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Abstract

Since TikTok becomes one of the fast-growing social media platforms in Azerbaijan, its
possible negative or positive influences on students’ academic lives and emotional states emerge
concerns. This study explores the influence of TikTok usage on the undergraduate students’
academic performances and self-esteem in Azerbaijan by using qualitative research methods. The
aim of the study is to investigate how TikTok’s content, algorithm, user patterns, and their time
spent on TikTok affect undergraduate students’ motivation, concentration, behavior, time
management, self-esteem and academic outcomes. The data was collected from six undergraduate
students from three different universities in Azerbaijan and one social media expert through in-
depth semi-structured interviews. This study uses Self-Determination Theory (SDT) as a
theoretical background for data analysis, explaining the study findings through the three basic
needs: relatedness, competence, and autonomy. The results of the study demonstrated that while
some participants found educational and motivational content beneficial in their academic lives,
most reported negative effects of TikTok such as procrastination, reduced attention span, and
lowered self-esteem. The findings also shed light on how social comparisons and feedback (e.g.

likes, comments, reposts) on TikTok influence students’ self-esteem levels and emotions.

Keywords: undergraduate students, TikTok’s influence, academic performance, self-esteem,

social comparison, Self-Determination Theory.
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction

Consider a young girl who constantly encounters videos of her supposedly perfect,
successful peers on TikTok and spends her time watching videos rather than studying. Her
comparisons to these idealized characters might cause her to begin to feel inadequate, while the
videos may distract her from studying. This situation, which many young people today face, raises
crucial questions: How is students' self-esteem shaped by the continual social comparison fostered
by platforms such as TikTok? May social media platforms lead to lower academic performance?
In a time when social media is widespread, it is necessary to understand the emotional and

academic effects of it, as well as for university students.

Generally, users of social media platforms can create electronic profiles for themselves,
share information about their lives and experiences, upload images, uphold relationships, and
organize social activities, get to know new people, and notice others' lives, satisfy the need for
belonging, and express their opinions, preferences, and emotions (Vogel et al., 2014). The social
media platform like TikTok, which has specific algorithm-driven content and short videos, might
influence students emotionally in different ways. Diverse studies proved the correlation between
TikTok usage and academic performance. For example, according to study findings in the Uva
Wellassa University of Sri Lanka, most of students are addicted to TikTok, and 87.5% spend more
than two hours a day on social media. Most university students use TikTok during leisure time for
self-expression and sharing their skills (Herath, 2020). The findings also demonstrate a positive
correlation between time spent on TikTok, video posting, and video watching with lower academic
achievement. It was shown that most undergraduates spend their free time on TikTok, with the
primary drivers being satisfaction derived from sharing one's own abilities, information, thoughts,

and emotions to others (Herath, 2020). Furthermore, the existence of the correlation between



TikTok usage and self-esteem has been proved by several research. One of the studies shows that
there were 934 million short video users, most of them being TikTok users, in China as of
December 2021 (Zhang, 2022). The study found that in the 1-4 scale, the average college student’s
self-esteem score was 2.99, showing their moderate confidence level. Besides, the average
subjective well-being score was 3.97, referring to a higher feeling of happiness about their lives
(Zhang, 2022). These scores demonstrate that students feel moderately satisfied about their lives,
although they are not highly confident, proving the first hypothesis of that study: “College students'

active use behavior of TikTok is positively correlated to self-esteem” (Zhang, 2022, p. 173).

1.1. Statement of Problem

Although TikTok was one of the most used social media platforms with 6.10 million users
in Azerbaijan in 2024 according to statistics (APA Economics, 2024), the emotional and academic
effects of it have never been investigated. As there is a lack of understanding about the emotional
influence of TikTok usage on students’ self-esteem and academic performances in Azerbaijan, the
research in this area is important for deeper understanding. Exploring a) how much time the
students spend on TikTok and if this time hinders their studying; b) why they use it: for entertaining
or educational purposes (e.g. as a learning tool); ¢) and the content of the videos they watch helps
to have a deep understanding of the effects of TikTok on the students’ academic performances.
Also, by investigating how students' self-esteem is influenced by external factors, such as social
comparison in TikTok, the educators can get deeper insights into the impacts of social media on

students’ emotional well-being.



1.2. Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to explore the emotional influence of TikTok on Azerbaijani
students’ academic performance and self-esteem by using a qualitative research approach. The
main audience for this study consisted of Azerbaijani undergraduate students, who use TikTok for
both educational and entertaining purposes. In conclusion, this study offered significant
perspectives for subsequent research initiatives centered around the influence of social media on

education.
1.3. Research Objectives
To achieve the research purpose, the following research objectives are determined:

e To explore the relationship between TikTok usage and undergraduate students’ academic
performance and motivation for studying in Azerbaijan.

e Toexplore the relationship between TikTok usage and undergraduate students’ self-esteem
in Azerbaijan.

1.4. Research Questions
To reach research objectives, this study investigated two research questions:

1) What are the perceived effects of TikTok on the undergraduate students’ academic
performances in Azerbaijan?
2) What are the perceived effects of TikTok on the undergraduate students' self-esteem in

Azerbaijan?
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1.5. Definition of Terms

The terms like “academic performance”, “self-esteem”, etc. were defined in this study to
investigate these terms from one certain perspective. Academic performance generally reflects
students’ proficiency in their courses and mainly measured by their participation in the lessons,
grades, GPA, standardized test scores, etc. (Camel, 2020). Self-esteem is defined as “...how we
evaluate our capabilities and ourselves” (Camel, 2020, p. 4) since this study will investigate

students’ confidence level and perceptions of their abilities as indicated in the research questions.
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review

To explore the research questions and gain deeper understanding of the topic, the literature
review was done. A narrative review approach (Creswell, 2012) was used to do literature review
to explore the existing knowledge about the impact of social media, including TikTok on students’
academic performance and self-esteem in different countries. The focus of the literature view was
the positive and negative effects of Social Media Networks (SMNs) on academic performance and

results, concisely the influence of TikTok, the factors affecting students’ self-esteem, etc.

In recent years, the growing interest of the students in SMNs has started to arouse some
concerns in researchers’ minds: “Is there a relationship between SMNs usage intensity and
academic performance?” (Alshalawi, 2022, p. 4); “How do college students view using social
networking sites for educational purposes?”” (Niraula & Bohora, 2023, p. 275); or can social media

usage lead to adverse effects like addiction? (Sherman et al., 2016), etc.

These types of concerns encouraged researchers to investigate the influence of different social
media platforms on students’ academic performance, outcomes, and well-being. Among the
SMNSs, TikTok has gained a specific interest with its algorithm-driven short videos, making this
social media platform one of the most popular platforms globally with 46 million downloads in
March 2024 (Laura Ceci, 2024). Despite some studies focused on the positive usage of TikTok,
for example, using it as a teaching-learning tool (Febrianti et al., 2022), some researches revealed
the negative effects of this platform, such as being time-consuming (e.g. Hill et al., 2024), addictive
and distractive (e.g. Lau, 2017), having media multitasking effects: being active in social media
and being engaged with different activities (e.g. studying) simultaneously (Van der Schuur et al.,

2015), etc. Moreover, diverse studies explored the influence of TikTok on students’ self-esteem
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by using various variables as mediating factors; for instance, self-control (Ning & Inan, 2023),

anxiety (Niraula & Bohora, 2023), social comparison (Vogel et al., 2014), etc.
2.1. Effects of Social Media Usage

