
Open camera or QR reader and
scan code to access this article

and other resources online.

Instagram and TikTok Flow States and Their Association
with Psychological Well-Being

James A. Roberts, PhD and Meredith E. David, PhD

Abstract

Despite their growing popularity, little research has focused on the association between Instagram and TikTok
use and psychological well-being. Informed by Uses and Gratifications Theory, the present study investigates
the flow states experienced when using each social media platform and whether these flow states differentially
impact user well-being. A flow state is achieved when people are so engrossed in an activity that little else
seems to matter to them and they will often continue the activity despite its negative consequences. Based
upon a survey of adult Instagram (n = 195, Mage = 38) and TikTok users (n = 225, Mage = 37), the present study
identified four unique clusters of users for both platforms based upon the levels of five flow dimensions: focused
attention, curiosity, enjoyment, telepresence, and time distortion. Results found that TikTok users reported
higher levels of overall flow than Instagram users. TikTok users also reported higher levels of the flow
dimensions ‘‘enjoyment’’ and ‘‘time distortion.’’ The flow dimension of ‘‘telepresence’’ (immersion in a world
created by the social media application) for both TikTok and Instagram users was associated with higher levels
of depression and anxiety. These social media may provide an escape from everyday worries for users, although
a suboptimal coping strategy. Whether Instagram and TikTok use are but ‘‘improved means to an unimproved
end’’ is an important question that requires additional research.

Keywords: TikTok, Instagram, flow states, Uses and Gratifications Theory, psychological well-being, cluster
analysis, adults

Introduction

In his book ‘‘Walden,’’ Thoreau1 states ‘‘our inventions
are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our attention

from serious things. They are but improved means to an
unimproved end ..’’ Although written nearly 170 years ago,
Thoreau’s thinking on the impact of humankind’s inventions
on our quality of life seems apropos regarding the impact of
social media use on individual and collective well-being.

Globally, those between the ages of 16–64 spent a daily
average of 2 hours and 25 minutes using social media in
2021.2 Thus, the average social media user spends more
time on Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, Instagram, TikTok,
and other social media than they do eating meals, personal
grooming, reading, volunteering, or attending religious
activities.3

Two increasingly popular social media sites are Instagram
and TikTok. Instagram has over two billion active users each
month4 who spend an average of 53 minutes per day on the
application (app).5 There are 123 million Instagram users in
the United States.4 The majority of posts to Instagram in-
clude photos or videos.5 Although the majority of Instagram
users in the United States are under the age of 35, nearly 40
percent are 35 or older.6

TikTok is a videosharing social media app. The videos
usually run for less than a minute, often 15 seconds. TikTok
has over 1 billion monthly active users who spend an average
of 52 minutes per day on the app.7 User growth was 89
percent and 85 percent in 2019 and 2020.8 There are *138
million active TikTok users in the United States.7 These
users come from all age groups and *53 percent are 30 or
older.9
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An extensive amount of research has addressed the impact
of social media use on psychological well-being.10–12 Al-
though social media use has been found to have a positive
impact on well-being in a number of cases,13–16 the majority
of research has found a negative association between social
media use and well-being.12,17–19 Social media use has been
found to be associated with problems sleeping and higher
levels of stress, anxiety, and depression.11

Less research has focused on the use of Instagram and
TikTok in particular, despite their growing popularity.14,20–22

Drawing from Flow Theory, the present study investi-
gates the flow states experienced when using Instagram
and TikTok and whether these states are differentially
associated with user well-being. Flow states can be defined
as situations in which people are so engrossed in an ac-
tivity that little else seems to matter to them and they will
often continue the activity despite its negative conse-
quences.23–25

