
Rahim et al.: A multidimensional conceptual framework of social media use and academic performance. 

Special Issue 4 
- 319 - 

QUANTUM JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES 7(SI4): 319-328. 

eISSN: 2716-6481 

https://doi.org/10.55197/qjssh.v7si4.1588 

A MULTIDIMENSIONAL CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF 

SOCIAL MEDIA USE AND ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE 

RAHIM, L. N. A.
1*

 – ALI, S. A. M.
1
 – RAMLEE, N. A. Z.

1
 – SALLEH, N. F.

1
 – ASNAWI, N. H.

1 

1 
Faculty of Business and Management, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Selangor, Malaysia. 

*Corresponding author 

e-mail: linanadia[at]uitm.edu.my 

(Received 18th March 2026; revised 26th June 2026; accepted 28th July 2026) 

Abstract. The growing presence of social media in university students’ lives has raised more concerns 

about its effects on academic performance. Although social media platforms may support communication, 

collaborative learning, and information sharing, existing studies report inconsistent findings on whether 

social media use enhances or undermines academic outcomes. One major limitation in current literature is 

the tendency to conceptualize social media usage as a single construct rather than as a multidimensional 

behavioural phenomenon. This concept paper proposes a multidimensional conceptual framework that 

explains how different forms of social media usage influence academic performance of Malaysian 

university students. The framework examines five behavioural dimensions: time spent on social media, 

study distraction, social media addiction, multitasking behaviour, and online peer influence. Grounded in 

Self-Regulation Theory and Cognitive Load Theory, the framework argues that the effects of social media 

depend not only on usage intensity but also on students’ capacity to regulate digital behaviour and 

manage cognitive demands. By distinguishing between productive and problematic forms of social media 

engagement, this paper offers a more comprehensive theoretical basis for understanding digital learning 

behaviour and provides direction for future empirical research in higher education. 

Keywords: social media usage, academic performance, self-regulation, cognitive load, university 

students 

Introduction 

The rapid development of digital technology has transformed university students’ 

educational experiences worldwide. Social media platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, 

WhatsApp, and Facebook are now embedded in students’ daily routines and influence 

their academic, social, and behavioural activities. While these platforms support 

communication, collaborative learning, information sharing, and peer interaction, 

concerns remain about their possible effects on academic performance. Prior studies 

report mixed findings on the academic consequences of social media use. Some suggest 

that social media supports collaborative learning, communication efficiency, and 

academic engagement, especially when used for educational purposes. Others associate 

excessive use with procrastination, distraction, multitasking, reduced concentration, and 

poorer academic outcomes. These mixed findings suggest that social media does not 

affect academic performance in a uniform way. Rather, its influence may depend on the 

nature, intensity, and purpose of use, as well as students’ ability to regulate their online 

behaviour. To address this issue, this paper proposes a multidimensional framework that 

examines social media usage through five behavioural dimensions: time spent on social 

media, social media addiction, study distraction, multitasking behaviour, and online 

peer influence. The study is grounded in Self-Regulation Theory and Cognitive Load 

Theory, which together explain how behavioural control and cognitive overload shape 

students’ academic outcomes. This framework contributes a more nuanced 
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understanding of digital learning behaviour and provides a basis for future empirical 

research in higher education. 

 

Problem statement  

Social media use among university students has drawn growing attention because of 

its influence on teaching, learning, and academic communication. Although social 

media platforms facilitate collaborative learning, information sharing, and peer 

interaction, excessive or poorly regulated use may interfere with academic engagement 

and learning effectiveness (Ting et al., 2024; Alshalawi, 2022). Understanding how 

different patterns of social media usage affect academic performance is therefore 

important in higher education research. Existing literature presents inconsistent findings 

on the relationship between social media usage and academic performance. Some 

studies report positive outcomes such as improved academic communication, 

collaboration, and knowledge sharing, whereas others link excessive or problematic use 

to distraction, procrastination, reduced academic engagement, and poorer performance 

