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ABSTRACT 

 

Background: Increasing perceived stress directs college students to resort to a variety of coping 

mechanisms. Among the popular strategies, many college students are reaching out to social media, while 

many take to substance abuse. Like two sides of a coin, substance abuse and social media are used for both 

negative and positive purposes. The present study is designed to explore which coping mechanism - 

substance abuse or social media, do young adults employ to cope with their stress and the effectiveness of 

that mechanism. 

Methods: A sample of 167 male and female college students is selected. Data is collected through a self-

designed questionnaire and Index of Clinical Stress (Abell, 1991). Descriptive statistics, student’s t-test and 

ANOVA is employed to analyse the data. 

Results: Results indicate no significant differences in the perceived stress experienced by students who use 

social media, substance abuse and both as coping mechanisms. More students using social media as 

coping measure reported a decrease in their stress. Also, students who perceived social support reported 

the least stress experienced. Dissatisfaction with their choice of coping measure also reported higher stress 

in the students. Almost half the sample reported that they would recommend neither social media nor 

substance abuse as coping mechanisms. 

Conclusion:The results guide towards numerous future research ideas, as none of the two coping 

mechanisms seem to relieve stress in young adolescents and they do not qualify to be recommended. The 

importance of social support and satisfaction with one’s own choices is reiterated. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Stress and coping, as variables, have been conceptualized in a number of ways by different authors and 

researchers. Some have formulated stress as a response to a perceived stressful situation, while others 

suggest stress is a stimulus in itself. Eventually, it is the individual’s subjective appraisal of the stress that 

decides his/her response to it –coping [1].  

An idea initially explored by Walter Cannon, stress as a concept was popularized by Hans Selye. 

Following Selye, several papers and theories have been published relating stress to various physiological 

and psychological factors. Considering the way stress is perceived and experienced, coping follows. 

Folkman and Lazarus say that coping is influenced by an individual's cognitive appraisal of an event, 

which subsequently influences emotional arousal. So, copingimplies a more specific process of cognitive 

appraisal to determine whether an individual believes he or she has the resources to respond effectively to 
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the challenges of a stressor or change. The response for coping process can be in terms of problem-focused 

coping or emotion-focused coping [2]. 

Among the presently popular coping mechanisms, social media has become an integral part college 

students’ life. While, it has various negative outcomes that aim the self-worth of the college students, social 

media has various positive outcomes too- many have found support in various online communities, 

healing, strength, friendship, and love they long for. Shaw and Gant found that internet use decreased 

loneliness and depression significantly, while perceived social support and self-esteem increased 

significantly. The usage of social networking has brought lots of changes in interpersonal relationships 

between students and members of family; it also helped students to have more communication with their 

family members and friends [3]. 

While some people manage to find healthy ways of coping with stress, substance abuse is also increasingly 

being used as a means to cope with stress - use of drugs, smoking and alcohol. Palmer and his team report 

that substance abuse is mostly used to cope with difficult emotions, challenging life events, death of a 

family member, a break-up, illness, etc., boredom, stress, insomnia, trauma / PTSD, social anxiety, etc.  

69% college students who self-reported lifetime use of an illicit drug reported at least one negative 

consequence over the course of their lifetime; 28% of them reported being moderately concerned about 

their drug or medication misuse and moderately interested in some form of intervention. Unfortunately, as 

a coping mechanism, the temporary benefits are outweighed by the long-term negative effects on health 

and relationships, poor decision-making under the influence, as well as increased dependency [4]. In recent 

years, authors have reported saying that prescription drug misuse has become increasingly prevalent 

among college students and has been related to poorer academic performance and high-risk behaviour [5-

6]. 

The present study aims at exploring the use of social media and substance abuse specifically as coping 

measures.  The objective is to understand the differential implication of these coping alternatives and 

explore a direction for future research in the area of coping. 

It is hypothesized that: 

(a) There will be no significant difference in the number of college students who employ social media 

and substance abuse as their coping mechanism.  