Uses and Gratifications Theory (U&G) is a useful tool
to understand how the gratifications enjoyed while using
Instagram and TikTok impact user well-being. At its core,
U&G addresses an individual’s social and psychological
needs and how a particular media can gratify the motives
behind the human need to interact (communicate) with oth-
ers. U&G posits that ‘‘communication behavior is goal-
directed and purposeful’’ (p. 757).26 Unlike more traditional
media (e.g., newspapers and television), U&G argues that the
interaction afforded by social media fosters connections with
others. Social interactivity is a central goal behind social
media use.27 Shao and Lee found the need to communi-
cate was an important predictor of TikTok use.28 Individuals
choose a particular social media platform because it gratifies
particular needs26 and extant research suggests that an
immediate theoretical connection exists between U&G and
online flow.29,30

Specifically, and as stated by Huang et al, a social media
user’s flow state ‘‘plays a facilitating role in shaping the
influence of social gratifications on [problematic social me-
dia behaviors]’’ such that the ‘‘manner in which SNS users
experience the usage process is as important as the gratifi-

cation of their social needs.’’ The intense pleasure (flow)
derived from social media use has been identified as the
driving force between social media uses and gratifications
and both problematic behaviors and lower psychological
well-being.29,31

High levels of social media use and its attendant negative
fallout suggests that some social media users are achiev-
ing flow states that encourage their use despite the negative
consequences such use may have for an individual’s well-
being. As argued by Gruner, Displacement Theory may ex-
plain the link between the experience of flow states and
psychological well-being. Excessive time spent on social
media may displace (or reduce) other more meaningful ex-
periences. For example, social media use likely reduces time
spent on more healthy face-to-face interactions.32 Extant
research has shown that most social media platforms are used
mainly to maintain a wider network of virtual social con-
nections, which are weaker than the connections developed
and maintained through offline interactions; intense use of
these social media platforms displaces the more meaningful
face-to-face connections to the detriment of close relation-
ships and individual well-being.10,33,34

Research by Kwak et al35 focused on the flow experienced
when using Facebook. Their research identified five flow
dimensions: ‘‘focused attention’’ (immersion while using
the social media), ‘‘enjoyment’’ (fun experienced while us-
ing the social media), ‘‘curiosity’’ (the desire to keep up with
what’s happening on a social media site), ‘‘telepresence’’
(immersion in a world created by the social media experi-
ence), and ‘‘time distortion’’ (losing a sense of time while
on social media). Brailovskaia et al conclude that the expe-
rience of online flow is a main reason behind high social
media use.23

Surveying a sample of 398 German Facebook users,
Brailovskaia et al found that Facebook flow (‘‘the experience
of intense enjoyment and pleasure generated by Facebook
use .,’’ p. 1) was positively associated with addiction to
Facebook.25 Interestingly, the telepresence of Facebook flow
(immersion in a world created by Facebook) was strongly
associated with the Facebook Addiction Disorder Scale. The

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Study Variables for Each

Social Media Platform Separately and Collectively

Measure

TikTok Instagram Full sample

M SD M SD M SD

Flow** 3.71 0.73 3.48 0.83 3.60 0.79
Flow: Curiosity 3.94 0.82 3.87 0.94 3.91 0.88
Flow: Enjoyment** 4.26 0.74 4.01 0.82 4.15 0.78
Flow: Focused Attention 3.67 1.04 3.47 1.12 3.58 1.08
Flow: Telepresence 2.76 1.25 2.55 1.26 2.66 1.25
Flow: Time Distortion** 3.90 0.99 3.48 1.16 3.71 1.09
Mind Wandering 2.33 1.13 2.46 1.15 2.38 1.13
FOMO 2.26 0.96 2.40 1.02 2.32 0.99
Addiction 2.06 0.97 2.20 1.13 2.12 1.05
Time on social media 36.20 50.20 33.20 58.74 34.80 54.28
Depression/Anxiety 2.40 1.18 2.45 1.17 2.42 1.17

Note: t Tests were conducted to test for differences in means between TikTok and Instagram variables; Bold numbers indicate statistical
significance.

