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This study examines the emotional experiences and impacts of social media use among middle-
aged adults across six European countries (Belgium, Denmark, Greece, Italy, Kosovo, and the United
Kingdom). Using a qualitative, cross-cultural approach, six focus groups were conducted with 46 indi-
viduals aged 40–65, most of whom were male (n 5 30, 65.2%). Reflexive thematic analysis was used
to analyze the data. Three primary themes were observed as follows: (a) emotional impacts of social
media use and distancing, reflecting users’ attempts to manage exhaustion, fatigue, and psychological
strain by discontinuing their usage; (b) mistrust of social media and online news, with increased skepti-
cism shared toward misinformation, algorithmic manipulation, and emerging artificial intelligence tech-
nologies; and (c) aggression on social media, including exposure to hostile environments and the
adoption of defensive strategies to avoid them. Overall, findings illustrated a pattern of behavioral shift
over time in this middle-aged group, where past habits of active engagement and sharing gave way to
present-day mistrust and disengagement, as participants sought to protect themselves from emotional
and informational harm and exhaustion. Although the literature has focused primarily on examining
social media experiences of younger populations, this study addresses a gap by investigating the expe-
riences of middle-aged individuals. Discussion highlights the need for interventions aiming to reduce
fatigue, exhaustion, and distress, and to enhance skills for understanding misinformation and improv-
ing trust in social media.

Public Policy Relevance Statement
Many middle-aged adults are stepping back from social media due to emotional exhaustion, expo-
sure to overwhelming or negative content, and growing mistrust of online information. Concerns
about misinformation and frequent encounters with online aggression further contribute to online
passivity and disengagement. These findings highlight the need to create digital environments that
help manage information overload and the spread of misinformation, so that middle-aged adults
navigate social media safely and confidently.

Keywords: social media, middle-aged adults, emotional fatigue, qualitative, cross-country

Supplemental materials: https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000671.supp

Karen E. Shackleford served as action editor.
Vasiliki Christodoulou https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9215-0468
Pinelopi Konstantinou https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8079-0417
Because this research was funded in whole or in part by the Horizon

Europe Framework Programme; (Grant 101095290 - SMIDGE - HORIZON-
CL2-2022-DEMOCRACY-01).
There are no conflicts of interest to disclose. This work was funded

by HORIZON Europe, Grant Agreement 101095290. We gratefully
acknowledge the following members and organizations of the project
consortium for supporting the data collection process: Sara Wilford, Jason
Lee, Raouf Hamzaoui, and Nitika Bhalla from De Montfort University;
Line Nybro Petersen and Mikkel Baekby Johansen from the University of
Copenhagen; Giovanni Ziccardi and Paulina Kowalicka from the
University of Milan; Inclusive Europe; Fondazione Hallgarten-Franchetti

Centro Studi Villa Montesca; and the Kosovar Centre for Security
Studies.

Open Access funding provided by UCLan Cyprus: University of
Central Lancashire - Cyprus Campus: This work is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0;
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0). This license permits copying
and redistributing the work in any medium or format, as well as adapting
the material for any purpose, even commercially.

Vasiliki Christodoulou served as lead for conceptualization, data
curation, methodology, software, supervision, and writing–review and
editing, contributed equally to formal analysis, investigation, project
administration, resources, and visualization, and served in a supporting
role for writing–original draft. Pinelopi Konstantinou served as lead for
writing–original draft, contributed equally to data curation, formal
analysis, investigation, methodology, and visualization, and served in a

continued

1

Psychology of Popular Media

© 2026 The Author(s)
ISSN: 2689-6567 https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000671

https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000671.supp
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9215-0468
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8079-0417
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000671


Social media has fundamentally transformed the way individuals
communicate and interact with information and has become an essen-
tial part of our daily life (Ou et al., 2023; Sirikarn, 2017; Zhang et al.,
2023). In 2022, over 70% of adults reported using social media world-
wide, with an average adult spending approximately 180 min daily on
social media (Ramezankhani et al., 2019; Xuan Vu, 2023; Zhang
et al., 2023). Social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Insta-
gram, TikTok, LinkedIn, and YouTube play a central role in interper-
sonal communication, professional networking, and information
sharing (Ramezankhani et al., 2019; Xuan Vu, 2023).
Although social media was initially adopted by younger genera-

tions, middle-aged adults born between 1960 and 1980 (usually
considered as Generation X) grew up in a less technologically sat-
urated era and have since undergone profound personal and pro-
fessional transformations as they adapted to the digital revolution
(Gao, 2024; Giarla, 2019). Often referred to as “digital immi-
grants,” individuals currently in their middle age had to adapt to
the digital world later in life (Gurunathan & Lakshmi, 2025).
According to previous studies focusing on this demographic in the
United States, individuals in this age group have fully integrated
the internet into their daily lives as 94% of them engage with
social media, a percentage comparable to their use of traditional
media, such as TV (Gao, 2024; Giarla, 2019). Previous studies
have indicated a preference for using specific platforms such as
Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), LinkedIn, and WhatsApp, while
showing less engagement with more visual platforms like Insta-
gram and TikTok (Calvo-Porral & Pesqueira-Sanchez, 2019;
Euajarusphan, 2021; Gao, 2024; Giarla, 2019; Gurunathan &
Lakshmi, 2025). However, these findings may reflect cultural and
contextual differences, and cross-cultural studies remain limited.
Social media platforms selected by middle-aged adults reflect

this generation’s priorities and motivations for using these technol-
ogies. Studies have indicated a stronger interest in using social
media for work-related purposes (Fietkiewicz et al., 2016), con-
necting with family and friends (Calvo-Porral & Pesqueira-
Sanchez, 2019; Giarla, 2019), as well as for information gathering,
while placing less emphasis on social interaction (Berezan et al.,
2018; Calvo-Porral & Pesqueira-Sanchez, 2019). Research with
this demographic also notes skepticism toward online content
(Calvo-Porral & Pesqueira-Sanchez, 2019) and concerns about pri-
vacy (Euajarusphan, 2021; Lissitsa & Kol, 2016). Despite this, the
impact of social media use among middle-aged adults remains lim-
ited, as most studies focus on young adults in critical developmen-
tal stages (Carrillo-Durán et al., 2022; Hogeboom et al., 2010;
Sirikarn, 2017), despite the substantial influence of individuals
over 40, including leaders, technology entrepreneurs, advisors to
youth, and politicians (Carrillo-Durán et al., 2022).
This literature gap is even more pressing when we consider grow-

