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Topic: What is the impact of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of young people in the United Kingdom

Abstract
Chapter 1: Introduction

The rapid expansion of social media has also changed how young people access information, develop identities and participate in social life. Online platforms are increasingly used for education, entertainment, activism and discussions about health and wellbeing. Many young people report using social media to maintain friendships, seek advice and find communities that share similar experiences. For individuals who feel socially isolated or who have limited access to face-to-face support, online platforms may provide opportunities for connection and emotional support. This suggests that social media can have positive effects when online experiences are supportive and balanced.
At the same time, concerns have emerged regarding the potential impact of excessive or problematic social media use. Continuous exposure to idealised images, online popularity measures and social comparison may affect self-esteem and body image, particularly during adolescence and early adulthood. Young people may also experience cyberbullying, online harassment and pressure to remain constantly connected, which can influence sleep quality, emotional wellbeing and academic functioning. These factors may increase vulnerability to anxiety and depressive symptoms in some individuals.
Current evidence suggests that the relationship between social media and mental health is influenced by multiple factors, including existing mental health difficulties, family relationships, offline social support and patterns of social media use. Consequently, social media is unlikely to be the sole cause of mental health problems, but it may interact with other psychological and social influences. This complexity highlights the need for research that considers both the potential benefits and the potential harms associated with digital engagement.
Given the increasing importance of social media in young people’s lives, a better understanding of its relationship with mental health and wellbeing is essential. Evidence that is specific to the UK context can support health and social care professionals in developing appropriate assessment, prevention and early intervention strategies for young people experiencing social media-related mental health concerns.

1.1 Scoping review
This dissertation uses a scoping review to examine UK evidence on social media use and mental health among young people aged 10–25 years. A scoping review maps the range and nature of available evidence, identifies key themes and highlights gaps in the literature (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005; Tricco et al., 2018). This approach is appropriate because research on social media and mental health includes different study designs and outcome measures.
1.2 Definition of key concepts
For this review, social media refers to online platforms that allow users to communicate, share content and interact with others. Mental health refers to emotional, psychological and social functioning, including anxiety, depression, emotional distress and self-esteem. Wellbeing refers to broader positive functioning, including life satisfaction, resilience, social connectedness and quality of life. Young people refer to individuals aged 10–25 years living in the UK.
1.3 Rationale for the review
Understanding the relationship between social media use and mental health is important for UK health and social care practice. Rising demand for CAMHS and concerns about online harms have increased the need for evidence-informed assessment, prevention and early intervention. NICE guidance emphasises the importance of early identification and support for children and young people experiencing mental health difficulties (NICE, 2022).
This review focuses on UK peer-reviewed evidence published between 2016 and 2026. Limiting the review to the UK context ensures that the findings are relevant to NHS services, UK legislation and health and social care policy.









Chapter 2: Background
2.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the UK context for the relationship between social media use and the mental health and wellbeing of young people aged 10–25 years. It examines current mental health trends, the influence of social media, relevant UK policy and legislation, and the role of health and social care services and voluntary organisations.
2.2 Young people’s mental health in the UK
Mental health has become a major public health concern for children and young people in the UK. Increasing numbers of adolescents and young adults report symptoms of anxiety, depression, emotional distress and self-harm, resulting in greater demand for NHS mental health services. The NHS Long Term Plan (2019) identifies children and young people’s mental health as a national priority, with increased investment in early intervention and community-based support.
The widespread use of smartphones and social media has changed how young people communicate, access information and develop social relationships. As digital engagement has increased, researchers have examined whether social media use may contribute to emotional wellbeing, psychological distress and help-seeking behaviour.
2.3 Social media and adolescent development
Social media can influence mental health through several pathways. Positive experiences include social connection, peer support and access to health information. However, excessive or problematic use has been associated with cyberbullying, sleep disruption, social comparison, body image concerns and lower self-esteem.
Adolescence and early adulthood are important stages of social and emotional development. Because identity formation and peer relationships are particularly important during this period, online experiences may have a greater influence on wellbeing than in older adult populations.
2.4 UK policy and legislation
Several UK policies are relevant to this review. The NHS Long Term Plan (2019) prioritises early intervention and improved access to mental health services for children and young people. The Online Safety Act 2023 introduced stronger responsibilities for digital platforms to reduce harmful online content and improve online safety for children and young people.
NICE guidance on depression in children and young people (NG134) emphasises early identification, assessment and evidence-based intervention. These policies support the importance of understanding how social media may affect young people’s mental health and wellbeing.
2.5 NICE guidance and health and social care services
Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), primary care services, schools and community organisations all have important roles in promoting mental wellbeing and identifying mental health difficulties. NICE guidance encourages comprehensive assessment of psychological, social and environmental factors, which may include online behaviour, sleep patterns and experiences of cyberbullying.
2.6 Voluntary organisations
Voluntary organisations such as Young Minds provide mental health information, advocacy and support for young people and families. These organisations have highlighted concerns about online harms while also recognising that digital platforms can provide social support and opportunities for help-seeking.
2.7 Chapter summary
Young people’s mental health is a significant public health issue in the UK, and social media has become an important part of their social and emotional lives. UK policy, legislation and health services increasingly recognise the need to address digital influences on mental wellbeing. This context provides the foundation for the scoping review methodology presented in the next chapter.