A large number of studies have shown that social media platforms, specifically TikTok
affects students’ academic performance in a negative way by playing a distraction role for them.
One of the factors defining the “distraction role” is the time spent on SMNSs, particularly on TikTok.
According to one of the studies conducted with 306 college students in the USA, their academic
outcomes (GPA) negatively correlated with the time spent on social media platforms with 39.5%
of the respondents spending more time on TikTok than focusing on their studies (Hill et al., 2024).
The research has shown that due to the time spent on TikTok, the students tend to develop “always-
on” and “always-connected” lifestyle, hindering their ability to focus on the academic tasks (Hill
et al., 2024). The findings of the surveys indicate that this negative correlation may be rooted from
social media multitasking, which aligns with the results of a research made at the university in
Hong Kong (Lau, 2017). Social media multitasking is defined as the process of completing
different tasks and being active on social media platforms simultaneously. In these studies, the
students were studying, while being online on social media platforms, including Facebook,
Instagram, TikTok, etc., which led to poor academic focus and results (Hill et al., 2024; Lau, 2017).
As a result of an online survey completed by 348 undergraduate students in Hong Kong, “SMM
(social media multitasking) was found to impede student learning, as reflected in students' CGPA”
(Lau, 2017, p. 290). The same study revealed that social media did not support university learning,
and it had no positive effect on the students’ academic outcomes (Lau, 2017). Similarly, Landa-
Blanco et al. (2024) found that social media addiction has a significant impact on academic

engagement, according to the results of the survey that was conducted with 412 students in the
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National Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH). The research results demonstrated the
existence of the adverse effects of TikTok on students’ academic performance levels, in which
self-esteem played the main mediating role: .. .participants who use Instagram and TikTok report
significantly higher levels of social media addiction and symptoms of depression and anxiety.”
(Landa-Blanco et al., 2024, p. 5). Different from the research that was conducted by Hill et al.
(2024) and Lau (2017), in this research the main factor impeding academic performance was not
the time spent on TikTok but the content of the videos, which affected the students’ self-esteem
and well-being negatively and led to depression (Landa-Blanco et al., 2024). Furthermore, Hassan
Ali Raza (2022) uncovered another aspect of TikTok distraction: students not only watch but also
make TikTok videos during the lecture time and avoid listening to the professor delivering the
lesson at the Sargodha University in Pakistan. According to the results of the survey, students
acknowledged TikTok usage as more interesting and engaging than their lectures (Raza, 2022).
However, watching and creating TikTok videos during the lectures resulted in poor concentration
on the delivered knowledge in the class, leading to disturbance of their academic performance
(Raza, 2022). The findings of the study conducted at the PES University in India, demonstrated
the same consequences as in Sargodha University: “...the student who regularly updates the status
on TikTok, will definitely miss the class and there will not be concentration in the classes” (Swathi
et al., 2020, p. 1042). The researchers also showed that regular usage of social media platforms
leads to addiction, and consequently, shorter attention span in the university students, which

hinders the learning process (Lau, 2017; Ning & Inan, 2023; Taulli, 2020).

On the contrary, another research that was conducted among pharmacy students
emphasized the positive learning outcomes achieved by using TikTok (Febrianti et al., 2022). In

this study, students were encouraged to create and upload videos of the findings of their projects
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at the University to TikTok, which motivated them to have deeper investigation in the field.
Additionally, according to the study, the students’ perceptions of TikTok were optimistic: “The
students also showed a positive response to the use of TikTok, in which 84% of the students found
it easier to understand course materials by using TikTok, 80% of the students had better motivation
to study course materials” (Febrianti et al., 2022, p. 2646). The usage of TikTok as a learning tool
was also studied by Aziz et al. (2023) among KPTMAS students in Malaysia by saying that “The
data also revealed a significant interest in TikTok usage for learning in Small Cities or Towns,
with 68 females and 20 males actively engaged in educational pursuits.” (p. 138). As these studies
indicate, TikTok can be adapted as a teaching & learning tool in education to motivate students to
perform better, which demonstrates the positive effects of this social media platform on education.
Similarly, Ahmed & Qazi (2011) discovered that the time college students spend on social media
platforms in Pakistan does not negatively impact their academic performance as the students
manage their time effectively: “An interesting conclusion has been drawn on the basis of the
findings of current study that students are managing their time efficiently and hence, use of SNSs
does not harm their academic performance.” (Ahmed & Qazi, 2011, p. 5029). These diverse
perceptions may depend on other components, such as geographical and cultural factors, the aim
of using social media platforms, etc. The cross-cultural study that investigates the differences of
TikTok’s users and its effects among the United States, Spain, and Chile, demonstrated that
TikTok usage is associated with countries’ national cultural values (Deng et al., 2023). The results
of the surveys conducted with 556 TikTok users across the countries showcased the willingness of
information seeking on TikTok among American respondents rather than using it for entertainment

purposes (Deng et al., 2023).
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Despite the studies demonstrating both positive and negative effects of the SMNs,
including TikTok, on the students’ academic performance, according to Hill et al. (2024) “...the
gap between TikTok active users’ perceptions of how social media apps influence their academic

performance and their GPA was uncovered.” (p. 4), showing the importance of the current study.

2.2. The Influence of TikTok on Self-Esteem: The Role of Social Comparison

As an extensively used social media platform, the influence of TikTok on undergraduate
students’ self-esteem has also been investigated by many researchers. The study in Honduras found
that social media addiction has a detrimental impact on self-esteem (Landa-Blanco et al., 2024).
According to some studies, social comparison plays an important role as a mediating factor
between usage of TikTok and students’ self-esteem. Social comparison is defined as the process
of perceiving information about other people in relation to oneself and it helps to fulfill the need
for self-evaluation (Heejung, 2024). The research that was conducted by Heejung Chun (2024)
investigates the role of two types of social comparison (ability-based and opinion-based) in
education. Ability-based comparison is defined as the process of comparing oneself to other
students through value-attached judgements and it leads to seeing other students as competitors in
one class; opinion-based social comparison, however, is defined by the diverse interpretations of
the students, resulting in seeing others as role models (Heejung, 2024). According to the results of
the survey conducted with 398 students in South Korea, both types of the social comparison are
highly associated with self-esteem of the students (Heejung, 2024). Furthermore, diverse research
showed that social comparison may lead to anxiety in students. A study conducted by Kessler et
al. (1995) demonstrated the negative emotional influence of anxiety on the students’ academic
outcomes. Adversely affected academic outcomes by anxiety can result in problems in completing

education for the students: “...anxiety disorders are the most important for high school termination
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and subsequent transitions” (Kessler et al., 1995, p. 1029). In this study, Kessler et al. (1995)
utilized Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison Theory as a theoretical framework, demonstrating
that upward social comparison may be the main reason for anxiety in university students. Social
comparison may be fostered by using different social media platforms, as supported by the study
in the USA (Vogel et al, 2014). Vogel et al. (2014) indicated that social media platforms, such as
Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, etc. enhance the exposure to upward social comparisons, which is
a potential threat for the students to have lower self-esteem. The results of the study showed that
the participants had poorer self-esteem after engaging in social media activities, for instance,
observing others, which led to lower academic outcomes in their education (Vogel et al, 2014).
Similarly, Zhang (2022) found that passively using such platforms, only watching the others’
“ideal selves” and not creating content, is correlated with the decrease in self-esteem. Another
study demonstrated that the students, especially females perceive these social media platforms,
mainly TikTok, as a competition, in which they tend to demonstrate their accomplishments, “living
my best life” posts, etc.; however, it fosters unhealthy social comparison among the students

(YouthSense, 2022).

2.3. Theoretical Framework

The findings of diverse studies showed that TikTok usage may foster unhealthy social
comparison among the students. The reason for such “unhealthy” comparisons is that students see
the best versions of others and feel not competent enough, consequently leading to diminished
self-esteem, according to Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000). To explore the
research questions, Self-Determination Theory (SDT) was used as a theoretical framework of this
study. Ryan & Deci (2000) claims that human, as well as students’ motivation for studying and

behavior is affected by three main needs: relatedness, autonomy, and competence. When these



17

three needs are met, the students are more likely to engage in activities with intrinsic motivation,
and it leads to enhanced academic performance and better results (Wang et al., 2024). This theory
explains how external factors, such as social comparison in this study, can influence students”’ self-
esteem. When students watch TikTok videos and follow others on this platform, they may
encounter the content where others share their achievements, better academic results, active
engagement in educational activities or conferences, etc. These kinds of content may lead to
unhealthy comparisons among students. SDT suggests that external unhealthy comparisons
decrease students’ autonomy and lead to lower academic performance (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Also,
this theory explains the reason why students try to post their “best versions” on TikTok: it may be
one of the psychological needs — the need for relatedness; students share the positive things
happening in their lives to feel as a member of the community (Wang et al., 2024). The map

connecting the TikTok use and SDT is described below:

Three Basic Psychological Needs

/‘

Relatedness Competence Autonomy
Connecting and belonging Feeling effective in academic Experiencing control over
with others activities one's actions
Enhanced by: Enhanced by: Enhanced by:
e Sharing achievements on TikTok e Positive feedback in the form of e Voluntarily sharing content that
e Being appreciated by the likes, praise, and comments reflects one’s authentic self
community . ] e Feeling in control of what to post
_ Undermined by: and how to engage
Undermined by: . .
o _ . Encountgrlng cont‘ent showing Undermined by:
e  Experiencing exclusion or lack others’ higher achievements,
of acknowledgment on social leading to feelings of inadequacy e Being influenced by external
media and decreased perceived standards (e.g., peer pressure to

competence meet a certain image)
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CHAPTER 3: Research Design and Methodology

This chapter introduces an overview of research design, methodology, data collection and

analysis methods, the chosen research tools, selected research sites and participants.