ing challenges in online environments such as the growth of misinfor-
mation and fake content (Chen, 2023) and the erosion of individual
agency and autonomy, which constitute threats to human rights and
democracy (Christodoulou & Iordanou, 2021). Given middle-aged

individuals’ roles as societal leaders and decision-makers, their
engagement with erroneous content may have substantial consequen-
ces such as influencing voting patterns, social and health-related
behavior (e.g., Brashier & Schacter, 2020). Alarmingly, preliminary
research suggests that middle-aged adults may be more vulnerable
to misinformation and conspiracy theories online compared with
other generations, in some cases lacking the necessary tools to dis-
tinguish between truth and misinformation (Giarla, 2019). Studies
focusing on individuals over 55 have also indicated greater vulner-
ability with age, showing a lack of skills and confidence in discern-
ing misinformation (Huguet et al., 2024) and higher endorsement
of misinformation (e.g., de Oliveira et al., 2023; Guess et al., 2019;
Wang et al., 2025). A U.K. Ofcom (2025) indicated that 10% of
Gen X respondents admitted to sharing misinformation, whereas only
about half (53%) reported confidence in identifying misinformation.

Growing concerns have also emerged about social media’s neg-
ative impact on users’ well-being, particularly in relation to prob-
lematic content, privacy, and security issues. Users are increasingly
exposed to overwhelming amounts of information and pressure to
stay connected to social media, which in turn creates feelings of
mistrust, fatigue, distress, and exhaustion (Bright et al., 2015;
Dhir et al., 2019; Sheng et al., 2023). Information overload occurs
when users encounter more content than they can meaningfully
process or evaluate (Fu et al., 2020; Sheng et al., 2023). Exposure
to excessive or conflicting information can also foster mistrust in
media sources, as users become unsure what is true and what is
misleading. Concerns about unreliable news, privacy violations,
and misinformation often lead to feelings of uncertainty and frus-
tration, resulting in reduced engagement or reduction of online
activity (Park et al., 2020). These reactions may even intensify
when disagreeable content is shared by friends, family, or previ-
ously trusted sources (e.g., legacy media), further heightening
annoyance and disillusionment with online interactions (Altay
et al., 2025; Scott et al., 2023). As a result of these stressors, indi-
viduals may develop social media fatigue or exhaustion (Bright
et al., 2015; Dhir et al., 2019; Fu et al., 2020; Sheng et al., 2023).

Social media fatigue is defined as a mental health problem
characterized by feelings of tiredness, anger, loss of interest, or
reduced motivation to engage with social media platforms (Ravin-
dran et al., 2014; Zheng & Ling, 2021). This phenomenon is
increasingly prevalent among young and older adults, and it is of-
ten associated with withdrawing from social media when users
feel overwhelmed by excessive information, digital interactions,
content, and the pressure to constantly keep up (Bright et al.,
2015; Fu et al., 2020; Ou et al., 2023; Sheng et al., 2023; Zheng &
Ling, 2021). Social media fatigue can be explained through the
principles of the stressor–strain–outcome (SSO) framework (Fu
et al., 2020); which proposes that stressors such as information
overload and mistrust lead to strain (e.g., social media fatigue,
exhaustion, burnout) resulting in reduced social media use or with-
drawal (Bright et al., 2015; Fu et al., 2020; Zheng & Ling, 2021).
Research has shown that social media fatigue and exhaustion can
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have serious consequences for users, including a decline in social
media activity or usage termination, academic and work perform-
ance deterioration, and increased mental health issues such as anxi-
ety, stress, and depression (Fu et al., 2020; Ou et al., 2023; Sheng
et al., 2023). For example, Sheng et al. (2023) reported that over
60% of Facebook users who reported a need for a “Facebook vaca-
tion” avoided not only the platform but the internet entirely. The
relevance of the SSO framework for middle-aged and older adults
was underscored in COVID-19 studies, which showed that infor-
mation overload and complexity were key drivers of passive social
media use during that period (Zolkepli et al., 2024).
Building on this, social media fatigue may also affect misinfor-

mation discernment by increasing reliance on passive, low-effort
engagement with platforms. Several studies across different age
groups have shown that social media fatigue can negatively affect
the engagement of analytical cognitive processes in online infor-
mation discernment (Li et al., 2022; Tian et al., 2024), thereby
increasing vulnerability to misinformation (Ahmed & Rasul, 2023;
Apuke et al., 2024; Islam et al., 2020). According to the dual-
process theory (Kahneman, 2011; Pennycook et al., 2015), in-
formation evaluation depends on the interaction between intui-
tive, automatic cognitive processes (System 1) and deliberate,
analytic processes (System 2). Because analytic processing
requires cognitive effort, fatigued users may be less likely to
employ System 2 resources and may rely on heuristics, increas-
ing their susceptibility to misinformation (Pennycook & Rand,
2019). Together, these patterns emphasize the need for qualita-
tive research examining how middle-aged adults navigate
online information environments, including misinformation and
informational overload.

The Present Study

Although there is growing research on the impacts of social
media on young adults, studies focusing specifically on middle-aged
adults remain limited. Existing work has mainly used quantita-
tive methodologies, with an absence of qualitative studies exam-
ining the perspectives of middle-aged adults. By addressing
these gaps, this study seeks to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of middle-aged adults’ social media experiences.
This study is part of a bigger project titled Social Media Narra-
tives: Addressing Extremism in Middle Age (SMIDGE), which
aims to examine how social media use, including exposure to
conspiracy theories and misinformation, spreads and evolves
among this demographic. Therefore, this study focuses on the
emotional experiences and perceived impacts of social media
among adults aged 40–65. A cross-country qualitative methodol-
ogy was implemented to examine experiences from six different
European countries (Belgium, Denmark, Greece, Italy, Kosovo,
and the United Kingdom).

Method

Design

This was a qualitative, cross-cultural study consisting of six online
focus groups and one follow-up interview involving individuals
from the middle-age target group and conducted in Belgium,
Denmark, Greece, Italy, Kosovo, and the United Kingdom. The

selection of countries from which to recruit participants was
guided by several factors such as researchers’ fluency in their
native languages and their local understanding of cultural and
contextual nuances that could emerge in the focus groups. The
selection aimed to represent diverse European regions and dif-
ferent media-literacy levels (clusters), according to the Euro-
pean Media Literacy Index (Lessenski, 2023) and was also guided
by practical considerations—choosing among countries repre-
sented in the project consortium within which this study was
conducted—thus ensuring that the researchers had easy access to
participants and spoke the native language: Denmark (Cluster 1),
the United Kingdom (Cluster 2), Belgium (Cluster 2), Italy (Clus-
ter 3), Greece (Cluster 3), and Kosovo (Cluster 5).