**p < 0.01.
FOMO, Fear of Missing Out; M, mean; SD, standard deviation.
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authors conclude that immersion in the world created by
Facebook is often an attempt to escape the obligations and
stressors of everyday life.

In two large samples of Lithuanian (n = 1,640) and Ger-
man social media users (n = 727), Brailovskaia et al,23 con-
ducted a latent class analysis to group social media users
based upon their responses to the Bergen Social Media
Addiction Scale, which assesses six characteristics of prob-
lematic social media use: salience, tolerance, conflict, mood
modification, relapse, and withdrawal symptoms.36 The
analysis resulted in four groups. The largest group, labeled
the ‘‘low symptom’’ group, scored lower on all six compo-
nents of social media addiction, and also scored lowest on
all measures of flow: overall flow, focused attention, en-
joyment, curiosity, telepresence, and time distortion.

On the other extreme, the group labeled the ‘‘high
symptom’’ group scored higher on all six components of
social media addiction. As expected, these highly problem-
atic social media users experienced higher levels of overall
flow as well as focused attention, enjoyment, telepresence,
and time distortion than the two more moderately problem-
atic social media user groups. The research revealed that
the ‘‘low symptom’’ group (compared with all other
groups) reported the lowest levels of depression, anxiety,
and stress in addition to the highest levels of life satis-
faction. The ‘‘high symptom’’ group reported the highest
levels of depression, anxiety, and stress, as well as lower life
satisfaction.

It appears from the two Brailovskaia studies described
above that flow states are positively associated with prob-
lematic social media use,25 and higher flow states, when
using Facebook, are associated with lower psychological
well-being.23,25

The primary objective(s) of the present study is to inves-
tigate the flow states individuals enjoy while using Instagram
and TikTok and whether these flow experiences are differ-
entially associated with individual well-being.

Methods

Four hundred and twenty U.S. adults were recruited from
CloudResearch’s Turk Prime to participate in an online
survey through Qualtrics.37 Requirements for participants
included: live in the United States, at least 18 years of age,
have at least a 95 percent approval rating, and report having
used TikTok and/or Instagram. Participants were randomly
assigned to respond to questions about TikTok or Instagram;
any participants who reported using only one of these plat-
forms were assigned to respond to questions for that re-
spective platform. The Institutional Review Board at the
authors’ university approved the study protocol.

The Facebook Flow Questionnaire25 was adapted for the
current study by replacing ‘‘Facebook’’ with either TikTok
or Instagram; this scale included three items to assess each
flow dimension (focused attention, enjoyment, curiosity,
telepresence, and time distortion). Five outcome variables
were included in the study: Fear of Missing Out (FOMO),
mind wandering, social media addiction, time spent on social
media, and feelings of anxiety and depression.

FOMO was assessed using the 10-item measure by Przy-
bylski et al.38 Example items include ‘‘I fear my friends have
more rewarding experiences than me’’ and ‘‘It bothers me
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when I miss an opportunity to meet up with friends.’’ A 5-
point scale from ‘‘Not at all true of me’’ to ‘‘Extremely true
of me’’ was used.

Mind wandering was assessed using five items from
Carriere et al’s39 spontaneous mind wandering and deliberate
mind wandering scales. Next, the 6-item Facebook Addic-
tion scale was adapted for TikTok/Instagram and assessed on
a 5-point scale ranging from very rarely to very often (in the
past month).36

Time on social media was assessed objectively through
having participants check their phone for the exact amount of
time spent on social media over the past 7 or 10 days, de-
pending on the type of smartphone (i.e., Androids report the
past 7 days; I-phones report the past 10 days).40 Anxiety and
depression were assessed using the four-item measure (Pa-
tient Health Questionnaire-4) developed by Kroenke et al41

and used in related article by David and Roberts.42,43 All
measures included were reliable, with construct reliability
estimates ranging from 0.76 to 0.97. Descriptive statistics of
the measures are provided in Tables 1 and 2.