(Ting et al., 2024; Alshalawi, 2022; Alhusban et al., 2022). Recent evidence suggests 

that these contrasting findings depend largely on how students engage with social 

media, including purpose of use, usage intensity, multitasking behaviours, and self-

control (Teketel et al., 2025; Inamdar et al., 2023; Kalam et al., 2023; Alshalawi, 2022; 

Hameed et al., 2022). A key limitation in the literature is that many studies examine 

specific behavioural dimensions in isolation rather than as a connected set of behaviours 

(Teketel et al., 2025; Inamdar et al., 2023; Alshalawi, 2022; Hameed et al., 2022). 

Although this has produced useful insights into individual aspects of social media use, it 

leaves the broader mechanisms underexplained, particularly in Malaysian higher 

education. There is therefore a need for a multidimensional conceptual framework that 

explains how different social media usage behaviours collectively influence academic 

performance among Malaysian university students. By integrating Self-Regulation 

Theory and Cognitive Load Theory, this concept paper offers a more comprehensive 

explanation of how digital behaviours shape academic outcomes. 

 

Research objectives  

(1) Conceptualize social media usage as a multidimensional behavioural construct; 

(2) Explore the conceptual relationships between dimensions of social media usage and 

academic performance; (3) Propose an integrated conceptual framework explaining how 

social media usage behaviour influences the academic performance of Malaysian 

university students; (4) Establish a theoretical foundation for future empirical research 

on digital learning behaviour in higher education contexts; (5) Examine the moderating 

role of self-regulation in the relationship between social media usage behaviour and 

academic performance. 

 

Literature review  

Social media usage and academic performance  

Social media is now central to university students’ academic and social lives due to 

widespread smartphones and internet access. Beyond communication, these platforms 

are used for collaboration, knowledge sharing, and access to learning resources. 

Research shows the relationship between social media use and academic performance is 
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mixed rather than uniformly positive or negative. For example, higher social media use 

has been linked to poorer outcomes among medical undergraduates (Bhandarkar et al., 

2021) and to reduced academic performance via cognitive strain and weakened attention 

(Xu et al., 2022). A meta-analysis reported a small but significant negative link between 

technology-related behaviours and academic performance (Kuş, 2025), while Zerrouk et 

al. (2026) also reported considerable heterogeneity across studies, suggesting that social 

media’s effect depends on how students use it. Overall, social media should be viewed 

as a multidimensional behaviour rather than a single uniform construct. In this study, 

academic performance refers to students’ overall educational achievement in higher 

education, reflected in indicators such as GPA, examination results, assignment 

performance, or self-reported achievement (Xu et al., 2022; Bhandarkar et al., 2021). It 

is treated as a holistic outcome variable. From the perspective of Cognitive Load 

Theory, academic performance reflects the efficiency of cognitive processing during 

learning, while Self-Regulation Theory explains how students’ control over attention, 

digital behaviour, and academic priorities shapes their outcomes. 

 

Time spent on social media  

Time spent on social media refers to the duration and frequency of students’ 

engagement with social networking platforms. It is often used as an indicator of usage 

intensity in studies examining academic performance. Evidence indicates time online 

matters but not in isolation. Non-academic use predicts poorer academic performance, 

whereas academic-purpose use does not show the same negative effect, and self-control 

moderates this relationship (Hameed et al., 2022). Teketel et al. (2025) similarly found 

both purpose and time spent influence academic outcomes. Prolonged or problematic 

use correlates with worse time management, greater procrastination, and lower 

performance (Şıngır, 2025; Alhusban et al., 2022; Bhandarkar et al., 2021). Thus, time 

spent on social media is treated as one behavioural dimension within broader digital 

engagement; its effect depends on purpose, self-regulation, and academic priorities. 