Sample

Participants aged 40–65 and fluent in the language in which
each focus group was conducted in were eligible to participate. In
total, 46 participants took part from six different countries: the
United Kingdom (n 5 11), Belgium (n 5 10), Greece (n 5 7),
Kosovo (n 5 7), Italy (n 5 6), and Denmark (n 5 5: four partici-
pants in the focus group and one participant in an interview who
could not join the focus group as originally planned1). Most partic-
ipants were male (n 5 30, 65.2%). Participants’ age range was
from 41 to 65 years old, with the most common age range being
51–60 (n5 23, 50%). Six participants (13%) completed secondary
education, whereas 21 participants (45.7%) held a university or
college degree. Fourteen participants (32.6%) had a master’s
degree, and one participant (2.2%) had attained a PhD. Four par-
ticipants (8.7%) did not indicate their level of education. Eleven
participants indicated that they were self-employed (23.9%),
whereas the rest were employees (76.1%). The professions indi-
cated were diverse: legal professionals (e.g., lawyers), educators
(e.g., teachers, lecturers), technical and engineering roles (e.g.,
engineers, project managers, quality managers, architects), admin-
istrative and advisory roles (e.g., administrators, privacy consul-
tants), business-related occupations (e.g., business development,
consultants, grocery store owners), and other professions such as
artists and librarians. Three participants (6.5%) were retired.

Procedure

Participants were recruited through multiple strategies across par-
ticipating countries. Focus groups in Greece, the United Kingdom,
and Italy invited participants who had previously completed an
online survey under the same project, after being recruited through
Prolific, an online crowdsourcing platform, and who had consented
to future contact. In Denmark, Belgium, and Kosovo, where the
prior survey had not been conducted, participants were recruited
through the organizations’ social media channels using materials
developed by the research teams. Exclusion criteria included indi-
viduals working in the media or social media industry and those
who fell outside the age range of interest (40–65). No specific
screening was conducted for mental health status, as the study
focused on capturing a broad range of perspectives among

1 Following the same interview guide and analytical procedures as in the
focus group, given the flexibility of the reflexive thematic analysis (RTA)
approach in accommodating multiple data types (Braun & Clarke, 2021).
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middle-aged participants. A common information and consent let-
ter was used across all the participating countries. Before the focus
group meeting in each country, participants were sent information
and consent material to read and sign. Recruitment took place
between September and November 2024.
A comprehensive focus group interview guide was developed by

Vasiliki Christodoulou and Kalypso Iordanou and finalized fol-
lowing consultation with the research team—partner representa-
tives of the project SMIDGE from the participating countries
(see supplemental material). Questions focused on use of social
and online media in the middle-aged group including how it influ-
ences beliefs, behavior, reactions to online content and how indi-
viduals deal with inaccurate content on online platforms. An
example of a question used in the interview schedule focusing on
emotional experiences on social media was “Can social media
offer a sense of community for individuals in your life stage?
Explain.” In addition, a key aim of the study was to specifically
investigate reactions toward inaccurate content, misinformation,
or conspiratorial content on social and online media. As the
focus group interview schedule was semistructured, any new
topics (within the research focus) brought up by participants were
explored. After the focus group ended, all participants were
thanked and debriefed through email.
A detailed focus group and interview implementation guide was

developed, and a training was delivered to all focus group facilita-
tors by Vasiliki Christodoulou to achieve consistency in the
research methodology. Each focus group lasted approximately 90–
120 min and aimed to recruit 6–12 participants. Two facilitators
were responsible for the delivery of each focus group. Vasiliki
Christodoulou, Pinelopi Konstantinou, and Kalypso Iordanou
conducted the focus group with Greek participants, whereas rep-
resentatives from the research teams in participating countries
conducted the focus groups in their respective native languages.
Focus groups were conducted on the Microsoft Teams meeting

platform (General Data Protection Regulation compliant). All
focus groups were video- and audio-recorded, although only tran-
scribed audio was intended to be analyzed. Participants were
informed of the video recording and were allowed to opt out, if
preferred, by keeping their cameras off. Before participation, all
the participants were provided with an online form for reporting
their sociodemographic information including gender, age, highest
level of education, and occupation. Participants were reimbursed
for their time with either a voucher of up to 20 euros or Prolific
platform compensation of the same total amount.

Ethics

The study was centrally approved by the Cyprus National Bio-
ethics Committee (EEBK EP 2023.01.316) and from the separate
Ethics committee of each research organization in the remaining
countries. Participants provided written informed consent before the
focus group meeting and verbal informed consent at the beginning
of each focus group. The participant information letter included
details on the study aims, contact information, the right to withdraw,
data protection, and complaint procedures. Each participant was
provided with the option of using a pseudonym for the duration of
the focus group. All identifiable information (e.g., occupation,
location) in the transcripts was duly anonymized before sending

the transcripts to the author team who then conducted the final
analysis, to protect the confidentiality of participants’ identity.

Data Analysis

Focus groups were first transcribed in the focus group language
from the original audio recordings by one of the researchers who
conducted the session, to maintain contextual accuracy. Transcrip-
tion was conducted based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guide-
lines. Afterward, when needed, all transcripts were translated into
English by the facilitators who conducted the focus group for the
purposes of data analysis. To address the risk of loss of meaning
in the translation process, a consultation procedure ensued between
the two facilitators (lead and cofacilitator) as recommended by
Gawlewicz (2019). All researchers had an excellent understand-
ing of both English and of their local tongue.

All transcripts were uploaded into NVIVO software (v15; 2024) for
analysis. RTA was used to analyze the data as it allows for the inter-
pretation of participants’ thoughts and feelings in a realistic context
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). RTA was selected because it provides a flexi-
ble method of approaching qualitative data and allows for the appropri-
ate selection of a theory and epistemology (Braun & Clarke, 2022).
This study embarked from assuming a constructionist epistemology,
which was appropriate given our interest in how participants collec-
tively as well as individually constructed their understanding of their
online and social media experience (Burr, 1995). A constructionist
epistemology therefore allowed us to emphasize both themes that cut
across participant contributions and unique expressions of experience
within individual narratives. Data were analyzed with an emphasis on
an inductive approach using open-coding and the creation of a custom-
made, draft thematic map. Deductive analysis was used at a secondary
level to meaningfully organize codes and themes.