(b) There will be no significant difference in the stress perceived by those who use social media and 

substance abuse as coping strategies.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Sample  

A random sample of 170 college students were employed, aged 17 - 25 years old, for the study (27 males, 

143 females; mean age 19 years; SD 1.061). The participants belonged to middle and upper socio-

economic strata and had no prior experience of the tools employed for data collection.  

Procedure  

An online survey method was employed comprising of two scales. A questionnaire was designed 

comprising of 12 self-report behaviour questions. The Index of Clinical Stress was also administered to 

measure the perceived clinical stress of participants.  Ethical mandates of informed consent, voluntary 

participation and confidentiality were followed.  

Instruments 

 Index of Clinical Stress [7]: This is a 25 items self-report questionnaire administered on individual 

adults, over 12 years of age. A low score indicates relative absence of the problem being 

measured. The reliability alpha of the scale is 0.90, revealing the scale’s good internal consistency.   

 A questionnaire was designed to explore the usage of substance abuse and social media as coping 

measures.  

Statistical Analysis 

Descriptive statistics, student’s t and ANOVA analysis were carried out using the SPSS statistical software 

program (version 16.0) (SPSS, 2008).  
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RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

Among the several coping strategies that have been compared and proven for effectiveness by several 

studies, use of substance abuse and social media individually is the objective of this study.  

Table 1 and Figure 1 suggest that only 2 (1.2%) participants admitted their use of substance abuse as a 

coping mechanism, in comparison to 151 (90.42%) who reported reliance on social media. Rejecting our 

first hypothesis, the probable reason of such a finding could be identified as social media being readily and 

easily accessible and convenient to college students as opposed to substances like alcohol, drugs, tobacco, 

etc. Further, 14 (8.38%) college students reported using both social media and substance abuse as strategies 

to cope with stress. Molly O'Toole [8] reported 70% of teenagers spend hours on Facebook, Myspace and 

other social networking sites.  For this same age bracket, social-network-savvy teens are five times more 

likely to use tobacco; three times more likely to use alcohol; and twice as likely to use marijuana than teens 

who do not spend any of their day on social networking sites. Therefore, it is possible that use of one 

reinforces the use of another.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2 t-test results suggest a significant difference between the two self report forms of perceived stress – 

a direct question and a standardised clinical stress scale (t=7.443, p<0.0001), with a larger group mean in 

the self report of perceived stress (2.62) than the standardized clinical stress scale (2.14). The finding hints 

at the disadvantage of asking college students about their experienced stress directly for they may 

exaggerate their experience and report higher stress, while a standardized scale accounts for this concern.  

On exploring the difference in the clinical stress levels between those employing substance abuse, social 

media and both as coping measures, the results indicate non-significant differences on the analysis of 

variance test (f=0.595, p>0.05). Therefore, irrespective of the coping measure employed, the stress levels 

perceived by participants do not significantly differ from the other participants. Multiple comparisons also 

suggest no significant differences between any of the three groups.  

Accepting our second hypothesis, this finding proposes that neither of the coping measures have proven 

their effectiveness in reducing the perceived stress levels of college students. Das and others reported the 

prevalence of many unhealthy behaviours beginning in adolescence, and that substance abuse has had 

grave impact on individuals, families and communities [9]. It is important to note that individual and 

family factors can be important factors of substance abuse [10]. Several studies have reported an extensive 

analysis of the r impact, risk factors and prevalence of substance abuse in India [11]. Similarly, the impact 

of social media among the Indian youth has also been extensively researched, more than often examining 
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the negative outcomes [12-14]. It is, therefore, imperative that healthier coping alternatives be made visible 

and available to college students in our country.  

One possible confound of this result could be accounted to the unequal sample size between the social 

media and substance abuse user groups. It can be highlighted that from a sample of 167 participants, only 

2 reported their dependence on substance as a coping measure. This could be interpreted in multiple ways 

– one, in our Indian settings, admitting the use of substance is low; two, substance users in the random 

sample is less; three, it is possible that the 15 participants reporting the use of both social media and 

substance abuse are substance abusers and wish to mask their dependence on solely the latter.  