 

Social media addiction  

Social media addiction denotes excessive, compulsive, and hard-to-control 

engagement with social media despite negative consequences. It differs from frequent 

but controlled use because it involves loss of control, emotional reliance, and continued 

engagement despite harms. Empirical work links problematic use to poorer academic 

and psychological outcomes; a recent meta-analysis found a moderate negative 

association with academic performance (Aziz, 2025). Addictive patterns are associated 

with procrastination, poor time management, and lower academic performance (Şıngır, 

2025; Alhusban et al., 2022; Bhandarkar et al., 2021). Problematic use is also tied to 

FoMO, emotional distress, and weakened self-regulation (Thomas and George, 2025; 

Maulany Yusra and Napitupulu, 2022). Unlike raw time spent, addiction reflects 

impaired behavioural control and is treated here as a distinct dimension that undermines 

academic engagement. 

 

Study distraction  

Study distraction refers to interruptions that disrupt concentration during academic 

tasks, commonly caused by notifications, messages, and social media while studying. 

Recent studies identify digital distraction as one of the main mechanisms linking social 
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media use to academic performance. Digital interruptions reduce sustained attention and 

academic efficiency (Şahin, 2026; Demavivas et al., 2025). In addition, distraction 

interacts with self-regulation and attention control; stronger self-regulation can buffer its 

negative effects (Deepa et al., 2022). Qualitative studies also show students view digital 

distraction as a major threat to concentration and try to manage interruptions while 

studying (Mondal, 2024). Repeated interruptions impose cognitive costs that weaken 

information processing; thus, study distraction is conceptualised as a key behavioural 

mechanism linking social media to poorer academic performance.  

 

Multitasking behaviour  

Multitasking behaviour involves intentionally dividing attention between academic 

tasks and social media (simultaneous or rapidly alternating activities). Unlike externally 

caused distraction, multitasking is voluntary and leads to frequent task-switching, which 

reduces learning effectiveness. Meta-analytic and experimental evidence links academic 

media multitasking to lower achievement, poorer retention, and reduced productivity 

(Lax et al., 2026; Cvetković et al., 2025). Experimental studies also show that 

distractive online activity during learning reduces information retention and memory 

performance, whereas self-regulated and academically related media use supports better 

learning outcomes (Mazurek, 2022). Similarly, Mirza et al. (2025) reported that greater 

social media use was associated with lower learning efficiency and productivity. The 

harms arise from cognitive demands of switching attention rather than social media per 

se. Therefore, multitasking is treated as a separate behavioural dimension that can 

impair academic performance by depleting cognitive resources needed for sustained 

learning. 

 

Online peer influence   

Online peer influence denotes how peers’ behaviours, norms, and interactions on 

social platforms shape students’ digital habits and academic behaviour. Positive peer 

interactions through social media can encourage academic collaboration, knowledge 

sharing, and student engagement, particularly when students use platforms to exchange 

resources and support group learning (Shabbir et al., 2025; Mian and Al Lihabi, 2023). 

Conversely, peer norms can amplify fear of missing out (FoMO), peer pressure, and 

problematic use, increasing emotional distress and media multitasking (Thomas and 

George, 2025; Wu et al., 2025; Ngo et al., 2024). Thus, online peer influence shapes the 

social context in which students develop their social media habits. Rather than directly 

determining academic performance, peer influence may encourage either productive or 

problematic behaviour depending on social norms and students’ responses to them. 

Accordingly, online peer influence is conceptualised as one behavioural dimension that 

may affect academic performance among university students. 

 

Theoretical framework  

Self-regulation theory  

Self-Regulation Theory explains how individuals monitor, control, and adjust their 

thoughts, emotions, and behaviours in pursuit of personal goals (Bandura, 1991). Within 

higher education, self-regulation is reflected in students' ability to manage their study 

time, maintain attention, resist distractions, and regulate their use of digital technologies 
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during learning activities. Students with stronger self-regulatory abilities are generally 

better able to prioritise academic responsibilities and minimise behaviours that interfere 

with learning. The literature reviewed in this study consistently suggests that the 

academic consequences of social media depend not only on students' patterns of use but 

also on their capacity to regulate their digital behaviour. For example, Hameed et al. 