The analysis followed the six-phase approach as described by
Braun and Clarke (2012). After the transcription and translation of all
interviews, the first phase involved Vasiliki Christodoulou, Pinelopi
Konstantinou, and Andrea Photiou reading through the interview
transcripts and discussing them to familiarize themselves with the
data. The second phase involved Vasiliki Christodoulou, Pinelopi
Konstantinou, and Andrea Photiou engaging in line-by-line coding of
one transcript together and generating initial codes related to the
research questions. Data were approached at both the semantic and
latent levels, when relevant, to guide a more interpretative engage-
ment with the material. Subsequently, the remaining focus groups/
interview transcripts were allocated among the author team (Vasi-
liki Christodoulou, Pinelopi Konstantinou, and Andrea Photiou)
for further analysis (two transcripts each). In the third phase, in
joined meetings, researchers focused on developing the initial
themes by organizing coded clusters into conceptual themes and
presenting them into thematic tables. Upon completion of this
coding stage, Vasiliki Christodoulou took the lead in reviewing
all the codes, removing duplicates, and categorizing them into a
draft thematic map. At this stage, an interrater agreement toward
the final thematic map was pursued. To be specific, 20% of the
total project coded extracts were randomly extracted from and
allocated to the two researchers, who were not involved in the
theme/subtheme finalization (Pinelopi Konstantinou and Andrea
Photiou). They then recoded these extracts according to the pro-
posed thematic map to ascertain agreement and thematic map
appropriateness, reaching 93% agreement (Pinelopi Konstantinou)
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and 92% agreement (Andrea Photiou), respectively. The fourth
phase included reviewing identified themes and collapsing them
with other potentially similar themes to create overarching concep-
tual groupings. On the fifth phase, themes were conceptually
defined and named by Vasiliki Christodoulou and finalized upon
consultation with the rest. Themes were reviewed so that they
were focused and aligned with the research questions as well as
presenting a cohesive story emerging from the data. Finally, dur-
ing the sixth phase, we focused on extracting Figures 1–4 repre-
senting our findings from NVIVO and completing the project
write-up. Fully anonymized excerpts and coding materials are
available from the authors, subject to ethical and data protection
requirements, and have been deposited in the Zenodo repository
(DOI reserved: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.19223297) and will
be made publicly available upon publication.

Authors’ Reflexive Note

A brief note is needed regarding the authors’ perspective in rela-
tion to the research themes, as these likely affected both research
questions and procedures. All authors were previously engaged in
academic research with different areas of focus. Vasiliki Christo-
doulou, Pinelopi Konstantinou, and Andrea Photiou focused on
mental health and prevention, with backgrounds in different fields
of applied psychology. Vasiliki Christodoulou also had substantial
experience conducting RTA. Kalypso Iordanou, whose expertise
lies in reasoning and epistemic cognition, contributed to securing
the project’s funding and designed and led the work package
through which this study was conceptualized. As psychologists
with diverse backgrounds, we approached the data with an interest
in individuals’ cognitive and emotional experiences, as well as
their use of arguments, facts, and explanations when making deci-
sions in the online sphere. Our shared psychology backgrounds
may have directed attention toward participants’ meaning making
and emotional responses, whereas the diversity of our subfields
encouraged alternative thematic interpretations. We recognize that
our common disciplinary lens may have supported individual-
level interpretations over sociocultural or technological perspec-
tives. At the time of study conception and data collection, all
authors were actively engaged in the project (SMIDGE), which
investigated engagement with misinformation and conspiratorial
content in the middle-aged group on social media.

Results

Three main themes were generated from the data: aggression on
social media; getting distance and the emotional impacts of social

media use, and mistrust of online news and social media. These
themes, along with their subthemes, are discussed later with direct
quotes. Themes are presented in order of their prevalence. A
graphical representation of themes and subthemes can be found in
Figure 1. Across all three themes, participants reported reevaluat-
ing and changing their social media behavior due to cumulative
negative experiences. In Theme 1, participants described experi-
encing emotional overload, prompting some to discontinue their
social media usage. Social media was seen not only as a source of
stress but also as an overwhelming source that required behavioral
change to maintain well-being. In Theme 2, participants expressed
increasing skepticism toward the information shared on these plat-
forms, mentioning misinformation, manipulation, and even artifi-
cial intelligence (AI)-driven false information as causes of
distrust. Finally, in Theme 3, participants described exposure to
aggressive interactions, personal attacks, and hostile environments,
prompting defensive behaviors such as avoiding debates and with-
drawing from specific groups. These interactions often led to psy-
chological strain and exhaustion, linking back to Theme 1. Overall,
these themes illustrate a pattern of behavioral shift over time, in
which past habits of active engagement and sharing gave way to
present-day mistrust and disengagement, as participants sought to
protect themselves from emotional and informational harm and
exhaustion.

Theme 1: Getting Distance and Emotional Impacts of
Social Media Use

Twenty-three participants across all six countries (the United
Kingdom5 7, Kosovo5 4, Italy5 4, Greece5 3, Denmark 5 3,
Belgium 5 2) reported significant concerns about social media
use, highlighting its emotional impact, potential for overuse, cau-
tious engagement, and the spread of misinformation (Figure 2).
Emotional overload was the most common subtheme, with some
participants reporting withdrawing from social media to protect
their mental well-being. In addition, participants expressed con-
cerns about social media taking over their lives, leading some to
step back from its use. A shift toward more cautious sharing and
heightened concern about false information was also mentioned.

Emotional Overload

Experiencing emotional overload from social media was com-
monly reported across all countries, with many participants reporting
instances and examples. Specifically, a few participants mentioned
experiencing emotional overload due to exposure to negative content
and global events presented on social media. For example, a

Figure 1
Themes and Subthemes From Focus Group Analysis
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participant from Belgium mentioned, “a dead baby from a war or
the actual war, we feel fear or insecure or anxious, not only for
them but also for us.” Exposure to social media was also reported
by a few participants from the United Kingdom as increasing their
wariness of the world, as well as feelings of anxiety and worry.
Some examples that led to emotional overload and feelings of
being fed up were also reported by a few participants, such as
news about the Israel–Palestine war and the American elections.
In addition, a participant from the United Kingdom mentioned:

I used to be an avid follower of the news and watched Sky News about
four times a day, seven days a week. But, in the last fortnight I’ve not
watched any TV news because it’s so depressing and continuous and
overwhelming.

