CHAPTER 4 – Findings and Discussion (3,000 words approx.)
 
4.1 – Introduction (100 word approx.)
 
This chapter examines how schools manage technology use and how these strategies connect with broader themes such as adolescent mental health, social media engagement, and digital literacy. Institutional policies around device usage are not isolated measures they form part of a wider framework that both shapes and responds to students’ digital experiences. Exploring these intersections reveals how school-based rules influence student wellbeing and behaviour, underscoring the value of integrated approaches within education. Research highlights that policy impact is strongest when paired with mental health initiatives and digital skills education, promoting safer and more balanced engagement with technology (Weinstein and James, 2022; (WHO, 2024).
 
4.2 – Thematic Analysis (100 word approx.) 
 
Thematic analysis is a qualitative research method frequently used in secondary studies to identify and interpret recurring patterns across existing literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In this case, it was applied to a selection of peer-reviewed articles and a World Health Organisation (WHO) report examining the psychological effects of social media and digital technologies on children and adolescents (WHO, 2024). Each source was systematically reviewed, with key ideas coded and grouped into broader themes a process that enables rich thematic synthesis (Schønning, Aarø, & Skogen, 2020). Common patterns such as screen use quality, school-based interventions, and the dual nature of social media were consistently observed. These findings were refined into three overarching themes: (1) The Dual Impact of social media, (2) Educational and Policy Responses, and (3) Screen Time Versus Screen Engagement Quality resulting in a coherent and structured summary of the literature (Bono et al., 2024).
 
4.3 – Theme 1 (insert theme heading here) (900 words approx.)
Theme 1: The Psychological Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health
 
Definition 
· Definition:
The theme The Psychological Impact of social media on Adolescent Mental Health explores how social media use affects the emotional and mental well-being of teenagers aged 10 to 19. It examines both positive and negative effects, such as increased anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and benefits like connection and self-expression. Key terms include mental health, emotional and psychological well-being, cyberbullying, online harassment, and social comparison comparing oneself to others online. This theme highlights how social media can shape adolescent thoughts, feelings, and behaviours (Uche, 2024).
 
Background Information
· Historical/Contextual Background:

Social media began to rise in popularity during the early 2000s with platforms like Myspace and Facebook. However, its influence on teenagers became more pronounced with the emergence of newer apps such as Instagram launched in 2010, Snapchat 2011, and TikTok 2016 (Wikipedia Contributors, 2019). These platforms quickly became central to adolescent life, enabling continuous interaction and content sharing. As usage intensified, concerns grew about its psychological effects on young users. Researchers began investigating links between social media and issues like cyberbullying, excessive screen time, and self-comparison. During the COVID-19 pandemic, social media usage surged even further, amplifying both its potential benefits like connection and self-expression and its risks to adolescent mental health (Pathak, 2022).
 
 
Impact on Research Question
· Relevance to Title/Research Question:

The theme The Psychological Impact of social media on Adolescent Mental Health is directly aligned with the central research question, as it investigates how digital platforms influence the emotional and psychological well-being of teenagers. This topic is particularly relevant given the increasing prevalence of mental health challenges such as anxiety, depression, diminished self-esteem, and cyberbullying among adolescents (Yue and Rich, 2023).
 
By examining this theme, the research aims to understand how social media engagement affects adolescent behaviour and mental states, while also identifying strategies to promote safer and more constructive online experiences. This exploration is vital for addressing broader concerns surrounding youth mental health in the context of today’s digitally connected society (Galea and Buckley, 2024).
Statistical Information

· Data and Statistics:

Recent findings underscore a significant link between adolescent social media use and mental health challenges. According to a 2023 report, teenagers spend an average of nearly five hours per day on social platforms, with 95% of youth aged 13 to 17 engaging regularly (Yue & Rich, 2023). Research indicates that spending more than three hours daily on social media is associated with a 60% increased risk of developing anxiety and depression (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). Internal data from Meta revealed that Instagram negatively affected body image for one in three teenage girls, intensifying public concern over the psychological impact of these platforms (Galea & Buckley, 2024). These statistics highlight the urgent need for improved education, regulation, and mental health support to mitigate the adverse effects of social media on adolescents. 
Theories, Policies, and Legislation

· Theoretical Framework:
Multiple psychological theories offer insight into the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health. Social Comparison Theory posits that teenagers often evaluate themselves against others online, which can lead to diminished self-esteem and body dissatisfaction due to exposure to idealized portrayals (Festinger, 1954). The Uses and Gratifications Theory suggests that adolescents engage with social media to fulfil emotional and social needs, such as seeking validation or forming connections; however, unmet expectations in these areas may result in increased stress and anxiety (Anguyo et al., 2023). Additionally, Developmental Theory emphasises adolescence as a critical period for identity formation, during which social media can both facilitate self-expression and intensify confusion or pressure through unrealistic standards and peer comparison. Collectively, these frameworks help explain the psychological mechanisms through which social media affects teenagers' mental health and supports the broader research focus on its emotional and behavioural impacts (APA, 2023). 
 