3.1. Research Design

To explore research questions of the study, qualitative research methods were used since
they provided context-sensitive understanding and help to uncover the details of personal
experiences (Dornyei, 2007). Additionally, qualitative research helped to analyze the collected data
by “...interpreting the larger meaning of the findings” (Creswell, 2012, p. 16). This study adopted
exploratory research design to gain deep insights about the “perceived effects of TikTok on
students’ academic performance and self-esteem” (Schutt, 2012). Using exploratory research
design provided the opportunity to find out “what meanings people give to their actions” (Schutt,

2012, p. 13), which is the core purpose of this study.

Furthermore, the interpretivist research paradigm was applied to understand what the
undergraduate students’ perceptions of using TikTok are. The goal of interpretivism is to perceive
the connotations of diverse people towards reality (Schutt, 2012), which is one of the main

objectives of this research.

3.2. Research site

Purposive sampling, specifically, maximal variation sampling was used to sample the research
sites to present various perspectives from different backgrounds, ensuring the validity of the study
(Creswell, 2012). For this purpose, space triangulation was used to ensure the credibility of the
research by choosing different venues for conducting interviews. Data triangulation is an effective

strategy to ensure the credibility of my study; having diverse perceptions from multiple data



19

sources will reduce the potential single-research-site biases and enhance the validity of this
qualitative research (Patton, 1990). Thus, three criteria were set to reach maximum variation
among the research sites to ensure that the results reflect comprehensive experiences from diverse
educational environments with different teaching methods, diverse majors, and geographical

factors:

1. Acontemporary university, which acknowledges modern teaching and learning methods.
2. A rooted university in the city with long-standing academic tradition, having a
comprehensive range of disciplines.

3. Auniversity that is in the non-capital city.

Permission to do research in those sites was gained after sending the official letters to the

Universities to address ethical considerations.
3.3. Participants

Considering the factors, such as limited time frame, availability of the participants,
institutional permissions, etc., six undergraduate students (three males and three females) and one
social media expert were interviewed. To interview undergraduate students, simple random
sampling was applied to include any undergraduate student since this sampling technique may
provide the opportunity of equal distribution of the participants regardless of the factors, including
age, gender, social status, etc. (Creswell, 2012). To apply this sampling strategy, the list of the
students was taken from the administrators of ADA and Baku State Universities. Two of the
students from ADA University and two from Baku State University agreed to voluntarily
participate in the research. To choose the participants from Sumgayit State University, an online

survey was distributed among the undergraduate students to get contact information about the
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volunteers. The students who were not TikTok users were excluded from the list and two of the
rest were chosen randomly to collect data. Also, to gain deeper understanding of TikTok’s

algorithm and its effects, a social media expert was invited to the interview.

3.4. Data Collection Techniques

To study the influence of TikTok on the undergraduate students’ academic performances
and self-esteem, in-depth interviews were conducted. According to Patton (1990), “[t]he purpose
of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the other person’s perspective” (p.426), which
shows the alignment of this method to collect the needed data in this study. At each chosen
university, two undergraduate students, in general six undergraduate students and one social media
expert were interviewed. In-depth interviews can help the researchers to get deeper understanding
of the phenomenon since the interviewees can express their opinions more independently (Patton,
1990). Interviews were mainly for 40-60 minutes each and five of them were held face-to-face,
while two of them were held online due to the availability of the participants. Interviews were held
in English and audio-recorded with the permission of the participants. Semi-structured interviews
helped to adjust the questions or ask pop-up questions during the interview to get the needed
information, answering the research questions in this study (Creswell, 2012). Interview questions
were developed by adjusting the survey questions about the usage of social media in Azerbaijan,
which were adopted by the “Social Research Center” (Social Researcher Center, 2024). Moreover,
the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale was used to develop interview questions addressing the problems

related to self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965).
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3.5. Data Analysis

The data analysis process started after the data collection process. To analyze, the audio-
recorded interviews were manually transcribed and coded to organize and manage the data for
thematic analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As of the next stage, the themes were developed

based on the coded data, which were analyzed in the discussion part of the study.

3.6. Trustworthiness

To ensure the reliability of the research and reduce researcher bias interview protocol was
developed (Creswell, 2012). As Patton (1990) mentions, an effective interview protocol ensures
the balance between the flexibility of the research and alignment with the research objectives. The
interview protocol addressed undergraduate students’ TikTok usage and its perceived effects on
their academic performances and self-esteem, containing open-ended interview questions.
Additionally, to ensure the credibility of the study, data triangulation was used, by conducting
interviews in three diverse educational settings with different criteria mentioned above. Data
triangulation is one of the most effective trustworthiness strategies to cross-check the data and
interpretations (Eryilmaz, 2022). Lastly, peer review was done to ensure that the findings were

plausible by the supervisor (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

3.7. Ethical Considerations

This study adhered to ethical considerations in accordance with APA guidelines (2020) by
ensuring informed consent was obtained from participants. To maintain privacy and
confidentiality, data was anonymized, securely stored, and used only for research purposes.
Interview questions were designed to avoid sensitive or overly personal topics unless necessary.

Transparency was maintained by clearly explaining the study’s goals and procedures to
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participants, ensuring they understand their rights, including the ability to withdraw at any time.
These practical steps align with APA's guidelines to respect participants' dignity, ensure fairness,

and prioritize their well-being (APA, 2020).
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CHAPTER 4: Results

The findings are based on the results of semi-structured interviews collected from six students
in three different universities and one social media expert, who gave deeper insights into the
platform itself. The students major in different fields, including IT and Engineering, Public and
International Affairs, Psychology, Business, Biological Science. Furthermore, one expert in the
social media platforms was interviewed to get insights into specifically developed algorithms of
TikTok and similar platforms and understand their possible effects on the students’ academic lives
and emotions. The participants’ names are coded as follows: Participant 1 (P1), Participant 2 (P2),
Participant 3 (P3), Participant 4 (P4), Participant 5 (P5), Participant 6 (P6), Social Media Expert

(E).

The strong relationship was found between Social Media Networks (SMNs) usage and
undergraduate students’ academic performances in the literature review (Alshalawi, 2022).
Additionally, possible mechanisms underlying peer influence were emphasized in some studies,
showing the effects of SMNs on students’ self-esteem (Sherman et al., 2016). Thus, the interview
questions of the current study were developed to explore the relationship between TikTok usage
and academic performance & self-esteem, students’ motivation for studying, and the role of social
comparison as indicated in the aims of the study. The participants’ answers to these questions
formed the data for further analysis in order to answer the research questions, and the themes are
created based on those answers and codes accordingly. Furthermore, one expert in the social media
platforms was interviewed to get insights into specifically developed algorithms of TikTok and
similar platforms and understand their possible effects on the students’ academic lives and
emotions. The table below (Table 1) demonstrates the codes, which were developed based on the

participants’ interview quotes and thematic interpretation of them accordingly. These initial themes
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were further explored and contextualized to analyze the complexities of the influence of TikTok

on academic performance, motivation, attention, and self-esteem in more detail.

Table 1

Participant Quote

Theme/Code

Interpretation

“I like watching educational
videos about study techniques or
language learning.”

Educational content

Students value educational
content when it is practical and
immediately applicable

“I enjoy watching funny videos
more than study-related ones, but
then I feel guilty.”

Entertaining Content

Entertainment is a major
attraction of TikTok, but it often
competes with academic
priorities, leading to time
management conflicts and
feelings of guilt.

“Seeing other students study on
TikTok makes me feel like |
should be studying too, like they
motivate me. Also, the videos
there makes me disciplined.”