Analysis

A hierarchical cluster analysis was conducted to identify
subgroups of social media users based on their experiences

of flow. Scores on the five flow subcategories were entered
into the analysis; Ward’s method and squared Euclidian
distances were used, and the number of clusters was based on
the inverse scree technique.44,45

The cluster analysis revealed a four-group solution for
both Instagram and TikTok. Results show that the sub-
dimension telepresence is a key driver of differences between
the clusters (i.e., in how flow is experienced). Figures 1 and 2
show the four clusters for TikTok and Instagram, respectively;
demographic characteristics of the clusters are provided in
Tables 3 and 4. The two largest TikTok clusters included
participants with high levels of overall flow and telepresence
(Group 1 [G1], 29 percent, Mage = 36) and participants with
moderate overall flow but low telepresence (Group 2 [G2],
30 percent, Mage = 39). The smallest TikTok cluster con-
sisted of individuals with low overall flow and telepresence
(Group 3 [G3], 16 percent, Mage = 39), followed by a group
of users with moderate flow and high telepresence (Group 4
[G4], 24 percent, Mage = 36).

The pattern of flow across groups for Instagram was
similar to that found with TikTok, except with G4. Con-
sistent with the clustering solution for TikTok, the two
largest groups of Instagram users included participants with
high levels of overall flow and telepresence (G1, 38 percent,
Mage = 36) and participants with moderate overall flow

FIG. 1. TikTok clusters based on
social media flow characteristics.
Group 1 = high flow, high tele-
presence; Group 2 = moderate flow,
low telepresence; Group 3 = low
flow, low telepresence; Group
4 = moderate flow, high tele-
presence.

FIG. 2. Instagram clusters based
on social media flow characteris-
tics. Group 1 = high flow, high
telepresence; Group 2 = moderate
flow, low telepresence; Group
3 = low flow, low telepresence;
Group 4 = high flow, low tele-
presence.
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combined with low telepresence (G2, 35 percent, Mage = 39).
The third largest group of Instagram users consisted of in-
dividuals with low overall flow and telepresence (G3, 17
percent, Mage = 37), followed by a small group of users with
high flow and low telepresence (G4, 10 percent, Mage = 40).

Next, analysis of variance (ANOVA) analyses were used
to examine differences in study measures between clusters
for each respective social media platform. Bonferroni post
hoc comparisons were performed, except the Tukey test
was used if the assumption of homogeneity of variances was
violated.

Results of the ANOVAs revealed the clusters differed
significantly for all study measures. Mean scores are pro-
vided in Tables 5 and 6 and results of the post hoc com-
parisons are provided in Tables 7 and 8 for TikTok and
Instagram, respectively.

Discussion

The present study shows that TikTok users experience
overall higher levels of flow than Instagram users as well as
higher levels of enjoyment and time distortion. TikTok users
have fun watching the many short videos available on the
app (flow state of enjoyment), which provide constant rein-
forcement to continue watching videos; this behavior leads
to higher levels of the flow state ‘‘time distortion’’ than
observed with Instagram users. TikTok users reported they
were more prone to lose track of time and spend more time
than they had intended. This is consistent with the con-

cept of flow in that TikTok users become so engrossed in
scrolling through videos that they continue the activity de-
spite its negative consequences. Twenty-four and 28 percent
of TikTok and Instagram users, respectively, would qualify
as addicted based upon the diagnostic criteria developed by
Andreassen et al.36

The four TikTok groups created by the present study’s
cluster analysis provide additional insight into the relation-
ship between TikTok use and well-being. G1 users (high
flow, high telepresence) exhibited high scores across all flow
states. As would be expected, these higher flow levels led
to higher levels of mind wandering than G3 (low flow, low
telepresence) and higher levels of FOMO, addiction, and
time spent on TikTok than G2 (moderate flow, low tele-
presence) and G3. G1 also reported higher levels of anxiety
and depression than G3.