(2022) found that self-control moderated the relationship between non-academic social 

media use and academic performance, while recent studies on digital distraction 

similarly suggest that stronger self-regulation and attention control can reduce the 

negative effects of social media interruptions on learning (Aziz et al., 2025; Deepa et 

al., 2022). Thus, Self-Regulation Theory is incorporated as a moderating variable rather 

than a mediating variable because self-regulation is conceptualised as an individual 

capability that influences how students respond to social media use rather than a 

consequence of social media use itself. It is therefore expected to strengthen or weaken 

the relationship between social media usage behaviours and academic performance.  

 

Cognitive load theory  

Cognitive Load Theory proposes that learning is constrained by the limited capacity 

of working memory. When learners are required to process multiple competing sources 

of information simultaneously, unnecessary cognitive demands reduce their ability to 

concentrate, process information effectively, and retain new knowledge, thereby 

impairing learning performance (Sweller et al., 2011; Sweller, 1988). The literature 

reviewed in this study suggests that several dimensions of social media use may 

contribute to unnecessary cognitive load during academic activities. Study distraction 

and multitasking behaviour interrupt sustained attention (Cvetković et al., 2025; Deepa 

et al., 2022), while excessive time spent on social media and problematic social media 

use increase competing cognitive demands that reduce students' capacity to focus on 

academic tasks (Aziz, 2025; Hameed et al., 2022). Similarly, online peer influence may 

encourage continuous digital engagement through peer norms and fear of missing out, 

increasing interruptions during learning (Thomas and George, 2025; Ngo et al., 2024). 

Accordingly, Cognitive Load Theory provides both the theoretical justification for 

conceptualising social media usage as a multidimensional construct and the cognitive 

explanation for how these dimensions may influence academic performance. Rather 

than treating social media usage as a single behavioural construct, the proposed 

framework distinguishes five behavioural dimensions that represent different patterns of 

digital engagement capable of increasing unnecessary cognitive demands during 

learning. 

 

Integration of self-regulation theory and cognitive load theory  

Self-Regulation Theory and Cognitive Load Theory provide complementary 

explanations for the proposed conceptual framework. Cognitive Load Theory Cognitive 

Load Theory shows how time spent on social media, addiction, distraction, 

multitasking, and online peer influence can raise cognitive demands and interfere with 

learning, while Self-Regulation Theory explains why these effects vary depending on 

students’ ability to regulate attention, manage digital behaviour, and prioritise academic 

tasks. Together, these theories provide the theoretical foundation for the framework by 

explaining both the cognitive mechanisms through which social media influences 

academic performance and the moderating role of self-regulation. 
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Proposed conceptual framework  

Figure 1 presents the proposed conceptual framework for examining the relationship 

between social media usage and academic performance among Malaysian university 

students. Rather than conceptualising social media usage as a single behavioural 

construct, the framework recognises that different dimensions of social media use may 

influence academic performance through distinct behavioural and cognitive 

mechanisms. The framework proposes five dimensions of social media usage as the 

independent variables: time spent on social media, social media addiction, study 

distraction, multitasking behaviour, and online peer influence. Academic performance is 

positioned as the dependent variable, representing students' overall educational 

achievement. In addition, self-regulation is proposed as a moderating variable because 

students differ in their ability to regulate attention, manage digital behaviour, and 

prioritise academic responsibilities. Consequently, students with stronger self-regulatory 

abilities are expected to be less susceptible to the negative academic effects associated 

with excessive or poorly regulated social media use. The proposed framework is 

grounded in the integration of Self-Regulation Theory and Cognitive Load Theory. 

Cognitive Load Theory explains how different dimensions of social media usage may 

increase unnecessary cognitive demands that interfere with learning processes, whereas 

Self-Regulation Theory explains why these effects vary according to students' capacity 

to regulate their behaviour and attention. Together, these theories provide the theoretical 

foundation for understanding how different patterns of social media usage influence 

academic performance among university students. 