Motivational content / Motivation
for studying

Videos including self-
improvement, productivity,
discipline, and other people’s
trying to be successful motivate
students to study and be
successful.

“I spend most of my day on

Time spent on TikTok / Time

Many participants struggle to

hours when I should be studying,
but I just can’t stop.”

Procrastination

TikTok. Sometimes | don’t even management track their time spent on TikTok,
realize how much time has leading to procrastination and
passed.” missing academic or personal
responsibilities.
“I often catch myself scrolling for TikTok addiction/ The addictive design of TikTok,

with endless scrolling and
algorithm-driven content,
encourages excessive use, which
can interfere with academic
responsibilities and time
management, in which students
keep postponing their studies.
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“I find myself watching TikTok
in class when | get bored.
Lectures are too long, they just
don’t keep my attention, and I
cannot focus on them for a long
time.”

Distraction / Shortened attention
span

The rapid, high-stimulus nature
of TikTok makes traditional
learning environments feel slow
in comparison, reducing students'
ability to sustain attention during
lectures, readings, etc.

“You don’t need to follow anyone

on TikTok. The algorithm shows

your content to the people who

are likely to watch it. Even with

zero followers, a video can go
viral. It learns from your

behavior—what you watch, skip,

and interact with.”

TikTok’s algorithm/mechanism /
Algorithmic influence

The expert highlights how
TikTok’s For-You page functions
based on behavioral data rather
than follower count. This makes
content discovery more
algorithm-driven and
personalized than on traditional
social networks. As a result, the
algorithm encourages prolonged
usage and can foster dependency
by always offering something
instantly relevant.

“To control my usage, I use
another phone just for studying. |
don’t install TikTok there.”

Self-regulation strategies

Some participants use strategies
to manage distractions, such as
using different devices for
academic and entertainment
purposes, setting deadlines in
usage, etc. These efforts reflect
attempts to regain control over
digital habits.

“When I see people my age
achieving so much, I feel like I’'m
falling behind.”

Social comparison / Lowered
self-esteem / Decreased self-
confidence

Exposure to curated online
content often leads to unrealistic
comparisons, creating pressure
and reducing self-confidence in

academic performance.

“I love when my videos get lots
of likes and comments. It makes
me feel valued.”

Feedback from social media /
Social VValidation / A sense of
belonging

Social media engagement
provides immediate validation,
reinforcing a sense of belonging

within digital communities.

While this can boost self-
confidence, over-dependence on
digital feedback may lead to a
fragile self-esteem, where self-

worth becomes tied to online
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interactions rather than real-life
relationships.

“I try to make my posts look
perfect. | only share the good
parts of my life.”

Identity performance

Users often curate content to
present an idealized version of
themselves. This selective self-
representation is driven by the

desire to align with social

expectations, potentially

differentiating their online
persona from their real identity.

4.1. TikTok Usage Patterns

The participants of this study were engaged in diverse types of content on TikTok,

demonstrating their areas of interest. The table below illustrates the main types of content used by

the participants, which

is followed by

the

The types of content used on TikTok

A

A

detailed description:

Entertaining content

Motivational content

Educational content

Four out of six participants mostly consumed motivational content, such as self-improvement,

productivity, time management, and discipline-related videos. Participants described these videos

as motivation for studying in their lives rather than direct academic support. According to their

opinions, watching motivational content inspired them to improve themselves both professionally

and academically. For instance, P1 claimed that although he did not receive academic knowledge

from TikTok, the motivational content inspired him to study:
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“Actually, I don’t watch something academic specially, for example, I don’t watch tutorials

related to my studies, but these motivational videos give me a reason to take my books and study. ”

While motivational content on TikTok aligned with students’ academic lives indirectly,
participants watched a variety of other types of videos, aligning with their interests and hobbies,
coded as entertaining content in Table 1. Entertaining content included some religious and
psychological videos, DJ remixes and musical content, historical edits, military-themed videos,
memes, cooking tutorials, beauty and skincare routines, fitness and gym-related videos, some
dance performances, car-related content, and travel experiences. TikTok can be considered as a
multipurpose platform according to this variety of content, encompassing different interest areas
and providing entertainment value as well. This divergence suggests that the academic utility of
TikTok is not universal but filtered through personal interest, academic discipline, and content

consumption habits.

Educational content of this platform was also found to be effective in the participants’
academic performances, aligning with the findings of the research that reflected SMNs as a flexible
educational tool for students (Niraula & Bohora, 2023). P2 sought for videos related to English
language learning, namely advanced grammatical structures, C1-C2 level words and phrases to

upgrade her language level and perform better in her studies:

“And also, | watch the content about some high-level grammar rules, and maybe C1, C2 words.

Because | want to improve my English level, and it will help me with my studies at the University.”

Furthermore, P4 sometimes watched IELTS and SAT preparation videos, while P5 actively

looked for IT-related materials, specifically, coding tutorials. Educational content was also
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employed by P6, who found math tutorials and SAT tips effective to simplify complex topics.
Despite these usage patterns of the educational content, not all participants used TikTok for
academic purposes. P1 and P3 explicitly expressed that they did not engage with educational

content, emphasizing TikTok’s entertainment appeal.

Participants’ time spent on TikTok also varied significantly. It was revealed that P1 was the
least engaged with TikTok, using it for only 2-3 hours per week. While P3 and P4 maintained
moderate levels with approximately 30 minutes daily usage, P2, P5, and P6 demonstrated a higher
engagement, spending 2-2.5, 2-3, and 4-5 hours on TikTok per day respectively. The imbalance in
engagement levels reflects different personal habits and priorities among the students. Some
participants utilized TikTok as a casual leisure activity, yet others relied on it as a primary source
of entertainment and engagement. Notably, those who reported higher usage expressed their
challenges with time management, underpinning some concerns about the app’s addictive
algorithm. TikTok’s algorithm is specifically designed with personalized content, which played a
significant role in the students’ usage patterns. This personalized content was explained by E1 as
a system, ensuring that users continuously receive videos aligned with their interests. Additionally,
E1 emphasized TikTok’s unique ability to know people fast and promote the videos regardless of

follower count, in comparison to other social media platforms:

“On TikTok, you may have zero followers, but the algorithm can still promote your content.

And TikTok knows what we like better than YouTube or Instagram.”

This mechanism may be the main reason behind TikTok addiction as it encourages content
creation and maintains prolonged user interaction. It was also noticed by the participants who said

that for-you pages on TikTok quickly adapted to their preferences.
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4.2. TikTok as Motivation for Studying

Although TikTok is popular for its entertaining content, it played a role in motivation for
studying for some participants. Several participants acknowledged the educational and
motivational content in TikTok as the source to engage more actively with their studies and
perform better academically at the Universities. Several studies uncovered that using TikTok as a
learning tool play a role of motivation for studying for undergraduate students (Aziz et al., 2023;
Febrianti et al., 2022). This result has also been found in the current study when students utilized

TikTok as a learning tool for getting academic support.

P1 underpinned the help of motivational content in maintaining discipline in his academic

performance:

“When I watch motivational videos, it’s driving me to study or to perform something that is

valuable.”

He also emphasized the significance of some strategies, such as using two separate phones:
one for only pleasure, the other one for educational purposes, in balancing entertainment and
academic tasks. According to the participant’s explanation, he avoids taking the phone for
entertainment purposes with him to the University, the library, and other educational places,
making it impossible to be distracted by the possible notifications, calls, or messages from his
friends on TikTok. By implementing this strategy, he ensures that social media did not interfere
with his study routine. This also may indicate that the impact of social media depends on the self-

regulation of an individual.
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Furthermore, P5 considered TikTok a motivational and beneficial platform for discovering
coding tips and course recommendations, which helped to enhance her technological abilities in

her studies:

“Since | study IT, TikTok sometimes shows me useful coding tips and course recommendations,
which makes my work easier. These videos help a lot with my academic life, and also, learning

through TikTok also increases my motivation to study.”

She believed that TikTok had a positive effect on her studies by exposing her to relevant
information in an engaging format. Additionally, P5 mentioned that seeing content about remote

workers traveling the world motivated her to work harder academically:

“I once saw a video about people who work remotely, earn money, and travel the world. That

motivated me a lot.”