Of note, the lack of significant differences in outcomes
across G1 and G4 may well suggest that overall flow has a
less major role in determining how social media experiences
impact well-being; instead, it seems that telepresence is a
stronger driver.

G2 of TikTok users (moderate flow, low telepresence)
reported lower levels of FOMO, addiction, and time spent on
TikTok than did G4 (moderate flow, high telepresence). The
lower levels of reported telepresence in G2 users in contrast
to G4 suggests that immersion in TikTok (telepresence) is
associated with more time spent with social media and more
negative psychological outcomes. Using U&G, Omar and
Dequan identified the desire to escape as a primary need

Table 3. Sociodemographic Characteristics

of Participants in TikTok Flow Groups

Demographic
variable

G1 G2 G3 G4

n % n % n % n %

Gender
Female 38 34 29 29 15 14 29 29
Male 26 24 36 33 20 19 26 24

Marital status
Single/never

married
27 27 28 28 22 22 23 23

Married 30 33 28 31 7 8 26 29
Divorced 5 19 9 35 7 27 5 19
Separated 2 100 0 0 0 0 0 0
Widowed 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 100

Education
High school 8 38 7 33 3 14 3 14
Some college 9 20 14 31 7 16 15 33
Associate degree 8 27 10 35 7 24 4 14
Bachelor’s degree 30 32 28 30 15 16 20 22
Master’s degree 9 32 5 18 3 11 11 39
Doctoral degree 0 0 1 25 1 25 2 50

Income
Less than $30k 9 21 14 33 11 26 8 19
$30k–$49,999 18 27 16 24 13 19 21 31
$50k–$69,999 14 30 16 35 4 9 12 26
$70k–$99,999 12 34 9 26 6 17 8 23
$100k or higher 11 38 10 34 2 7 6 21

Note: G1 = high flow, high telepresence; G2 = moderate flow, low
telepresence; G3 = low flow, low telepresence; G4 = moderate flow,
high telepresence.

G1, Group 1; G2, Group 2; G3, Group 3; G4, Group 4.

Table 4. Sociodemographic Characteristics

of Participants in Instagram Flow Groups

Demographic
variable

G1 G2 G3 G4

n % n % n % n %

Gender
Female 28 43 18 28 11 17 8 12
Male 44 36 50 40 20 16 10 8

Marital status
Single/never

married
24 28 38 45 14 17 9 11

Married 43 48 24 27 15 17 7 8
Divorced 2 18 4 36 2 18 3 27
Separated 3 75 0 0 1 25 0 0
Widowed 0 0 0 0 2 100 0 0

Education
High school 7 29 10 42 3 12 4 17
Some college 11 28 18 45 5 12 6 15
Associate degree 3 25 4 33 4 33 1 8
Bachelor’s degree 30 38 29 36 14 17 7 9
Master’s degree 20 65 5 16 5 16 1 3
Doctoral degree 1 25 2 50 1 25 0 0

Income
Less than $30k 9 32 10 36 8 29 1 3
$30k–$49,999 22 43 19 37 5 10 5 10
$50k–$69,999 24 47 17 33 6 12 4 8
$70k–$99,999 11 30 14 39 6 17 5 14
$100k or higher 6 24 8 32 7 28 4 16

Note: G1 = high flow, high telepresence; G2 = moderate flow, low
telepresence; G3 = low flow, low telepresence; G4 = high flow, low
telepresence.
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driving TikTok consumption.46 This ability to escape into a
world created by TikTok appears to be a poor coping strat-
egy.47 This finding is consistent with the results of Brai-
lovskaia et al, which found that immersion in a world created
by Facebook was associated with higher levels of Facebook
addiction.25

Cluster 3 of TikTok users (low flow, low telepresence)
reported less mind wandering, FOMO, addiction, and time
spent on TikTok than G4 (moderate flow, high telepresence).
G3 members were also less anxious and depressed than G4
members. These results are consistent with the argument that
lower flow, telepresence in particular, is associated with less
negative psychological outcomes.

