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Chapter 3- Methods and Search Strategy 
3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodology adopted to investigate the impacts of social media on adolescent mental health in the UK. The study employed a desk-based, literature-based approach, relying exclusively on secondary research rather than primary data collection. A secondary research design was considered appropriate because the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health has already been extensively examined within academic and policy contexts. Drawing upon existing peer reviewed studies, national datasets and government reports enables a comprehensive synthesis of current evidence while identifying patterns, contradictions and gaps across the literature (Largan and Morris, 2019).
Secondary research is particularly valuable when examining complex social and psychological phenomena, as it allows researchers to integrate findings across multiple studies without the ethical and practical challenges associated with primary research involving vulnerable populations (Heaton, 2019). Furthermore, secondary data analysis enables new interpretations of existing evidence and supports broader contextual understanding (Kelly, Peters and Farber, 2024). By systematically identifying, evaluating, and analysing existing research, this study establishes a transparent and rigorous framework that underpins the thematic findings presented in Chapter 4.
3.2 Search Strategy
The search strategy was developed directly from the research question How does social media influence adolescent mental health in the UK? Key concepts were extracted to generate primary search terms including social media, adolescents, mental health, anxiety, depression, and United Kingdom. Synonyms and related terminology such as youth, psychological wellbeing, and problematic social media use were also incorporated to enhance comprehensiveness.
Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) were applied to refine results. Searches were conducted iteratively beginning with broader keyword combinations before progressively narrowing results using refined terminology and filters. Structured search planning and documentation are recommended in systematic literature searching to improve transparency and reproducibility (Cochrane, 2025). Maintaining a search log supported consistency throughout the process.
3.3 Searching for Information
A range of academic databases and platforms were used to identify relevant literature including university library, PubMed, ScienceDirect, Google Scholar, Nice, NHS Digital and government health reports. These platforms were selected due to their credibility peer-reviewed content and relevance to health and psychological research.
Filters were applied to enhance quality and relevance. Publications were limited to 2015–2025 to ensure currency peer reviewed articles were prioritised, and English language studies were selected. The use of inclusion criteria and structured filtering is considered best practice in literature reviews to maintain methodological rigour (Aveyard and Bradbury-Jones, 2019).
Adjustments were made when searches produced either excessive or limited results. For example, broader searches were refined by adding population and location specific terms. A source tracking table was created to record author details, methodology, and key findings. Structured approaches to qualitative secondary research emphasise the importance of organised documentation for transparency and credibility (Cheong et al., 2023).
3.4 Research Validation
To assess relevance efficiently, skimming techniques were applied by reviewing titles, abstracts, introductions and conclusions before undertaking full text analysis. The CRAAP test Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose was used to evaluate the credibility of each source.
Currency was ensured by prioritising recent publications. Authority was assessed through author credentials and journal reputation. Accuracy was evaluated by reviewing research design and referencing practices. Applying structured evaluation criteria enhances trustworthiness within literature-based research (UK Data Service, 2025).
While the CRAAP framework provides guidance, critical judgement was also applied to avoid over reliance on checklist approaches. Balanced representation was prioritised by including studies reporting both positive and negative impacts of social media. 
3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were established to maintain focus and academic quality.
Inclusion criteria:
· Peer-reviewed journal articles (2015-2025)
· UK-based adolescent populations (19- 35 years)
· Research examining social media and mental health outcomes
· Official UK government and health reports
Exclusion criteria:
· Opinion blogs and non-academic sources
· Studies prior to 2015 (unless contextually significant)
· Non-English publications
· Adult-only populations
Defining clear eligibility criteria strengthens transparency and consistency in literature-based research (Aveyard and Bradbury-Jones, 2019).
3.6 Analysing Research
A thematic coding approach was used to analyse selected literature. Thematic analysis is widely used in qualitative research to identify recurring patterns and organise findings into meaningful themes (Braun and Clarke, 2019).
Initial codes were developed from repeated concepts such as social comparison, depression, anxiety, cyberbullying, sleep disruption, and peer support. These were then grouped into broader themes aligned with the research objectives, including psychological vulnerabilities and protective factors.
Using structured thematic coding enables researchers to move beyond individual study findings and identify overarching patterns across the evidence base (Largan and Morris, 2019). Spreadsheets and colour coding were used to organise emerging themes and maintain analytical transparency.
3.7 Ethical Considerations
This study was based entirely on secondary research and did not involve direct data collection from human participants. Therefore, formal ethical approval was not required. However ethical responsibility remained central throughout the research process.
Secondary data research requires careful consideration of representation, accuracy and transparency (Heaton, 2019). All sources were accurately cited using Harvard referencing to avoid plagiarism. Care was taken to present findings fairly and avoid misinterpretation or selective reporting. Including diverse perspectives and acknowledging contrasting findings enhanced credibility and reduced bias.
3.8 Chapter Conclusion
This chapter has outlined the methodological framework underpinning the study, demonstrating a structured and transparent approach to examining the impact of social media on adolescent mental health in the UK. Through a desk-based, secondary research design, relevant academic literature and official reports were systematically identified, evaluated and analysed. Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria, critical source validation, and thematic coding ensured rigour and credibility. Ethical responsibility was maintained throughout the process. Overall, this methodology provides a coherent foundation for the analysis and thematic discussion presented in the following chapter 4.
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