P6 reported TikTok’s direct role in shaping his motivation for studying. Initially, his desire to
study at the University stemmed from the videos on TikTok, which exposed the students’ academic
lives, success stories, graduation moments, etc. This suggests that TikTok can serve as a tool for
motivation for studying and being successful, potentially influencing students’ educational

choices:

“The first place that | decided to study at the university was from TikTok.”

Despite TikTok’s role as a motivation for studying in these students, not all participants
experienced TikTok as a positive academic influence. Although P2 engaged with grammar and

vocabulary-related content, she explicitly avoided watching academic videos excessively on the
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platform by skipping the educational videos when they appear on the for-you page. P3 and P4
reported no motivation for studying from TikTok, with P4 believing that educational content was

less appealing than lifestyle trends.

4.3, TikTok as Distraction Tool

While some participants described how TikTok supported their motivation and academic
engagement, a recurring topic was its role as a major distraction. Even the participants who found
TikTok effective in their academic performances, they also expressed their struggles with
excessive time spent on the platform, its addictive nature, procrastination, and difficulties with
concentration. This contrast highlights an uneven potential of TikTok to foster academic
motivation and raises questions about whether TikTok reinforces existing academic interests or

creates meaningful new ones.

P1 recognized the possible challenges, including addiction to TikTok, that he may encounter

by using this platform and followed what successful people advise for self-improvement:

“I've watched some people who are great in their field, in their professional lives, in their

studies. They also advise having control over your time in social media in phone.”

Other respondents also described their difficulties controlling the time spent on TikTok and
overuse, even though they had academic assignments and deadlines to meet. This aspect of SMNs
was recognized as “time-wasting behavior” in another qualitative research, referring to the
excessive use of social media by students (Niraula & Bohora, 2023). P2 and P4 believed that
TikTok is addictive, and they admitted that the time passed quickly due to the app’s algorithm,

which suggested infinity of video pool to scroll. Both students recognized their self-regulation



32

problems, leading to distraction from their studies and procrastination of assignments. While P2
could not control her TikTok usage and made time for scrolling the videos there even if she had a
busy day, P4 felt unable to quit the app due to social obligations like maintaining streaks on TikTok,
showcasing TikTok addiction in both situations. Missed academic deadlines, delayed lessons and
assignments, sacrifice of sleep, etc. demonstrated the negative influence of TikTok on the students’

academic performances:

“I was late 10 minutes to my lesson because of TikTok... when I don’t have time, I make time
for scrolling videos. TikTok really stops my academic learning, like academic success. As a person,
| can control everything if I want. But I don't know, sometimes I think that TikTok controls me. ” —

P2

The reflection of TikTok’s control over the individuals indicates the fear of losing one’s
autonomy because of external technological influence. This moment reflects behavioral addiction
and resonates with the addictive nature of the platform. “/SJometimes | think that TikTok controls
me” is a powerful statement, which highlights the psychological burden that the participant

encounters to maintain the academic focus.

“I became a real procrastinator due to TikTok... | should sacrifice my sleeping time because |
couldn’t complete deadlines on time. /¢’s kind of addiction, like a drug, like alcohol, like smoking. ”

— P4

Similarly, P3 and P6 found TikTok the most addictive social media app, admitting the excessive
use as an unhealthy habit and distraction from studying. According to the participants, TikTok

significantly interferes with studying and reduces academic performance. P6 experienced
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academic improvement and scored high in IELTS when he deleted the app for eight months.
However, nowadays it seems impossible for him to stop or reduce the TikTok usage due to the
infinite scrolling although he acknowledges the negative effects of it, according to his self-

perceptions:

“I spend most of my day on TikTok nowadays because there is nothing more interesting for me
than TikTok. If I don’t go through my for-you page, I don’t think I can even go to sleep. We just

scroll, scroll, scroll, and don’t even see how much time we 've spent.”

P3 also expressed his interest in both scrolling the videos and sharing them with his friends,
not only in his leisure time, but also during lectures at the University, which shows the distraction

role and negative influence of TikTok on the academic performances of the students:

“I can say the time I spend on TikTok is more than I spend on education. Because when you
enter the app, you cannot leave. You will spend at least one hour there... If | like the lesson, | will

try to listen. If not, I prefer to watch videos.”

Moreover, some respondents, including P1, P4, and P5, acknowledged that watching short-
form videos on TikTok for a long time may lead to shortened attention span and make it harder to
focus on longer tasks. Participants see TikTok’s algorithm and short videos as the reason behind
their struggles with concentration, which is also supported by the social media expert (E1). P4

expressed her ideas as follows:

“When you watch TikTok for like two hours, you are getting addicted to watching one-minute-

long videos, and then when suddenly a 15-minute video comes, you cannot watch it.”
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Additionally, P5 reported that he became impatient and found it challenging to focus on long
tasks, such as reading the course materials, listening to the long lectures, etc. due to shortened

attention span:

“Regarding university lectures, I have no choice but to listen. If they were shorter, I'd prefer

it. But since they aren’t, I must pay attention, even though it really tests my patience.”

These perceptions demonstrate that excessive TikTok usage results in distraction and
shortened attention span, which is the biggest obstacle to consolidating the information in the
lectures and while reading the academic materials. Consequently, the lack of focus leads to lower

academic performance, showcasing the role of TikTok as a distraction tool from studies.

4.4. Social Comparison and Self-Esteem

As indicated in the study, one of the main aims of this research is to explore the influence of
TikTok on students’ self-esteem. Through literature review, it was revealed that social comparison
may be the principal mediating factor between these variables, leading to anxiety and lowered self-
esteem in students (Kessler et al., 1995). Thus, some interview questions in the current study were
developed to get deeper insights into this topic. According to the results, social comparison varied
in degrees of impact on self-esteem. Some participants described a direct influence of it on their
confidence and motivation, while others reported using comparison as inspiration or claimed to be

unaffected by it.

It was disclosed that several participants compared their academic performances: their GPAs,
grades, achievement levels, etc., to their peers on TikTok. Although P1 initially mentioned that

seeing successful students with high grades discouraged him to persevere to improve his academic
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performance, later he had a shift in his perspective, deciding to envision their success and get

motivated:

“When I see someone who gets A’s and they share it on TikTok, I say, ‘Oh, that’s impossible
for me,” and | do not even try first. However, then | try not to do so. Instead, | envision the future

that they have as reality.”

Having a similar experience, P2 shared her concerns on language proficiency, comparing
herself to the native English speakers that she had seen on TikTok. She acknowledged both positive
and negative effects of social comparison: she admired their fluency, which also led to self-doubts
about her English level and lower self-confidence. However, as in the case of P1, she reported that

those speakers ultimately motivated her to improve her own language skills:

“Mostly, I watch foreign people, how they talk in English, like native speakers, really, and I
get admired. But at the same time, | start to compare myself and 1 feel a little bit bad, it lowers my

self-confidence to be honest. But then I start to do something to make my English better.”

While some participants described using comparison as motivation, others admitted feeling
emotions like jealousy or frustration. The influence of social comparison on self-esteem was also
observed in P4’s answers to the question, focusing on time management skills and multitasking.
As per her responses, it was revealed that she felt inadequate when she saw peers who excel in
different areas and manage their time to complete all the academic tasks efficiently. The negative
effect of social comparison was obviously seen on her self-esteem, by leading to decreased self-

confidence in the areas where she struggled:
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“I feel inadequate when I see others can manage this time problem and complete all their

)

academic assignments, tasks, but not me.’

Alongside P4, P3 also explained that when he saw individuals who were more knowledgeable
or successful than him, he felt a mix of sadness and anger, affecting his self-esteem negatively.
Unlike P1, who reframed social comparison as motivation, P3 did not attempt to change his own

behavior or academic performance in response to what he saw on TikTok:

“If | see someone more educated than me, | feel a mix of sadness and anger, jealousy to be

exact.”

In addition to comparing academic achievements, unrealistic beauty standards and lifestyle
expectations were also found to have negative effects on the students’ self-esteem. In this regard,
P2 and P4 were namely impacted by other factors on TikTok, noting that constant exposure to
seemingly “perfect” people on TikTok affected their self-esteem negatively. P2 noted that she
often saw body images she wished she had, which led her to compare herself to influencers and
models on TikTok. Similarly, as P4 felt pressured to meet beauty standards that were widely
promoted on the platform, she expressed her frustration over how social media creates an

unattainable standard and the influence of TikTok on her decision-making process:

“When you see that you have problems, you can’t make that much money, you are not as
successful as them, you want to exclude yourself from society. TikTok has a great effect on the way
I did plastic surgery... everyone has a perfect, flawless nose, so I thought I do not look good

enough.”
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The participant’s decision to undergo plastic surgery demonstrates the powerful role of social
comparison in shaping self-perception and behavior. The belief that “everyone has a perfect,
flawless nose” points to the internalization of the beauty standards outside, and these standards are
promoted through the content on TikTok. This internalization has led to lowered self-esteem,

pushing the participant toward irreversible physical change to feel acceptable in the community.