A participant from Italy also reported that he had previously
engaged in debunking and fact-checking but had stopped
because he was “tired.” Social media withdrawal was also
reported as a result of overexposure during COVID-19. This
emotional overload was described by a participant from the
United Kingdom as leading to withdrawal from social media:

“Looking at lots of social media concerning political issues, [I]
got more engaged and passionate about the subject. Also made
me more anxious and worried. Eventually made me cut down on
social media use.”

Social Media Can Take Over

Some participants from Greece, Denmark, Italy, and Kosovo
expressed concerns about social media beginning to take over their
lives. A participant from Denmark shared that he deleted his Insta-
gram account due to excessive mindless scrolling, whereas another
from Italy withdrew from social media to prioritize real human
connections: “I’m generalizing here, but the pandemic made me
withdraw from social media, narrowing down my time and friend-
ships. However, I sense that it’s a new world [meaning social
media] where people connect, and where one also has an identity.”
One participant from Kosovo mentioned distancing himself from
social media to focus on reading books. Similarly, a participant
from Greece stated that he avoids social media, as past usage had
led to insufficient sleep. Two participants from Greece also sug-
gested setting boundaries, such as engaging in purposive scrolling
as a way to use social media more mindfully.

Figure 2
Reference to Getting Distance and Emotional Impacts of Social Media Use During Discussion
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Changes in Social Media Behavior Over Time

Several participants from Kosovo, Italy, Denmark, and the
United Kingdom mentioned that they are careful about what they
share on social media, providing examples of how their social
media use has changed over time. For example, a participant from
Italy reported, “since I was hacked and my Instagram account was
stolen . . ., so, I stopped using it.” A participant from Denmark
also mentioned that, although he had previously shared political
beliefs on social media, he now avoided sharing posts or engaging
in such discussions due to perceived lack of impact. Similarly, a
participant from Kosovo mentioned that he used to express polar-
ized political opinions but later discontinued. Social media activity
had also changed for a participant from the United Kingdom, who
stated that in the past he “used to be an avid follower of the news”
but had now stopped. In addition, a participant from Italy reported
that he had previously been more active on social media, fre-
quently sharing all sort of information including politics, news and
local updates, and using it more often than he does now.

Increased False Information in Social Media

Few participants from Belgium, Italy, and the United Kingdom
expressed avoidance of social media use because of the rise of
false information. A participant from the United Kingdom stated
that he avoided social media news due to its lack of truthfulness,
particularly regarding the American election. Similarly, a partici-
pant from Belgium reported avoiding social media engagement
because of the prevalence of fake news, especially in international
politics. A participant from Italy highlighted how people today are
overwhelmed by misinformation, emphasizing the challenge of
distinguishing reliable information from fake news:

Today, we are overwhelmed by information, and [. . .] sometimes it
seems there are no limits. When Participant 5 mentioned earlier,
‘Maybe I didn’t notice it,’ it’s true! I sometimes ask myself that ques-
tion. If it’s work-related information, I’ve probably looked into it and
know how to discern whether it’s reliable, but with other things – like
fake news – it’s more difficult.

Theme 2: Mistrust of Online News and Social Media

Nineteen participants across all six countries (the United King-
dom 5 7, Belgium 5 3, Greece 5 3, Italy 5 3, Denmark 5 2,
Kosovo 5 1), expressed mistrust in social media and concerns
about misinformation and manipulation. Coded references indicat-
ing mistrust of online news and social media by country can be
found in Figure 3. Many acknowledged that misinformation is dif-
ficult to stop and noted AI as a major factor in its spread. As a
result, many participants reported losing trust in various well-
known platforms and even reputable news sources due to scams,
biased reporting, and the spread of false information.

Lost Trust in Social Media and Misinformation Spread

Many participants from the United Kingdom, Belgium, Italy,
Greece, and Denmark expressed that they had lost trust in social
media, possibly due to the spread of misinformation. To be spe-
cific, one participant mentioned distrust toward social media plat-
forms, believing they exerted control over users by collecting
personal information and promoting certain products and views,

“. . . the internet knows about my activities [. . .] I don’t think I’m
controlled by them, but [. . .] it’s something to be aware of [. . .]
how much Big Brother is collecting about you and using it to con-
trol you.” Another from the United Kingdom stated that he no lon-
ger trusted any social media platform, including reputable sources
like the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), due to the great
amount of misinformation. Similarly, two participants from Bel-
gium reported distrusting Facebook due to scams, whereas a par-
ticipant from Greece expressed skepticism toward news shared on
Facebook, as “anyone can post without accountability.” An exam-
ple was further mentioned by a participant from the United King-
dom, who encountered false comments on Facebook regarding a
local event on the Southport riots, where the attacker was falsely
identified as a Muslim immigrant:

Going back a bit though, in time, what did stand out was Facebook
and the Southport riots and all the comments on social media about
the man being a Muslim and an immigrant. Which was false, because
he was fromWales and a Roman Catholic. But it took me a day or two
to sort of get to the truth of that matter.

Similarly, a participant from Italy described Facebook as a
“waste of time” for news consumption due to advertisements, dis-
tractions, and subscription-based content. A few noted that online
news is not always fully accurate and that people sharing informa-
tion online are not always reliable or authentic. In an interesting
parallel, a participant from Italy also questioned the credibility of
traditional newspapers, stating that they do not always tell the full
truth either. The frustration caused by misinformation was high-
lighted by two participants who noted that false news spreads rap-
idly online and that many people accept it either as a fact or as the
norm. Similarly, a participant from Belgium mentioned that true
facts are often mixed with conspiracy theories, making it difficult
to discern the truth. Thus, the main challenge with social media
was figuring out what can truly be trusted. A participant from the
United Kingdom summarized this point: “I think the main issue is
what can you trust. Everything seems to have bias and agenda.
That includes the main social media and supposed independent
sources.”