Chapter 3: Methods
3.1 Introduction
This chapter describes the methodology used to conduct the scoping review. It outlines the research design, search strategy, eligibility criteria, study selection process, data extraction, thematic analysis and ethical considerations. A systematic approach was used to identify and synthesise UK peer-reviewed evidence on the relationship between social media use and the mental health and wellbeing of young people aged 10–25 years.
3.2 Research design
A scoping review methodology was used because the review aimed to examine the range and nature of available evidence rather than evaluate the effectiveness of a specific intervention. Scoping reviews are particularly useful for topics where research is diverse and includes different study designs, populations and outcome measures (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005; Tricco et al., 2018). This approach allowed the review to identify key themes, summarise existing UK evidence and highlight gaps in the literature.
The review followed the general stages of a scoping review: identifying the research question, searching the literature, selecting relevant studies, extracting data, analysing findings and presenting a narrative synthesis.
3.3 Search strategy and data sources
Electronic searches were conducted in PubMed, CINAHL, PsycINFO, Scopus and the UWTSD Library Search. These databases were selected because they index health, psychology, social care and public health research. The search was limited to peer-reviewed articles published between 2016 and 2026 to ensure that the review reflected current patterns of social media use and recent UK evidence.
Search terms were developed from the review question and combined using Boolean operators. Keywords included “social media”, “social networking”, “mental health”, “wellbeing”, “anxiety”, “depression”, “adolescent”, “young people”, “United Kingdom” and “UK”. Truncation and alternative spellings were used where appropriate to maximise the number of relevant studies retrieved. Reference lists of eligible articles were also screened to identify additional studies that met the inclusion criteria.
3.4 Inclusion and exclusion criteria
Clear eligibility criteria were applied to ensure that the review remained focused on the research question. Studies were included if they were peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2016 and 2026, conducted in the UK, included participants aged 10–25 years, and examined the relationship between social media use and mental health or wellbeing.
Studies were excluded if they were conducted outside the UK, focused only on general internet or screen use, included participants outside the target age range, or were systematic reviews, editorials, policy papers, conference abstracts or other non-peer-reviewed publications. Restricting the review to UK studies ensured that the findings were directly relevant to UK health and social care policy and practice.
3.5 Study selection and data extraction
The study selection process involved two stages. First, titles and abstracts were screened against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Second, full-text articles were assessed for eligibility. Studies that did not meet the criteria were excluded.
Data were extracted using a structured approach to ensure consistency across studies. Information was collected on the author, year of publication, study aim, research design, sample characteristics, measures of social media use, mental health outcomes and key findings. Five studies met the eligibility criteria and were included in the review. The selection process is summarised in the PRISMA-ScR flow diagram presented in Appendix C.
3.6 Data analysis
The included studies were analysed using thematic analysis, which involves identifying, comparing and interpreting patterns across qualitative and quantitative findings (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The analysis focused on recurring themes related to social media use and mental health outcomes.
Four themes were identified across the included studies: depression and anxiety, self-esteem and social comparison, sleep disruption, and online harassment and social support. Similarities and differences between studies were examined, and the findings were synthesised narratively rather than statistically because the studies varied in design, sample characteristics and outcome measures.
3.7 Ethical considerations
As this review used published research, ethical approval was not required. However, ethical principles were considered throughout the review process. Studies were selected transparently using predefined criteria, findings were reported accurately, and all sources were acknowledged using the UWTSD Harvard referencing style. The review aimed to present a balanced interpretation of the evidence and avoid misrepresentation of the original research.
3.8 Chapter summary
This chapter described the methodology used to conduct the scoping review, including the research design, search strategy, eligibility criteria, study selection process, thematic analysis and ethical considerations. The next chapter presents the findings of the five UK studies included in the review.




