Beyond comparison, social media platforms may also influence self-esteem when an individual
posts his/her achievements, lifestyle, etc. and receives feedback from other people. Accordingly,
several participants shared insights on their own posting habits and how they related to self-esteem.
Although P5 did not post academic achievements on TikTok, she shared them on other social
media platforms, such as Instagram and LinkedIn. The positive feedback in the form of likes and

comments boosted her self-esteem and motivation to continue what she does:

“When | share these achievements, | receive feedback, likes, comments, and replies, which

affect me positively. ”

Likewise, P1 and P4 shared their feelings when they posted their academic achievements or
talents and reported that receiving positive comments and likes boosted their confidence and self-
esteem. Since P4 believed that TikTok encouraged people to present an idealized version of their
lives, she also tried to create an image of perfection. These attempts to seem perfect and idealized
in photos or videos on the social media platforms indicate participants’ efforts in identity
performance, as coded in Table 1. The feedback she got to these aesthetically pleasing and well-

planned content — receiving likes, comments, and views, — created a sense of belonging:
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“Seeing positive comments encourages me. It boosts my confidence, and not only confidence,
but it gives the positive feeling that you may need sometimes. | feel more relaxed when 1 get likes,

positive comments like everyone... it makes people feel like they belong to a community.”

P6, however, stated that he did not engage in social comparison and was unaffected by social

media feedback. He used TikTok primarily for business purposes rather than social validation:

“It gives motivation to work on yourself, but we all understand it negatively affects academic

performance.”

The findings revealed the divergence in TikTok’s usage and influence, having an educational
and motivational value for some students, while the majority acknowledged its negative emotional
and behavioral effects on their academic performances. The main struggles encapsulated time
management issues, procrastination of academic affairs, and reduced concentration due to the
platform’s addictive nature. Furthermore, constant exposure to idealized lifestyles and appearances

led to feelings of inadequacy and lowered self-esteem.
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CHAPTER 5: Discussion

Since this study uses Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000) as the theoretical
framework, the findings are analyzed based on three basic psychological needs of the students:
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. By analyzing the results of interviews and how TikTok
affects students’ academic performances and self-esteem, this discussion explores if these
psychological needs are supported or hindered. Additionally, the results demonstrated a high level

of alignment with the conducted literature review, which is analyzed below.

5.1. TikTok and Student Autonomy

Autonomy refers to an individual’s ability to regulate behavior according to personal values
and goals, according to SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Autonomy is explained in the context of
education as a need that allows students to make independent choices about their study habits, time
management, and engagement in academic activities (Ryan & Deci, 2000). According to the
findings of this study, some students attempted to maintain autonomy and control their study habits
by setting personal boundaries for TikTok use; however, others struggled with self-regulation,

leading to distraction and procrastination.

Inability to regulate and reduce the time spent on TikTok was one of the most challenging
factors encountered by the participants of this research, hindering student autonomy. It was
revealed that even if several participants acknowledged that TikTok played a distraction role and
influenced their concentration on academic tasks negatively, they had trouble with quitting the
app. This factor aligns with research by Lau (2017), which found that social media multitasking

reduces students’ ability to focus on academic tasks, leading to poor academic outcomes. As
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indicated in the research findings, TikTok’s specific algorithm, which allows students to spend
much time among the infinite short-video pool, makes it difficult for users to disengage. This factor
reinforces habitual usage patterns that compromise autonomy. Other studies have also shown that
this kind of algorithm-driven engagement extends screen time to the maximum by continuously
curating personalized content, hindering users from setting their limits on consumption (Hill et al.,
2024). As aresult, many students lose control over their time and spend more hours on the platform
even if they need to spend time on their studies (Hill et al., 2024). Despite these struggles, some
participants in this study developed effective strategies to regain autonomy over their TikTok
usage. A better self-regulation was established by designating separate devices for academic and
entertainment purposes, setting app usage limits, and restricting screen time in this study.
Similarly, the results of the previous literature demonstrated that as students managed their time
effectively, their academic performances were not harmed by social media platforms (Ahmed &
Qazi, 2011). These strategies align with SDT’s emphasis on promoting autonomy through self-
regulated decision-making: according to Ryan & Deci (2000), self-determination is fostered when
individuals have control over their decisions, consequently, leading to strong intrinsic motivation.
The difficulty in maintaining these self-imposed rules suggests that the TikTok users’ autonomy

is undermined by the algorithm of the platform.

5.2. TikTok and Academic Competences

Competence is another core component of SDT, referring to the students’ feeling of being
capable and effective in academic performance in the educational setting and personal pursuits.
The results of this research demonstrated that TikTok had both positive and negative influence on

students’ perceived competence.
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Although TikTok was firmly believed to be a distraction from the studies, some participants
reported that it enhanced their motivation to study. When used intentionally for educational
purposes, TikTok provided students with quick and more engaging academic content, such as
coding tutorials, language learning resources, time management strategies, etc., and fostered
competence in students. These findings align with research conducted by Febrianti et al. (2022),
who found that TikTok could be used as an effective learning tool. The study showed that when
students actively engage with educational content on the platform, the accessibility and its
engaging format, support learning and motivation for studying outside traditional classroom
settings (Febrianti et al., 2022). As the research suggests that passive consumption of educational
content does not necessarily lead to meaningful learning outcomes, the motivation extent, which
fosters competence, depends on how students interact with TikTok (Swathi et al., 2020). Different
interaction forms led to different results in the current study too. While some participants
considered study-related videos to be helpful in their academic lives, the constant exposure to
entertainment and unrelated content weakened the effectiveness of TikTok as a learning tool.
Similarly, previous studies also argued that social media’s ability to enhance competence depends
on its structured usage, where students actively seek knowledge, study strategies, etc. rather than

consume content passively (Landa-Blanco et al., 2024).

While some participant answers showed the positive effects of TikTok on students’ academic
performances, the distracting aspect of this platform was undeniable. Some students’ self-
perceptions demonstrated that TikTok videos shortened their attention spans, making it
challenging for students to concentrate on long academic content, including reading the
educational materials, listening to long lectures at their universities, etc. As aresult, students’ needs

for competence were undermined by TikTok usage. This phenomenon has also been widely



42

studied by various researchers, resulting in researchers noting that excessive exposure to short
content on social media platforms lowers cognitive endurance, consequently reducing students’
ability to focus on extended academic tasks (Landa-Blanco et al., 2024; Lau, 2017; Ning & Inan,
2023; Taulli, 2020). Furthermore, similar findings to the study in Pakistan were revealed, in which
the students were found to watch TikTok videos even during the lectures (Raza, 2022). P3 shared
the same interest in watching TikTok videos, emphasizing their entertaining aspect being more

interesting than long and boring University lectures.

Moreover, the findings of the current study suggested that procrastination caused by TikTok
usage led to decreased academic performance, with some students postponing assignments, tasks,
losing valuable study time, and missing academic deadlines. This is consistent with the previous
research, which found that this type of procrastination correlates with lower academic achievement
since the students prefer to dedicate their time to social media entertainment rather than studies
(Swathi et al., 2020). These findings emphasize the argument that even though TikTok can serve
as a supplementary learning tool, its algorithm reinforces significant risks to students’ ability to
maintain focus and engage in deep learning. The algorithmic influence of TikTok has been
explained by E1 in detail: unlike some other traditional social media platforms (Facebook,
Instagram, etc.), TikTok relies on behavioral data to drive engagement of students through short
videos on For-You page. This kind of algorithm fosters engagement with the platform, influencing

students’ concentration and academic performance.