Control Through Social Media

Some participants from the United Kingdom and Greece reported
issues of imposed control through social media. A participant
from the United Kingdom highlighted how platforms monitor
user activity and influence behavior through targeted advertise-
ments and curated content. Similarly, a participant from Greece
stated that people are aware and suspicious of how social media
platforms tailor content to their interests. However, as mentioned
by a participant from the United Kingdom, an uncertainty remains
about who controls the information on social media and whether it
is truly unbiased:

I feel very fortunate to have the BBC – but, even then, I have become
more aware of how much each political party is able/trying to control
BBC content – and how this is affecting the nature of BBC reporting. I
am also affected by bad press about the BBC (e.g., that the BBC is not
abiding by impartiality rules) – and, then again, when Nigel Farage is
given a lot of air play, I wonder if the BBC has capitulated under pres-
sure. It becomes confusing as to who controls the information – and
whether it is unbiased. I switch off for months on end these days.
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Another participant form the United Kingdom pointed out that
social media companies exploit users to maximize engagement,
whereas a participant from Greece emphasized that these plat-
forms do not care about blocking people from using them if they
share false information, as their priority is to make money. Politi-
cal differences were also highlighted regarding who controls social
media, as noted by a participant from the United Kingdom:

The culture in USA is based on freedom of expression, and here social
media can amplify political differences and make for a more toxic cul-
ture – thinking of the past and present differences between Democrats
and Republicans. On the other hand, in China and Russia, I perceive
much more stricter government control of social media – this is due to
cultural differences, as they are not democracies.

Artificial Intelligence

Few participants from Belgium, Kosovo, and the United King-
dom expressed concerns about the growing impact of AI on daily
life, particularly in relation to social media. A participant from the
United Kingdom highlighted the increasing presence of generative
AI in producing highly realistic fake videos, making it difficult to
distinguish truth from misinformation:

I think the other big thing with social media in the last eight months is
generative artificial intelligence producing very realistic fake videos.
And, you know, I’ve seen some strange videos of Kamala Harris. It’s
difficult to ascertain if these are true or not, I suppose you’ve just got
to exercise common sense and perhaps verify it with a more reputable
source, but I think in the last 18 months, generative AI has perhaps
had a lot of an impact on social media videos.

Another participant from Kosovo reported on how frightening it
was to notice how AI algorithms “read your mind” by showing per-
sonalized content. Similarly, a participant from Belgium expressed
concerns about the reliability of news generated by AI tools, ques-
tioning their accuracy and trustworthiness.

Scaremongering

Few participants from Italy and the United Kingdom highlighted
how social media induce fear, shaping beliefs and driving increased
platform use. A participant from the United Kingdom noted that social
media articles and videos often target individuals’ physical or mental
vulnerabilities, such as poverty and low socioeconomic status, influ-
encing their perceptions. Similarly, a participant from Italy emphasized
that social media thrives on fear, using it as a tool for engagement:

Figure 3
Coded References Indicating Mistrust of Online News and Social Media per Country
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And the content is always the same: news about someone who stole
from someone else, and the thief is, of course, an undocumented immi-
grant. From there, the debate begins with “send them all home,” and
things spiral into violence. These are things that exploit fear: fear is
the currency, the driving force behind engagement on social media.

Theme 3: Aggression on Social Media

Seventeen participants across all participating countries (the
United Kingdom 5 7, Denmark 5 5, Italy 5 2, Kosovo 5 1,
Belgium 5 1, Greece 5 1) reported significant concerns about
hostility and abuse on social media, highlighting the aggressive
nature of online interactions. Coded references to this theme were
most frequently observed among participants from Denmark and
the United Kingdom (Figure 4).

Viciousness and Abuse on Social Media

Many participants (the United Kingdom, Denmark, Italy, Greece)
referred to experiencing viciousness and abuse on social media
platforms. This experience was more prevalent among the U.K.
participants, with six of them indicating that people on social media
had become abusive and aggressive. For example, One U.K.

participant mentioned that he discontinued Facebook use because
it became a vicious battleground of opposing opinions:

I came off Facebook, most notably a number of years ago, just because
of how vicious it got, and how, see, politically motivated it became,
and how it became this battleground for those was kind of arguments,
and it was never for the sake of trying to reason with someone.

A participant from Denmark also mentioned that people on social
media can “get so angry and toxic,” and explained that one can
choose how to handle this “by either leaving or scrolling past it.” It
was also mentioned that even incorrect punctuation on social media
could make people frustrated. This was further supported by another
participant from the U.K., who mentioned that social media has dif-
ferent rules than face-to-face interactions, facilitating people to be
ruder and more aggressive. An example was offered by another par-
ticipant from the U.K., referring to a Facebook video that received
intense criticism and led to its takedown:

There’s a particular live stream podcaster that live-streams [. . .] foot-
ball related content, and they mentioned that they had posted, at the
weekend, on their Facebook page, a video pertaining to our particular

Figure 4
Reference to Aggression on Social Media During Discussion
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team’s success, and it was just a short 10-second video. But that they
have received some absolutely horrendous and really awful com-
ments, to the point where he took the video down. So, kind of just a re-
minder [. . .] of how vicious social media can be, and the levels that
people will go to abuse other people.

In addition, one participant from Italy referred to being fed up
with fact-checking online in general, as he often ended up arguing
with people. A few participants from the U.K. mentioned that
posting something on social media can even risk someone being
“cancelled” or punished with prison.

Careful Participation on Social Media

Several participants from Denmark, Kosovo, and Italy mentioned
that they participate carefully on social media, using specific techni-
ques to cope with aggression. A few participants from Denmark
reported that they avoid engaging in discussions on social media
and ignore inquiries about why they choose to share specific posts.
Avoidance of online conflicts and conspiratorial content, as well
as leaving groups or threads that appeared to have a conflictual
focus, was also reported by one participant from Denmark. For
example, he mentioned leaving a male gaming group due to its
antiwoke and antifeminist content:

The gaming community can be pretty toxic, so things mustn’t be too
‘woke.’ Then a new Star Wars game came out, and it was accused of
being woke simply because it had a female protagonist. And that was
actually what pushed me over the edge—I just didn’t want to deal
with it anymore.

Similarly, an Italian participant mentioned stepping back from
pointless conflicts on social media, whereas a Kosovar avoided
sharing content due to increased aggression and attacks. A Danish
participant likewise preferred not to share personal or emotional
content on social media. One participant from Denmark also
reported using a specific strategy: “if they get personal, if it
becomes unpleasant, then I block them”.