 

 
Figure 1. Proposed conceptual framework of social media usage and academic performance 

among Malaysian university students. 

 

Propositions  

Proposition 1: Time spent on social media significantly affects academic 

performance among university students. Excessive time spent on social media may 

reduce the time available for studying, revision, and assignment completion, while also 

contributing to procrastination and weaker time management. 
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Proposition 2: Social media addiction negatively influences academic performance 

among university students. Students with addictive usage patterns may experience 

frequent interruptions, reduced concentration, and weaker academic discipline. 

Proposition 3: Study distraction resulting from social media usage negatively 

influences academic performance among university students. Notifications, online 

interactions, and entertainment content may interrupt learning and reduce concentration 

during academic tasks. 

Proposition 4: Multitasking behaviour during academic activities negatively 

influences academic performance among university students. Dividing attention 

between academic tasks and social media may increase cognitive fragmentation and 

weaken information processing. 

Proposition 5: Online peer influence significantly influences academic performance, 

either positively or negatively depending on peer norms. Positive peer influence may 

encourage collaborative learning, whereas negative peer influence may normalise 

excessive social media use and distract students from academic priorities. 

Proposition 6: Self-regulation moderates the relationship between social media usage 

behaviours and academic performance. Students with stronger self-regulation are more 

capable of controlling digital behaviour, managing distractions, and maintaining 

academic focus, which may weaken the negative effects of social media usage. 

 

Significance of the study  

This concept paper contributes to the literature on digital learning behaviour by 

viewing social media use as a multidimensional construct rather than a single general 

variable. By examining time spent on social media, social media addiction, study 

distraction, multitasking behaviour, and online peer influence, the study offers a more 

detailed understanding of how social media may affect university students’ academic 

performance. The study also distinguishes between productive and problematic forms of 

social media use. This is important because social media engagement may support 

academic activities in some cases, but may also hinder performance when use becomes 

excessive, distracting, or poorly regulated. Theoretically, this study strengthens the 

literature by integrating Self-Regulation Theory and Cognitive Load Theory into a 

single conceptual framework. This integration helps explain both the behavioural and 

cognitive processes through which social media use may affect academic performance, 

while also clarifying why these effects may differ across students. Methodologically, 

the study provides a conceptual basis for future empirical research in Malaysian higher 

education institutions. The proposed framework may be used by future researchers to 

examine digital learning behaviour and academic performance among university 

students. Practically, the study offers implications for educators, universities, 

policymakers, and students. It highlights the need to manage digital distraction, promote 

self-regulation, and support healthier social media habits through awareness 

programmes and digital literacy initiatives. For students, the framework emphasises the 

importance of self-control in managing online engagement and maintaining academic 

focus. The study is particularly relevant to the Malaysian higher education context, 

where social media use and digital learning continue to expand. Understanding the 

effects of social media on behaviour and cognition is therefore important for improving 

learning outcomes and academic success. 
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Conclusion 

This concept paper proposes a multidimensional framework to explain how social 

media usage behaviours influence academic performance among Malaysian university 

students. It argues that the effects of social media depend on the nature, purpose, and 

intensity of use, as well as students’ ability to regulate their digital behaviour. Grounded 

in Self-Regulation Theory and Cognitive Load Theory, the framework explains how 

poorly regulated use may undermine academic performance through distraction, 

multitasking, and reduced attentional control, while purposeful use may support 

communication, collaboration, and peer learning. By conceptualising social media use 

as a multidimensional construct and distinguishing between productive and problematic 

patterns of engagement, the study contributes to the digital learning literature and 

provides a foundation for future empirical research in higher education. As digital 

technologies become increasingly embedded in students’ daily lives, understanding 

when social media supports or hinders learning remains an important issue for research 

and practice. 
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