5.3. TikTok and Relatedness: The Role of Self-Esteem

Relatedness, the last psychological need of human beings according to SDT, refers to the need

to feel connected to others, related to that specific community. All social media platforms,
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including TikTok, play a significant role in fulfilling this need due to their function as a network,
connecting people with each other. It was found that posting and sharing videos with friends on
TikTok boost participants’ sense of belonging, which indicates a high level of relatedness. When
students share their academic achievements and get positive feedback (likes, positive comments,
reposts, streaks) from TikTok and other social media platforms, their need for relatedness is

fulfilled and self-esteem is enhanced.

For some participants of the study, TikTok provided a sense of belonging and motivation by
exposing productive individuals and peers to them. Consuming the content, containing successful
students and professionals, their stories, the strategies that they used, etc. on TikTok led to
enhancement of aspiration and encouraged some students to set higher academic and career goals.
When they compared themselves to better-doing individuals, they got motivated to reach that level
of success. The results of the research in South Korea demonstrated similar results to the current
study, by stating that opinion-based social comparison may lead to motivation as students see more
successful people as role models (Heejung, 2204). However, at the beginning of their responses,
each student admitted that they found to be as successful as those individuals impossible.
Accordingly, studies have shown that these types of social comparison can lead to decreased
academic performance, as students find to be successful impossible and challenging (Vogel et al.,

2014).

Despite its potential to inspire students, TikTok also contributed to lower self-esteem,
particularly in cases where students compared themselves negatively to others. Unrealistic lifestyle
expectations and “perfect” images of the peers lowered the participants’ self-esteem both in their

academic and personal lives. The portrayal of high GPA, grades, academic achievements on social
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media have been linked to self-doubt and feelings of inadequacy, according to the perceptions of
the students. These findings align with the study conducted by Zhang (2022), who found that

comparing oneself to the others’ “ideal selves” is highly correlated with decreased self-esteem.

The results of the research show that although TikTok usage fosters a sense of relatedness in
students, it may lead to self-doubt and lowered self-esteem, mainly for the users who internalize

unrealistic standards of achievement or appearance.



45

CHAPTER 6: Conclusion

This study got insights about the influence of TikTok usage on the undergraduate students’
academic performances in Azerbaijan, with a particular focus on their self-esteem through the lens
of Self-Determination Theory. Analyzing the perceptions of the university students and social
media expert insights allowed to uncover how TikTok’s algorithm-driven content consumption

shape motivation for studying, learning behaviors, study habits, and emotional well-being.

The current study’s findings demonstrate that TikTok influences students’ motivation,
academic performance, and self-esteem in both positive and negative ways, and it both reinforces
and undermines three basic psychological needs, depending on the usage patterns. While TikTok
usage can enhance the needs for competence and relatedness when it is used for educational or
motivational purposes, it also may decrease the need for autonomy, attention span, and self-esteem
due to its addictive algorithm and social comparison figures. The study findings highlighted that
the students experience fluctuations in motivation: sometimes they find educational value in the
videos, reinforcing their inspiration; however, in some cases, they struggled with procrastination,
dependency on TikTok, shortened attention span, and lowered self-esteem due to the requirement
for social validation. These insights contribute to the ongoing debate on the educational role of
social media, emphasizing the significance of self-regulation techniques in minimizing its negative

impacts.

6.1. Limitations

This study also has possible limitations that should be acknowledged. The sample size of

the research was relatively small due to time limitations, restricting generalizability of the findings.
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Since the data collection method was interviews, the participants may have introduced biases to
seem like better students, affecting the credibility of the study in a negative way. Roller & Lavrakas
(2015) mentioned that “...in the face-to-face IDI, which can lead the interviewee to “more or less

deliberately express what they believe the interviewer authority wants to hear...” (p. 60)

Furthermore, the results may be affected by some external factors, such as family
environment, socio-economic status, personality traits of the students, etc. For instance, a student
who is in a supportive family environment and/or higher socio-economic status may have less
negative impact from external factors (e.g. TikTok). The study shows students with lower socio-
economic status tend to be more negatively affected by social media, supporting this assumption

(Skogen et al., 2022).

6.2. Areas for Further Research

To build on the current findings, future research may expand the sample size to investigate the
academic and emotional influence of TikTok on the students, by including more students from
multiple universities, educational levels, and regions. Moreover, quantitative research or mixed
methods can be used to measure the correlation between some variables, including time spent on
TikTok and students’ academic outcomes, social comparison and students’ self-esteem levels, or
how the content on TikTok influences students’ motivation, etc. Future research also may provide
valuable insights by examining the given variables by having experiment groups to compare the
differences between the students who consume TikTok content and who do not or use TikTok for

other purposes.



47
References

Ahmed, I., & Qazi, T. F. (2011). A look out for academic impacts of Social networking sites
(SNSs): A student based perspective.

https://ftp.academicjournals.org/article/article1380730770_Ahmed%20et%20al.pdf

American Psychological Association. (2020). Publication manual of the American Psychological

Association (7th ed.). https://doi.org/10.1037/0000165-000

Alshalawi, A. S. (2022). Social media usage intensity and academic performance among
undergraduate students in Saudi Arabia. Contemporary Educational Technology, 14(2),

ep361. https://doi.org/10.30935/cedtech/11711

APA Economics. (2024, March 14). Azarbaycanda “tiktok” Istifada¢ilorinin Sayr A¢iglanib.

Apa.az. https://apa.az/infrastruktur/azerbaycanda-tiktok-istifadecilerinin-sayi-aciglanib-

829171

Aziz, H. A A., & Dali, S. Z. M. (2023). More Than Just Engaging? TikTok As An Effective
Educational Tool. International Journal of Education, Psychology and Counseling, 8 (52),

133-142. DOI: 10.35631/1JEPC.852011

Camel, D. (2020). Improving Student’s Academic Performance from the Inside Out: The
Relationship Between Self-Esteem and Academic Performance. Mississippi Urban
Research Center.

https://www.jsums.edu/murc/files/2020/07/Self.EsteemAcademicPerformance. MURC .S

napshot June30.2020.pdf



https://doi.org/10.1037/0000165-000
https://doi.org/10.30935/cedtech/11711
https://apa.az/infrastruktur/azerbaycanda-tiktok-istifadecilerinin-sayi-aciqlanib-829171
https://apa.az/infrastruktur/azerbaycanda-tiktok-istifadecilerinin-sayi-aciqlanib-829171
https://www.jsums.edu/murc/files/2020/07/Self.EsteemAcademicPerformance.MURC_.Snapshot_June30.2020.pdf
https://www.jsums.edu/murc/files/2020/07/Self.EsteemAcademicPerformance.MURC_.Snapshot_June30.2020.pdf

48

Creswell, J. W. (2012). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative

and qualitative research (4th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson.

Deng T., Lizardo Vargas-Bianchi & Marta Mensa (2023): Cross-Cultural comparison of TikTok
uses and gratifications. Behaviour & Information Technology, DOI:

10.1080/0144929X.2023.2270534

Dornyei, Z. (2007). Research methods in applied linguistics: Quantitative, qualitative, and mixed

methodologies. Oxford University Press.

Eryilmaz, O. (2022). Are dissertations trustworthy enough? The case of Turkish Ph.D.
dissertations on social studies education. Participatory Educational Research, 9(3), 344

361. https://doi.org/10.17275/per.22.70.9.3

Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human Relations, 7(2), 117-140.

https://doi.org/10.1177/001872675400700202

Febrianti, Y., Herawati, M., & Hanifah, S. (2022). Effect of using TikTok as learning media on
academic achievement of pharmacy students. AIP Conference Proceedings, 2645,

020005. https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0113787

Heejung Chun (2024) Examining the pathways of social comparison and achievement goals to
academic grades among South Korean high school students, International Journal of

School & Educational Psychology, 12:2, 69-82, DOI: 10.1080/21683603.2024.2328831

Herath. (2020). A case study of Uvawellassa University of Sri Lanka. The American Journal of
Humanities and Social Sciences Research (THE AJHSSR), 3(6), 141-146.

https://www.theajhssr.com/VV-3 6/THEAJHSSR T03601410146.pdf



https://doi.org/10.17275/per.22.70.9.3
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872675400700202
https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0113787
https://www.theajhssr.com/V-3_6/THEAJHSSR_T03601410146.pdf

49

Hill, K., Xie, J., Gallo, K., Wood, S., Parlow, M., Hynes, J., & Stewart, S. (2024). The role of a
major social media platform on students’ academic performance: Perception versus
reality. European Journal of Interactive Multimedia and Education, 5(1), e02401.

https://doi.org/10.30935/ejimed/14135

Kessler, R. C., Foster, C. L., Saunders, W. B., & Stang, P. E. (1995). Social consequences of
psychiatric disorders I: Educational attainment. The American Journal of Psychiatry,

152(7), 1026-1032. https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.152.7.1026

Landa-Blanco, M., Garcia, Y. R., Landa-Blanco, A. L., Cortés-Ramos, A., & Paz-Maldonado, E.
(2024). Social media addiction relationship with academic engagement in university
students: The mediator role of self-esteem, depression, and anxiety. Heliyon, 10(2).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e24384

Laura Ceci, L. (2024). Most downloaded apps worldwide 2024. Statista.