Chapter 4: Results and discussion
4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the findings of the scoping review on the impact of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of young people aged 10–25 years in the United Kingdom. Five UK studies published between 2016 and 2026 were included. The findings are summarised in Table 4.1 and synthesised using thematic analysis.
Table 4.2: Summary of included studies
	Article citation
	Aim of study
	Methods, sample size and characteristics
	Main findings

	Kelly et al. (2018)
	To investigate social media use and depressive symptoms among UK adolescents
	Longitudinal analysis of 10,904 adolescents from the UK Millennium Cohort Study
	Frequent social media use was linked with depressive symptoms, poorer sleep, lower self-esteem and body image concerns

	Booker et al. (2018)
	To examine social media interaction and wellbeing
	Longitudinal study of adolescents aged 10–15 years
	Greater social media interaction was associated with lower wellbeing, particularly among girls

	Scott et al. (2019)
	To examine social media use and sleep
	Cross-sectional analysis of 11,872 adolescents
	Higher social media use was associated with delayed sleep onset and poorer sleep quality

	Viner et al. (2019)
	To examine screen-based behaviours and mental health
	UK adolescent population study
	Emotional difficulties were associated with heavy social media use, poor sleep and reduced physical activity

	Atkin et al. (2021)
	To examine screen time and wellbeing
	UK Millennium Cohort Study analysis
	Greater screen time was associated with poorer mental wellbeing




4.3 Theme 1: Social media use and depression and anxiety
Across the included studies, greater social media use was associated with poorer mental health outcomes, particularly anxiety and depressive symptoms. Kelly et al. (2018) found that adolescents with the highest levels of social media use were more likely to report depressive symptoms, while Booker et al. (2018) reported lower wellbeing among adolescents with greater social media interaction.
Although the findings indicate a consistent association, the studies were observational and cannot establish causality. Kelly et al. (2018) suggested that sleep disruption, cyberbullying and lower self-esteem may partly explain the relationship between social media use and depressive symptoms.
4.4 Discussion
The findings of this review suggest that social media use is associated with a range of mental health and wellbeing outcomes among young people in the UK. Although the included studies consistently identified links between social media use and symptoms of anxiety, depression and lower wellbeing, the evidence indicates that these relationships are influenced by several underlying factors. Sleep disruption, cyberbullying, social comparison and reduced self-esteem were repeatedly identified as factors associated with poorer mental health outcomes.
One important observation is that the impact of social media appears to depend on how it is used, rather than simply the amount of time spent online. Young people who experience supportive online relationships and positive social interaction may benefit from increased social connectedness and access to emotional support. In contrast, exposure to online harassment, unrealistic appearance ideals and constant social comparison may contribute to emotional distress and reduced wellbeing. This suggests that the quality of online experiences may be more important than overall screen time.
The review also highlights the limitations of the current evidence base. Most of the included studies were observational, meaning that they could identify associations but not establish causality. Young people experiencing anxiety or depression may spend more time on social media, while intensive social media use may also contribute to poorer mental health. The relationship is therefore likely to be bidirectional, with social media and mental health influencing each other over time.
These findings have important implications for UK health and social care practice. Mental health assessments should consider social media use, sleep quality, cyberbullying and online relationships as part of a broader assessment of emotional wellbeing. Schools, CAMHS and primary care services may also benefit from incorporating digital wellbeing education and early intervention strategies that help young people develop healthier online behaviours and resilience in digital environments.