Results of the cluster analysis for Instagram users were
consistent with the TikTok results with the exception of
G4. G4 of Instagram users was characterized by high flow
and low telepresence (vs. TikTok G4 of moderate flow, high
telepresence). This difference in dimensional flow compo-
sition of G4 TikTok versus Instagram users suggests im-
portant differences may exist in how individuals experience
flow across different social media platforms. Instagram is
more personal in nature than TikTok. Users post photos
and comment on others’ posts with a more intimate circle of
friends while TikTok videos are shared with a larger network

of friends, followers, and often strangers with the primary
purpose to entertain and garner likes, comments, and shares.

Results of the ANOVA tests in mean differences on
outcome variables across Instagram groups were largely
consistent with the TikTok groups. G1 (high flow, high tel-
epresence) users reported higher levels of mind wander-
ing, FOMO, addiction, and anxiety and depression than G2
(moderate flow, low telepresence), G3 (low flow, low tele-
presence), and G4 (high flow, low telepresence) and more
time spent on Instagram than G2 and G3. These findings
seem to suggest that time spent on Instagram is largely de-
termined by overall flow. However, the results discussed
next seem to suggest that psychological well-being-related
outcomes are influenced more so by the telepresence di-
mension of flow than by overall flow levels.

G3 members reported low levels of all five flow di-
mensions. They also reported less time spent on Instagram
compared with G4. G4 was high on four flow dimensions
but not telepresence. This difference between it and G1
might explain why the cluster reported lower levels of mind
wandering, FOMO, addiction, and anxiety and depression
compared with G1. Importantly, these results seem to pro-
vide support for previous research, which has found that
telepresence is the key component of flow that drives

Table 5. Mean Sum Scores of the Study Variables in TikTok Flow Groups

G1 (n = 66) G2 (n = 67) G3 (n = 37) G4 (n = 55)

Measure M SD M SD M SD M SD

Flow 4.48 0.29 3.62 0.31 2.48 0.50 3.71 0.29
Flow: Curiosity 4.49 0.52 4.19 0.41 2.86 0.98 3.71 0.54
Flow: Enjoyment 4.88 0.22 4.48 0.47 3.45 0.95 3.80 0.37
Flow: Focused Attention 4.45 0.56 3.60 0.91 2.26 0.93 3.76 0.63
Flow: Telepresence 3.95 0.71 1.72 0.67 1.46 0.63 3.47 0.54
Flow: Time Distortion 4.63 0.47 4.11 0.70 2.39 0.95 3.79 0.58
Mind Wandering 2.56 1.22 1.63 1.16 1.83 1.01 2.63 0.91
FOMO 2.68 1.05 1.92 0.69 1.65 0.73 2.58 0.94
Addiction 2.60 1.00 1.63 0.63 1.30 0.55 2.44 0.91
Time on SM 53.79 4.51 23.92 28.71 10.45 19.01 47.35 56.38
Depression/Anxiety 2.64 1.23 2.17 1.21 1.97 1.13 2.68 0.97

Note: G1 = high flow, high telepresence; G2 = moderate flow, low telepresence; G3 = low flow, low telepresence; G4 = moderate flow,
high telepresence.