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1448008/top-downloaded-mobile-apps-worldwide/

Lau, W. W. (2017). Effects of social media usage and social media multitasking on the academic
performance of university students. Computers in Human Behavior, 68, 286-291.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.11.043

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2016). Qualitative research: A guide to design and

implementation (4th ed.). John Wiley & Sons.

Ning, W., & Inan, F. A. (2023). Impact of social media addiction on college students’ academic
performance: An interdisciplinary perspective. Journal of Research on Technology in

Education, 56(5), 616-631. https://doi.org/10.1080/15391523.2023.2196456



https://doi.org/10.30935/ejimed/14135
https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.152.7.1026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e24384
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1448008/top-downloaded-mobile-apps-worldwide/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.11.043
https://doi.org/10.1080/15391523.2023.2196456

50

Niraula, K. B., & Bohora, P. (2023). College students’ utilization of social networking sites.
International Journal of Technology in Education and Science (IJTES), 7(3), 274-289.

https://doi.org/10.46328/ijtes.472

Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (2nd ed.). Sage Publications,

Inc.

Raza, H. A. (2022). Exploring the effects of TikTok on the academic performance of Sargodha
University students at graduate level. Journal of Media and Entrepreneurial Studies, 2.

https://doi.org/10.56536/jmes.v2i.8

Roller, M. R., & Lavrakas, P. J. (2015). Applied qualitative research design: A total quality

framework approach. Guilford Press.
Rosenberg, M. (1965). Society and the adolescent self-image. Princeton University Press.

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic
motivation, social development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55, 68-78.

https://selfdeterminationtheory.orq/SDT/documents/2000 RyanDeci SDT.pdf

Schutt, R. K. (2012). Investigating the social world: The process and practice of research (7th

ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Sherman, L. E., Payton, A. A., Hernandez, L. M., Greenfield, P. M., & Dapretto, M. (2016). The
power of the like in adolescence: Effects of peer influence on neural and behavioral
responses to social media. Psychological Science, 27(7), 1027-1035.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797616645673



https://doi.org/10.46328/ijtes.472
https://doi.org/10.56536/jmes.v2i.8
https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/SDT/documents/2000_RyanDeci_SDT.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797616645673

51

Skogen, J. C., Bge, T., Finseras, T. R., Sivertsen, B., Hella, R. T., & Hjetland, G. J. (2022).
Lower Subjective Socioeconomic Status Is Associated With Increased Risk of Reporting
Negative Experiences on Social Media. Findings From the "LifeOnSoMe"-

Study. Frontiers in public health, 10, 873463. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.873463

Social Researcher Center. (2024). Social Researcher Center. Social Media Usage.

https://stm.az/az/megaleler

Swathi, G. K., & Devakumar, C. (2020, March). A study to analyse the impact of TikTok app on
students' academics and psychology. International Journal of Emerging Technologies and

Innovative Research, 7(3), 1039-1043._http://www.jetir.org/papers/JETIR2003153.pdf

Taulli, T. (2020). TikTok: Why the enormous success? Forbes.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/tomtaulli/2020/01/31/tiktok-why-the-enormous-success/

Vander Schuur, W. A., Baumgartner, S. E., Sumter, S. R., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2015). The
consequences of media multitasking for youth: A review. Computers in Human Behavior,

53, 204-215. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chbh.2015.06.035

Vogel, E. A, Rosg, J. P., Roberts, L. R., & Eckles, K. (2014). Social comparison, social media,
and self-esteem. Psychology of Popular Media Culture, 3(4), 206-222.

https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000047

Wang, Y., Wang, H., Wang, S., Wind, S. A., & Gill, C. (2024). A systematic review and meta-
analysis of self-determination-theory-based interventions in the education context.

Learning and Motivation, 87, 102015. https://doi.org/10.1016/].Imot.2024.102015



https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.873463
https://stm.az/az/meqaleler
http://www.jetir.org/papers/JETIR2003153.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tomtaulli/2020/01/31/tiktok-why-the-enormous-success/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.06.035
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000047
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lmot.2024.102015

52

YouthSense. (2022). Why is TikTok more popular with females than males?

https://www.youthsense.com.au/youth-insights/why-is-tiktok-more-popular-with-

females-than-males/

Zhang, Y. (2022). The impact of college students’ using TikTok on their mental health from the
perspective of media society. BCP Social Sciences & Humanities, 18, 170-181.

https://doi.org/10.54691/bcpssh.v18i.972



https://www.youthsense.com.au/youth-insights/why-is-tiktok-more-popular-with-females-than-males/
https://www.youthsense.com.au/youth-insights/why-is-tiktok-more-popular-with-females-than-males/
https://doi.org/10.54691/bcpssh.v18i.972

53

Appendices

Interview Protocol

Research Title: The Influence of TikTok on undergraduate students’ Academic Performances and

Self-Esteem in Azerbaijan

Aim/Objectives of the Study: The aim of this study is to explore the emotional influence of

TikTok on Azerbaijani students’ academic performances and self-esteem. To achieve the research

aim, the following research objectives are determined:

To explore the relationship between TikTok usage and undergraduate students’ academic
performance and motivation for studying in Azerbaijan.

To explore the relationship between TikTok usage and undergraduate students’ self-esteem
in Azerbaijan.

To examine the role of social comparison and students’ self-perceptions in TikTok usage.

[Have the interviewee read and signed the consent form.] [Turn on the tape recorder and test it.]

Interview Procedure:

=

Introduction (5 minutes):

Introduce the researcher and the purpose of the study.
Explain the format of the interview and reassure the participant of confidentiality.

Obtain verbal and written consent to participate.
Main Interview (40-50 minutes):

Ask the participants 15 open-ended questions (below) to gain insight into their TikTok
usage and its perceived effects.

Use follow-up probes to clarify or expand on responses when necessary.
Closure (5 minutes):

Summarize key points discussed.
Allow the participant to ask questions or add any final comments.

Thank the participants for their time and contribution.
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Interview Questions:

1.

10.

11.
12.

13.

14.

15.

What types of content do you most frequently engage with on TikTok? How do these align
with your personal interests, academic goals, or leisure activities?

Can you estimate the average time you spend on TikTok daily? How does this compare to
the time you spend studying or working on academic tasks?

How does your TikTok usage influence your ability to concentrate on academic tasks, if at
all? Can you share specific examples?

Have you ever come across TikTok content that positively impacted your academic
performance or study habits? Can you share specific examples?

Have you ever missed academic deadlines, struggled to complete tasks, or skipped classes
because of time spent on TikTok? If yes, can you explain how?

In your opinion, does spending time on TikTok support or hinder your academic
performance? How does this impact your self-perception as a student?

Do you compare yourself to others on TikTok? If so, how does this comparison affect your
emotions and self-esteem?

How does comparing yourself to peers who post educational content on TikTok influence
your motivation to study or achieve academically?

How do you feel when comparing yourself to others on TikTok (e.g., equal, better, or
worse)? What do you think contributes to these feelings?

How does using TikTok affect your satisfaction with yourself? Can you provide examples
to illustrate your feelings?

How does TikTok usage influence your sense of pride in your achievements, if at all?

Has comparing yourself to others on TikTok ever caused you to doubt your abilities or self-
worth? What specific types of content trigger these feelings?

How does feedback (e.g., likes, comments) on your TikTok content influence your self-
esteem? Can you share examples?

Do you follow TikTok creators who inspire or boost your confidence? How do they
influence you?

Have you considered reducing your TikTok usage? What motivated this decision, and did
you follow through?
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