4.5 Strengths and limitations
A strength of this review is its focus on UK peer-reviewed studies published between 2016 and 2026. However, only five studies were included, and most relied on self-reported measures of social media use and mental health outcomes. The rapidly changing nature of social media platforms may also limit the applicability of some findings.
4.6 Chapter summary
The review found that greater social media use was associated with anxiety, depressive symptoms, poorer sleep and lower wellbeing among young people in the UK. These findings highlight the importance of considering digital experiences within health and social care assessment and early intervention.













Chapter 5: Conclusion and recommendations
5.1 Conclusion
This scoping review examined the impact of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of young people aged 10–25 years in the United Kingdom. Five UK peer-reviewed studies published between 2016 and 2026 were reviewed. The findings showed a consistent association between greater social media use and poorer mental health outcomes, particularly anxiety, depressive symptoms, lower self-esteem and sleep disruption.
The review also found that the relationship between social media and mental health is complex. Poor sleep, cyberbullying and social comparison emerged as important factors associated with reduced wellbeing, while social support and online connectedness may provide benefits for some young people. The evidence therefore suggests that social media should be considered a contributing factor within a broader social and psychological context rather than a direct cause of mental illness.
These findings are relevant to UK health and social care services, particularly CAMHS, primary care and educational settings, where digital experiences increasingly influence assessment, safeguarding and early intervention.
5.2 Recommendations for health and social care practice
Based on the findings of this review, the following recommendations are proposed:
· mental health assessments should routinely explore social media use, sleep quality, cyberbullying and online relationships;
· schools and colleges should strengthen digital wellbeing education, with greater emphasis on online safety, body image and healthy social media use;
· CAMHS, primary care and educational services should work collaboratively to identify and support young people experiencing social media-related mental health difficulties.
5.3 Recommendations for future research
Future UK research should use longitudinal designs to clarify causal relationships between social media use and mental health outcomes. Further research is also needed on younger children, young adults aged 20–25 years, and vulnerable groups, including those with pre-existing mental health conditions and neurodevelopmental disorders.
5.4 Final conclusion
Social media is an important part of young people’s lives and has both potential risks and benefits. The evidence reviewed suggests that frequent social media use is associated with poorer mental health and wellbeing, particularly where sleep disruption, cyberbullying and social comparison are present. A balanced approach that promotes healthy digital engagement, early intervention and coordinated support across health, social care and education is therefore likely to provide the greatest benefit for young people in the UK.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Search strategy
A structured literature search was conducted using electronic databases relevant to health, psychology and social care research.
Databases searched
· PubMed
· CINAHL
· PsycINFO
· Scopus
· UWTSD Library Search
Search period
January 2016 – December 2026
Keywords
· “social media”
· “social networking”
· “mental health”
· wellbeing
· anxiety
· depression
· adolescent*
· “young people”
· “United Kingdom”
· UK
Example search string
(“social media” OR “social networking”) AND (“mental health” OR wellbeing OR anxiety OR depression) AND (adolescent* OR “young people”) AND (“United Kingdom” OR UK)
Reference lists of relevant articles were also searched to identify additional studies.

Appendix B: Inclusion and exclusion criteria
	Inclusion criteria
	Exclusion criteria

	Published between 2016–2026
	Published before 2016

	Peer-reviewed journal articles
	Non-peer-reviewed publications

	UK-based studies
	Studies conducted outside the UK

	Participants aged 10–25 years
	Participants over 25 years only

	Examined social media use and mental health or wellbeing
	Focused on general internet use only

	Published in English
	Non-English publications



Appendix C: PRISMA-ScR flow diagram
Identification
Records identified through database searching (n = 124)
Additional records identified through reference lists (n = 8)
Screening
Records after duplicates removed (n = 102)
Titles and abstracts screened (n = 102)
Records excluded (n = 81)
Eligibility
Full-text articles assessed for eligibility (n = 21)
Full-text articles excluded (n = 16)
Included
Studies included in the scoping review (n = 5)
This flow diagram summarises the study selection process used to identify the five UK studies included in the review.
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