Defense From Aggression on Social Media

Some participants from Denmark, Belgium, and the United
Kingdom, referred to having to defend themselves from aggression
on social media. Specifically, they mentioned that in instances of
experiencing aggression in online communities, they often felt
pressure to take sides or a perceived need to stand up and defend
others, especially for minorities and vulnerable people. In addition,
a participant from Denmark mentioned that self-defense on social
media is an issue concerning all ages, as people lack the skills.
Another recommendation was mentioned by a participant from
Belgium on the need for Facebook to address and prevent online
attacks: “Sites like Facebook should make sure fake news isn’t
spread, and they should take extra precautions to avoid unneces-
sary attacks on people. It’s harmful, especially for our age, also
psychologically, what people are being dragged into online.”

Discussion

This qualitative study aimed to examine the emotional experi-
ence and impact of social media use among 46 middle-aged adults
(aged 40–65) in Belgium, Denmark, Greece, Italy, Kosovo, and

the United Kingdom. Findings revealed three major themes: emo-
tional overload and distancing, mistrust of online news and plat-
forms, and aggression on social media. These themes collectively
illustrate the shifting relationship between middle-aged users and
social media use across time, characterized by increased mistrust,
disengagement, emotional fatigue, and a reevaluation of online
behavior.

With respect to the first theme, “Getting distance and emotional
impacts of social media use,” participants described experiencing
emotional overload, social media fatigue, which led them to shift
from their past levels of online activity by limiting screen time,
deleting apps, filtering content, or even withdrawing from social
media entirely. These feelings were commonly attributed to
increased exposure to negative content (e.g., global crises, wars,
elections) and to the presence of misinformation or fake news,
which participants described as emotionally consuming. This cor-
roborates earlier findings, which reported that heightened exposure
to emotionally charged or overwhelming information can cause
feelings of fatigue, mistrust, and exhaustion (Bright et al., 2015;
Dhir et al., 2019; Fu et al., 2020; Iordanou et al., 2026; Ou et al.,
2023; Sheng et al., 2023; Zheng & Ling, 2021).

The findings are consistent with the principles of the SSO
framework, which conceptualizes a link between online stressors,
the development of emotional strain, and subsequent withdrawal
(Bright et al., 2015; Fu et al., 2020; Zheng & Ling, 2021). Con-
sistent with our findings, information overload was reported as an
important stressor, as the users described receiving more informa-
tion than what they could process, which in turn led to higher lev-
els of social media fatigue or exhaustion (Fu et al., 2020; Sheng
et al., 2023). A further stressor that appeared relevant to our
middle-aged demographic was mistrust of online content, includ-
ing concerns about the trustworthiness of news sources, privacy
violations, and misinformation. Participants suggested that these
types of content also contributed to fatigue and distress, resulting
in social media disengagement (Park et al., 2020).

In particular, the second theme, “mistrust of social media and
online news,” showed widespread skepticism and concerns about
misinformation and manipulation across countries. Participants
doubted the credibility of news shared online, including content
from well-known and legacy platforms (e.g., the BBC), and
expressed concerns about manipulation and misinformation. Our
findings align with previous work showing that mistrust can arise
from exposure to excessive and conflicting information, making it
difficult for users to determine what is true (Park et al., 2020).
This erosion of trust in previously trusted news sources was often
accompanied by frustration and withdrawal from social media.
Notable concerns about AI use and algorithmic control (e.g., through
targeted ads and content tailoring) were also reported, with partici-
pants describing an environment in which truth is difficult to dis-
cern, and fear-based content is used to drive engagement. These
reactions are consistent with previous studies documenting fear-
eliciting messages and scaremongering on social media (Ou et al.,
2023).

An observed pattern in the data was participants’ disengagement
from both legacy and general social media news sources, reflecting
a broader decrease in trust and heightened suspicion toward online
information. Beyond the established link between low-quality or
inaccurate content and online fatigue (Bright et al., 2015), partici-
pants’ experiences also echoed the well-documented declining
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trust in institutions and news outlets (Newman et al., 2023; Park &
Marchi, 2024). Several authors have proposed that general fatigue
and disengagement from online environments can create a ripple
effect, undermining individuals’ overall sense of trust, including
toward long-standing and reputable institutions, ultimately lead-
ing to reduced engagement with news sources (Bennett & Living-
ston, 2018; Van Dijck & Poell, 2015). This finding also aligns
with the widely debated media malaise theory, which suggests
that repeated exposure to confusing or negative information may
increase skepticism and withdrawal, fostering feelings of uncer-
tainty that can generalize beyond online media to broader social
institutions (Mutz, 2015; Schuck, 2017).
Participants did not identify instances of personally self-reported

engaging with misinformation or acknowledge errors in their
understanding of social media content. This may be recruitment-
related bias or may reflect previous findings that greater exposure
to false information can both erode trust and paradoxically
increase overconfidence in one’s ability to discern online content
(Altay et al., 2025). Nonetheless, they shared strong concerns
about the effort required to critically evaluate and discern online
content. Although not directly addressed in this study, it is worth
considering whether social media fatigue may reduce individu-
als’ likelihood of employing System 2, analytically driven rea-
soning while discerning online information (Bago et al., 2020).
Previous work suggests that social media fatigue is associated
with susceptibility to misinformation (Ahmed & Rasul, 2023)
and that online fatigue is associated with more passive or “lurk-
ing” online behavior; a pattern consistent with disengagement
from effortful cognitive processing (Qin et al., 2024). Future
studies would benefit from experimentally testing the relation-
ship between social media fatigue and activation or deactivation
of System 2 analytical processing.
The third theme, “aggression on social media,” revealed that

participants frequently encountered abusive online interactions,
ranging from toxic debates to personal attacks. These encounters
were typically described as occurring in broader online groups
rather than within close social circles; however, previous qualita-
tive work showed that disagreements among family and friends
about what content to share can generate conflict and emotional
burden, as they tend to violate expectations of interpersonal trust
(e.g., Majerczak and Strzelecki, 2022; Scott et al., 2023). In our
data, this deeper sense of disillusionment emerged primarily when
participants reflected on online groups that they had been a part of
for some time and ultimately chose to abandon (e.g., gaming
group). To cope with this type of aggression, many individuals
reported adopting self-protective behavioral strategies, such as
avoiding conflicts, reducing online visibility, or even exiting spe-
cific groups. Our results align with those reported by Bright et al.
(2015) and Dhir et al. (2019), who found that social media can
be increasingly aggressive, contributing to additional sources of
user fatigue, exhaustion, and withdrawal. Notably, country dif-
ferences, particularly the higher prevalence of such reporting
among participants in the United Kingdom and Denmark, may
reflect broader cultural norms and social media dynamics affect-
ing online interpersonal interactions across European countries.
These differences may also reflect a higher media literacy skill in
these two countries, as recognized by the European Media Liter-
acy Index (Lessenski, 2023). These patterns suggest that cultural
expectations around communication style, tolerance for conflict,

and different media literacy levels may influence how individu-
als perceive and report aggressive online behaviors.

