N(life satisfaction)=58’256. N(SMDS)=18’017.

Presenter-Notizen
Präsentationsnotizen
Let’s turn to the descriptive results:
With a mean of 7.4, life satisfaction in school-aged children in Switzerland was relatively high in 2022. Boys and 11-year-olds were on average 0.8 and 0.9 scale points more satisfied with their life than girls and 15-year-olds. Life satisfaction decreased on average by 0.5 scale points from 2002 (7.9) to 2022. While for boys there has been only a relatively small decline over this time span (0.2 scale points), girls experienced a more substantial drop of 0.7 scale points. The starkest drop of 0.8 scale points was observed for girls aged 15 years between 2014 and 2022, followed by 13-year-old girls from 2018 to 2022 (-0.6 scale points). Before these periods, the life satisfaction in the observed age and gender groups has remained virtually unchanged. 
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3. Results: 
HBSC: Description:
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Note: Means and 95% confidence intervals (areas) are adjusted
for the clustered sample design and weighted for non-response.
Data source: Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC)
Switzerland. N(life satisfaction)=58’256. N(SMDS)=18’017.
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Between 2018 and 2022 the average prevalence of problematic social media use of 11- to 15-year-olds increased substantially from 4.5 % to 7.1 %. Girls aged 13 to 15 years experienced the sharpest rise from 6.7 % and 4.2 % to almost 12 % and 9.0 % respectively. Hence, decreases in the subjective well-being in these groups coincide with increases in PSMU.
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3. Results: 
TREE: 
Causal 
inference:
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Note: Unstandardized coefficients of Fixed
Effects (FE) and Fixed Effects with Individual
Slopes (FEIS) Panel Regressions including 95 %
confidence intervals based on individually
clustered standard errors. The FE models
control for other media use (television, gaming,
information), residence in an agglomeration
with more than 100k inhabitants, dummies for
each age (15-22), dummies for the survey years
(2016-2019, 2021, 2022), and dummies for the
month of the interview. The models only
include cases with three or more observations.
Low or middle parental education stands for
maximum primary or secondary education of
the parents (averaged), high parental education
denotes tertiary education of the parents
(averaged). Data source: Transitions from
Education to Employment (TREE, cohort 2).
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FE and FEIS models on TREE data show a robust small negative and statistically significant effect of more than 2 hours of social media use per day on subjective well-being of about -.10 scale points for women with low or middle parental educational background. However, for women with high parental education and for men regardless of their parental educational background we find no substantial and statistically significant effect. 
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3. Results: 
TREE: 
Causal 
inference:
Moderation by age:
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Note: Unstandardized average marginal effects
(lines) from Fixed Effects (FE) Panel Regression
including 95% confidence intervals (areas) based on
individually clustered standard errors. The FE models
control for other media use (television, gaming,
information), residence in an agglomeration with
more than 100k inhabitants, dummies for age,
dummies for the survey years, and dummies for the
months of the interview. The models only include
cases with three or more observations. Data source:
Transitions from Education to Employment (TREE,
cohort 2).
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Furthermore, the negative effect for women with low or middle parental education strongly depends on aging. We observe a substantial and statistically significant negative effect for girls aged 15-17 years, which steadily decreases in absolute size from -.34 scale points (-.25 sd) at the age of 15 to zero for females aged 18 to 22. 
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3. Results: 
TREE: 
Causal 
inference:
Moderation by age:
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Note: Unstandardized average marginal effects
(lines) from Fixed Effects (FE) Panel Regression
including 95% confidence intervals (areas) based on
individually clustered standard errors. The FE models
control for other media use (television, gaming,
information), residence in an agglomeration with
more than 100k inhabitants, dummies for age,
dummies for the survey years, and dummies for the
months of the interview. The models only include
cases with three or more observations. Data source:
Transitions from Education to Employment (TREE,
cohort 2).
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For the other subgroups aging does not substantially moderate the effects of the FE regressions shown before. 
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4. Discussion and conclusion
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• (Problematic) social media use is negatively linked with the

subjective well-being of adolescents in Switzerland.

• Causal inference on panel data (TREE cohort 2) shows that the effect

of social media use on life satisfaction only applies to girls and young 

women with low or middle parental educational background until 

majority age (~ 40 % of the population). The effect is substantial and 

comparable with life events like entering a new partnership, separation 

from the partner or childbirth (e.g. Krämer et al. 2024). 

• We found no evidence of perpetuation of the effect over the life 

course (up to age 22).
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Problematic social media use and social media use are negatively linked with the subjective well-being of adolescents in Switzerland.
Causal inference on panel data shows that the effect of social media use on life satisfaction only applies to girls and young women with low or middle parental educational background until majority age. This group constitutes about 40 % of the respective population). The effect is substantial and comparable with life events like entering a new partnership, separation from the partner or childbirth. We found no evidence of perpetuation of the effect over the life course (up to age 22).
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4. Discussion and conclusion

Federal Department of Home Affairs
Federal Office of Public Health FOPH

Prevention and Public Health Services Directorate
Prevention of Non-Communicable Diseases Division
Scientific Bases SectionSwiss Confederation

Mader, Costantini, Fahr & Delgrande     Social media use and subjective well-being in Switzerland

• Our study confirms and enhances the findings of Orben et al. (2022) 

on ‘windows of developmental sensitivity to social media’.

• It reaffirms the importance of prevention and health promotion 

targeted at vulnerable groups. 

• Education on responsible social media use and regulation of 

adverse aspects of social media platforms may be useful to balance 

pros and cons of social media use. 
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In all, our study confirms and enhances the findings of Orben et al. (2022) on ‘windows of developmental sensitivity to social media’.
It reaffirms the importance of prevention and health promotion targeted at vulnerable groups, in this case girls and young women with low socio-economic background. 
Education on responsible social media use and regulation of adverse aspects of social media platforms may be useful to balance pros and cons of social media use. �
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Thank you very much for your attention!
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Mader, Sebastian, Damiano Costantini, Annette Fahr, and Marina 
Delgrande Jordan (2025): The effect of social media use on 

adolescents’ subjective well-being: Longitudinal evidence from 
Switzerland. Social Science & Medicine 365: 117595. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2024.117595.
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