Table 6. Mean Sum Scores of the Study Variables in Instagram Flow Groups

G1 (n = 74) G2 (n = 69) G3 (n = 33) G4 (n = 19)

Measure M SD M SD M SD M SD

Flow 4.23 0.38 3.19 0.28 2.14 0.47 3.91 0.29
Flow: Curiosity 4.37 0.48 3.87 0.58 2.37 0.84 4.51 0.63
Flow: Enjoyment 4.27 0.75 4.00 0.42 2.98 0.83 4.84 0.23
Flow: Focused Attention 4.28 0.51 3.14 0.82 1.87 0.79 4.32 0.51
Flow: Telepresence 3.91 0.61 1.93 0.71 1.45 0.66 1.46 0.55
Flow: Time Distortion 4.31 0.51 3.03 0.83 2.01 1.00 4.44 0.66
Mind Wandering 2.95 1.19 2.21 1.03 2.34 1.09 1.72 0.81
FOMO 3.14 1.05 1.95 0.70 1.85 0.69 2.12 0.67
Addiction 3.22 1.02 1.53 0.51 1.44 0.64 1.94 0.85
Time on SM 50.63 57.37 16.54 36.25 11.75 15.69 63.09 119.72
Depression/Anxiety 3.08 1.21 2.05 0.91 2.20 1.12 1.86 0.93

Note: G1 = high flow, high telepresence; G2 = moderate flow, low telepresence; G3 = low flow, low telepresence; G4 = high flow, low
telepresence.

TIKTOK AND INSTAGRAM FLOW STATES AND WELL-BEING 85

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 L

O
U

IS
E

 H
E

R
R

IN
G

T
O

N
 S

C
H

 N
U

R
SI

N
G

 A
T

 B
A

Y
L

O
R

 U
N

IV
 f

ro
m

 w
w

w
.li

eb
er

tp
ub

.c
om

 a
t 0

5/
08

/2
3.

 F
or

 p
er

so
na

l u
se

 o
nl

y.
 



problematic social media behaviors and addiction.25,47–49

Consistent with Brailovskaia et al,49 and as shown in Table 2,
our results indicate that, of the flow subscales, telepresence
has the highest correlation (even higher than overall flow)
with addiction, mind wandering, FOMO, and anxiety and
depression. One possible explanation for these findings
stems from the Displacement Theory. Specifically, it is likely
that immersion in the world created by the social media
experience, that is, telepresence, likely displaces the more
meaningful and close interpersonal relationships on which
our psychological well-being depends.10,33

This study makes several significant contributions to the
extant literature. First, it answers the need for more research
on TikTok and Instagram. Despite their popularity, little
research has addressed how people’s experiences using these
platforms may impact their well-being.20,22 A second con-
tribution is that the present study identified the flow states
experienced with TikTok and Instagram. Although the ex-
perience of flow appears to be similar across social media
platforms, this is not always the case. For example, G4 was
different across platforms; high telepresence was character-
istic of the flow states for two groups of TikTok users,
whereas telepresence was low in all but one of the flow states
identified by the Instagram user groups. A third contribution
is the elucidation of the psychological outcomes of the flow
states experienced while using each social media network. It

appears that increased flow levels, particularly telepresence,
are associated with lower psychological well-being.

An important implication of the present study for health-
ier social media use includes spending less time on apps.
This could entail using the screen-time management settings
available on most social media apps. Cutting screen time
may necessitate parental, spouse, or an accountability part-
ner monitoring the time an individual spends on social me-
dia. On a more personal level, stopping app use after a
predetermined amount of time helps strengthen an individ-
ual’s ability to practice restraint the next time they use social
media. These practices will help mitigate the negative impact
of the flow states of time distortion and telepresence on the
psychological well-being of social media users.

Future Research and Limitations

Although this study was the first to investigate the flow
states experienced while using TikTok and Instagram and
their impact on psychological well-being, the results must be
tempered by certain limitations. First, the study was cross-
sectional. Causal and longitudinal research will help clar-
ify the relationship between telepresence and well-being. Are
TikTok and Instagram users seeking to escape everyday
worries by using these platforms or does the use of these
platforms create a new world that might crowd out other

Table 7. Post Hoc Comparisons of Mean Differences in Key Outcome Variables Across TikTok Groups