Combined with prior research, this study adds new information
on the social media experience by focusing on middle-aged adults,
a group often overlooked in social media literature. Although
more attention has been given to younger people due to their high
engagement levels and developmental vulnerability (Carrillo-
Durán et al., 2022; Gao, 2024; Giarla, 2019; Zhang et al., 2023),
middle-aged individuals also experience unique emotional and
psychological challenges, as many adapted to the digital world
later in life (Gurunathan & Lakshmi, 2025). The results of the
present study reinforce earlier research indicating that this demo-
graphic is especially concerned with privacy, information accu-
racy, and data security issues. Findings also suggest that middle-
aged adults may be susceptible to feelings of overwhelm and
exhaustion due to the fast-paced and often chaotic nature of social
media.

In a digital environment where misinformation thrives and
trusted sources can be difficult to identify, these users may face
increased stress and uncertainty. This may undermine confidence
in the media and increase vulnerability to manipulation. Social and
online media may become fertile ground for the development or
reinforcement of more extreme views, as individuals may seek
certainty in ideologically rigid communities. Although this pattern
was not directly evident within our sample, participants observed
this tendency in online spaces (e.g., subtheme scaremongering),
and it has been documented in previous studies (Boulianne et al.,
2020; Terren & Borge, 2021). Therefore, the combination of mis-
trust, emotional exhaustion, and heightened vulnerability among
middle-aged users on social media represents a social problem that
warrants further investigation.

Another novel contribution of this study is its cross-country
perspective, which allows for some comparative analysis of cul-
tural and contextual factors. Although emotional overload was
reported across all countries, it was mentioned most frequently in
participants from the United Kingdom, who referred to repeated
exposure to war-related content and political news on social
media. In contrast, participants from Denmark emphasized expe-
riencing aggression on social media, providing examples of
defending themselves and others from hostile interactions and
careful participation. Although identifying cross-country differ-
ences was not the primary aim of the present study, these patterns
suggest that the social media experience is highly contextual,
with cultural norms and political climates influencing users
behaviorally and psychologically.

Implications

First, our findings suggest that social media fatigue is a signifi-
cant and common stressor among middle-aged adults. Clinicians
may therefore consider incorporating psychoeducation on media
literacy and strategies for setting online boundaries into their inter-
ventions. Participants’ concerns about misinformation, deception,
and manipulation through social media, particularly as these issues
become more pronounced with the use of AI, align with concerns
raised by experts about the challenges social media poses to indi-
vidual and societal well-being and the need for platform redesign
(Christodoulou & Iordanou, 2021; Iordanou & Antoniou, 2022).
The widespread distrust and fatigue expressed by participants
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highlight the importance of designing platforms using more user-
centered principles, such as greater algorithmic transparency.
Building on intervention programs that have shown promise in
promoting individuals’ reasoning skills (Iordanou & Fotiou, 2025;
Iordanou & Rapanta, 2021) and engagement in more reflection
and evaluation when reading information (Iordanou et al., 2025);
there is a need to design accessible training tailored to the needs of
middle-aged adults; training focused on discerning misinforma-
tion, using less cognitively laborious fact-checking strategies, and
addressing privacy concerns. Moreover, the effectiveness of psy-
chological interventions such as cognitive behavioral therapy
(Zhou et al., 2021) in helping middle-aged adults cope with emo-
tional overload and social media fatigue should also be examined
experimentally.

Limitations

Limitations should be acknowledged before generalizing this
study’s findings to middle-aged adults in different European
countries, as the sample size was limited and participants were
not screened for mental health conditions, which may have intro-
duced some bias. Moreover, given the subjective nature of reflex-
ive thematic analysis, generalization was not the primary goal but
rather to achieve a deeper engagement with the meanings given
by middle-aged citizens to their experiences of online and social
media use (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Similarly, although reflexive
thematic analysis does not employ a strict codebook or formal
interrater reliability procedures, which may heighten researchers’
interpretive lens, our research team prioritized transparency through
ongoing discussions and implemented a customized interrater
reliability check at the level of the final thematic map.
In addition, although the cross-country data provided rich infor-

mation, cultural barriers might have impacted how participants
expressed their experiences or how researchers interpreted them.
Language diversity across countries may have also introduced
nuances in translation and interpretation. To address this, each
national focus group team kept a detailed field observation diary
documenting linguistic and contextual cues and other interpreta-
tively relevant details, thus facilitating the contextualization of
findings (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018).
One criticism of the use of focus groups concerns the influence

of group dynamics on findings, particularly the effects of social
desirability bias (Aronson et al., 1990) and groupthink (Johnson &
Johnson, 2000). Recognizing these risks, we implemented preven-
tive measures, although their influence cannot be fully ruled out.
All facilitators received training (Chioncel et al., 2003) emphasiz-
ing adherence to research questions and protocol, guiding discus-
sions in new directions, and encouraging diverse viewpoints
(Field, 2000; Morgan & Krueger, 1993). Second, participants had
varied demographic backgrounds to reduce homogeneity effects,
while group size followed established methodological guidelines
to manage group dynamics (Kidd & Parshall, 2000).

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study provides important insights into the
emotional experience and impact of social media in middle-aged
adults. Although social platforms offer opportunities for connection
and learning, they also expose users to aggression, misinformation,

and emotional fatigue. As middle-aged individuals interact with
this new social world, many are opting to reduce engagement or
even discontinue their use. Findings of the present study highlight
the need for context-specific research, particularly age-specific
investigations that examine the concerns and needs of different
age groups, while also considering cultural factors (Iordanou
et al., 2026). These insights can inform the development of tai-
lored intervention programs to ensure that social media remains
a tool for enhancing psychological well-being rather than a
source of distress, exhaustion, and fatigue.
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