13 (8.61%) students reported various other consequences of using social media to cope with stress, such as 

diverting their mind away from stress and moderate or temporary reduction of stress. This implies that 

social media does help college students to reduce stress to some extent. One way to explain this is that 

through social media people may realize that problems are universal by connecting with similar people. 

Also, the various online communities support and help young students to cope with stress effectively. 

Several studies have reported positive impact of social media on mental health, such as decrease in 

loneliness and depression and find that time on the Internet was positively associated with 

communication, social involvement, and overall well-being. 

Further Figure 2b denotes the reported consequence of substance abuse as a coping mechanism. In our 

random sample, only 2 participants out of 167, have voluntarily reported their use substance to cope with 

stress, from which 1 indicated that it helps to reduce stress while the other was not aware of any effect that 

substance abuse had on stress. However, it would not be appropriate to compare the effectiveness of social 

media and substance abuse as a coping mechanism due to unequal sample size.  

Significant differences on the analysis of variance test (f=3.830,p<0.005), indicate that perceived stress 

levels differ with difference in social support they receive, with the largest group mean(57.81) of students 

who never perceive social support around when they need while it was the smallest (36.71) for those who 

always perceive social support. This clearly suggests that as more social support is perceived by college 

students, their perceived stress level decreases. Multiple comparisons show significant difference between 

those who always and those who never perceive social support (p=0.009), and between students who never 

and often perceive it when needed (p=0.019).  

Numerous studies support that social support is essential for maintaining physical and psychological 

health.  Baqutayan [15] found that students who reported less social support reported more stress. Hispanic 

students who perceived that social support was available had lower distress ratings than students who 

perceived social support was less available, and social support was found to moderate the relationship 

between stress and distress. Lack of social support might also lead to maladaptive behaviours which 

further add to stress. A recent study found that students who perceived less social support from friends 

reported higher amounts of alcohol use [16]. 

Significant differences on the analysis of variance test (f=3.702, p<0.027) indicates a difference between 

individuals perceiving stress levels as a function of their satisfaction with their coping  mechanism, with 

group mean being highest for those who report dissatisfaction with their coping mechanism (47.60) 

followed by those who are not sure about whether the coping  mechanism they employ is effective 

(40.96).Further, the group mean was lowest for those college students reported satisfaction with their 

coping mechanism (38.36). Multiple comparisons also suggest significant differences between those who 

report satisfaction and those who report dissatisfaction with the mechanism they adopt to cope with stress 

(p=0.28). It can be concluded that satisfaction with the employed coping mechanism plays an important 

role in perceived stress levels. Also, such specific comparisons are less reported in Indian scientific 

literature.  

Figure 3 highlights the coping mechanisms that students reported they would recommend to others. It was 

observed that out of 167 college students, 36 (21.55%) participants would suggest social media as a coping 

mechanism to others whereas only 3 (1.80%) participants recommended substance abuse to 

others.However, it is important to note that majority of 83 (49.70%) participants preferred not to suggest 

any coping mechanism. Also, 45 (26.95%) participants suggested recommending various others 

mechanisms to cope with stress which included engaging in physical activities, yoga, meditation, etc. 
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Strengths and Limitations 

An exploration into two specific coping mechanisms in an Indian college sample is one of the strengths of 

this study. The results guide towards numerous future research ideas, as none of the two coping 

mechanisms seem to relieve stress in young adolescents and they do not qualify to be recommended. The 

importance of social support and satisfaction with one’s own choices is reiterated.  

However, an unequal randomized sample size between social media and substance users poses concern. 

Limitations of an online and survey method, in addition to mood, peer pressure, etc. confounds the results.    

 

Implications for future studies 

Findings of the study indicate that the Indian college students need healthier coping alternatives in mainly 

their academic and social perceived stress. Neither of the coping mechanisms seems to reduce stress nor 

are they satisfactory enough to be recommended to others.  They need more availability and support of 

mental health practitioners and other beneficial coping measures such as music therapy, animal-assisted 

therapy and bibliotherapy. Considering the possibilities, this research suggests the further exploration of 

this concern as future research implications. 
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