Measures Comparison Mean difference SE p 95% CI

Mind Wandering G1 vs. G2 0.44 0.19 0.139 -0.07 to 0.96
G1 vs. G3 0.73 0.23 0.010 0.12 to 1.34
G1 vs. G4 -0.08 0.20 1.000 -0.61 to 0.46
G2 vs. G3 0.29 0.19 1.000 -0.32 to 0.89
G2 vs. G4 -0.52 0.23 0.064 -1.05 to 0.02
G3 vs. G4 -0.81 0.24 0.005 -1.43 to -0.18

FOMO G1 vs. G2 0.77 0.15 <0.001 0.35 to 1.18
G1 vs. G3 1.03 0.18 <0.001 0.53 to 1.52
G1 vs. G4 0.11 0.16 1.000 -0.32 to 0.53
G2 vs. G3 0.26 0.18 0.902 -0.22 to 0.75
G2 vs. G4 -0.66 0.16 <0.001 -1.09 to -0.24
G3 vs. G4 -0.92 0.19 <0.001 -1.43 to -0.43

Addiction to TikTok G1 vs. G2 0.97 0.14 <0.001 0.59 to 1.35
G1 vs. G3 1.31 0.17 <0.001 0.86 to 1.75
G1 vs. G4 0.16 0.15 1.000 -0.23 to 0.56
G2 vs. G3 0.34 0.17 0.274 -0.11 to 0.78
G2 vs. G4 -0.81 0.15 <0.001 -1.20 to -0.41
G3 vs. G4 -1.14 0.17 <0.001 -1.61 to -0.68

Time Spent on TikTok G1 vs. G2 29.86 8.27 0.002 7.85 to 51.88
G1 vs. G3 43.34 9.79 <0.001 17.27 to 69.41
G1 vs. G4 6.43 8.71 1.000 -16.74 to 29.62
G2 vs. G3 13.47 9.77 1.000 -12.53 to 39.48
G2 vs. G4 -23.43 8.68 0.045 -46.53 to -0.33
G3 vs. G4 -36.90 10.14 0.002 -63.90 to -9.91

Depression/Anxiety G1 vs. G2 0.47 0.20 0.130 -0.07 to 1.01
G1 vs. G3 0.67 0.24 0.034 0.03 to 1.31
G1 vs. G4 -0.04 0.21 1.000 -0.60 to 0.52
G2 vs. G3 0.20 0.24 1.000 -0.44 to 0.84
G2 vs. G4 -0.51 0.21 0.099 -1.07 to 0.05
G3 vs. G4 -0.71 0.25 0.026 -1.37 to -0.05

Note: Bold numbers indicate statistical significance. G1 = high flow, high telepresence; G2 = moderate flow, low telepresence; G3 = low
flow, low telepresence; G4 = moderate flow, high telepresence.

CI, confidence interval; SE, standard error.
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more meaningful pursuits? This is an important question
given the relationship found between telepresence and de-
pression and anxiety. Relatedly, future research could ex-
amine specific uses and gratifications that motivate the use of
social media platforms and how such U&G relate to overall
flow and its subdimensions.

A second possible limitation may be that more was not
done to identify how people were using the social media
platforms. Additional research is needed to understand how
usage (e.g., more passive vs. active) varies across the plat-
forms and clusters. Recent research suggests that more pas-
sive use of social media leads to lower well-being.10,11,50

However, Burnell et al20 found that browsing one’s own
Instagram profile led to positive changes in psychological
well-being but browsing an acquaintance or influencer’s
profile led to negative psychological consequences. How
social media is used, more so than time spent on social
media, impacts whether its influence on well-being is nega-
tive or positive.10

It appears that an answer to whether social media use is an
‘‘improved means to an unimproved end’’ remains to be
seen. The present study provides a partial answer in regard to
TikTok and Instagram use, but more research is needed.
Given the amount of time spent on social media and its often-
demonstrated negative influence on individual and social
well-being, it is paramount that future research address the
pleasures derived from its use.
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