· Policy and Legislation:
[bookmark: _Int_L1UOaeWC]In the United Kingdom, a number of legislative measures have been introduced to mitigate the psychological risks associated with adolescent social media use. Adult health and social care laws in the UK’s four nations have developed gradually. Mental health legislation has been reformed through long consultations to support individual rights while also ensuring public safety (Vicary et al., 2020). The Online Safety Act (2023) represents a significant regulatory step, mandating that digital platforms take active measures to shield minors from harmful content such as cyberbullying, self-harm, and material promoting suicide. This law empowers Ofcom to oversee compliance and enforce timely removal of illegal or dangerous content. Additionally, the Age-Appropriate Design Code, commonly referred to as the Children’s Code, was developed by the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) to ensure that online services are designed with child privacy and safety at their core (ICO, 2023). These policies reflect increasing public and governmental concern about the mental health consequences of social media on young users. However, their success depends largely on rigorous enforcement and the commitment of tech companies to prioritise adolescent well-being (Galea and Buckley, 2024).
 
Implications
· Positive and Negative Implications:

The theme The Psychological Impact of social media on Adolescent Mental Health encompasses both beneficial and detrimental effects, making it a critical area of study. On the positive side, social media platforms can serve as outlets for self-expression, emotional support, and peer connection, while also offering access to mental health resources and fostering communities that reduce stigma (WHO, 2024). Conversely, excessive use of these platforms has been associated with increased risks of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and body image concerns (Yue & Rich, 2023). Negative experiences such as cyberbullying, social comparison, and the pursuit of online validation can further compromise adolescent well-being (Anguyo et al., 2023). These contrasting outcomes underscore the importance of examining both the supportive and harmful dimensions of social media in shaping youth mental health.
Examples and Case Studies

· Illustrative Examples:

A powerful illustration of the psychological risks associated with adolescent social media use is the case of Molly Russell, a 14-year-old from the UK who died in 2017 after prolonged exposure to graphic and distressing content related to self-harm and depression on Instagram and Pinterest. A coroner later concluded that her death resulted from self-harm while suffering from depression and the negative effects of online content, prompting widespread public concern and contributing to the development of the Online Safety Act (Sky News, 2022). This case underscores the real-world dangers posed by unregulated digital environments for vulnerable youth. Complementing this, a report by the Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH) found that platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat were linked to increased levels of anxiety, depression, and poor body image among teenagers, although they also offered benefits like mental health awareness and peer support (RSPH, 2017). Together, these examples highlight the complex and dual nature of social media’s influence on adolescent mental health and reinforce the need for continued research and policy intervention.
Connections to Other Themes

· Interconnections:

The theme The Psychological Impact of social media on Adolescent Mental Health is closely intertwined with other key areas explored in this dissertation, including cyberbullying, body image and identity development, and problematic digital use. For instance, cyberbullying on social platforms has been shown to significantly increase anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem among UK adolescents (RSPH, 2017). Similarly, exposure to idealised beauty standards on apps like Instagram and Snapchat can negatively affect body image and self-worth, particularly during the formative years of adolescence (Kelly et al., 2018). Excessive screen time and compulsive social media engagement often referred to as digital addiction have also been linked to disrupted sleep, poor concentration, and emotional fatigue (Wood et al., 2023). These issues frequently overlap and reinforce one another, creating a complex network of psychological stressors. Recognising these interconnections allows for a more holistic understanding of how digital environments shape adolescent mental health and supports the development of more effective interventions (Kelly et al., 2018).
 
 
 
4.4 – Theme 2 : Screen Time, Sleep Disruption, and Cognitive Function in Adolescents
 
 
Definition 
 
The theme of "Screen Time, Sleep Disruption, and Cognitive Function in Adolescents" explores how teenagers’ use of digital devices impacts their sleep quality and cognitive abilities. With unprecedented screen exposure through smartphones and social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook, many teens aged 13 to 19 are experiencing negative effects on their mental health (Hilty et al., 2023).
Screen time includes both active engagements, such as posting and chatting, and passive activities like scrolling through content. Excessive screen use leads to "sleep disruption," characterised by difficulties falling asleep, reduced sleep duration, and poor sleep quality, largely due to blue light exposure and the stimulating nature of social media (Neophytou, Manwell and Eikelboom, 2019).
 
Cognitive function refers to essential mental abilities like attention, memory, problem-solving, and emotional regulation. This theme is crucial for understanding how social media usage may contribute to increased anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem among UK teenagers. It emphasises how digital overconsumption can harm mental health through impaired sleep and cognitive function (Scott, Biello, and Woods, 2019).
Background Information
The relationship between screen time, sleep patterns, and cognitive development in teenagers is a contemporary issue that has evolved with the digital revolution. Historically, sleep challenges in adolescents were documented before the rise of technology, with research from the 1980s and 1990s showing that biological changes during puberty lead to preferences for later bedtimes (Carskadon et al., 1997).
The introduction of personal computers in the 1990s changed this landscape, but the most significant impact came with smartphones and social media in the mid-to-late 2000s. Platforms like Facebook (2004), Twitter (2006), Instagram (2010), Snapchat (2011), and TikTok (2018) transformed how young people engaged online, causing average screen time to soar from 2-3 hours in the early 2000s to over 8 hours by the late 2010s (Statista, 2024). Research from the 2000s and 2010s increasingly demonstrated the critical role of sleep in brain development, memory, and emotional regulation, showing how blue light from devices can disrupt sleep. The COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated these issues, revealing the urgent need to understand the interaction between digital habits, sleep quality, and cognitive functioning in promoting adolescent well-being in today's connected world. (Martin et al., 2020).
Impact on Research Question
 
The relationship between screen time, sleep disruption, and cognitive function is essential for understanding how social media affects the mental health of UK adolescents. The UK Millennium Cohort Study reveals that teenagers who use social media for over five hours a day are significantly more likely to experience delayed sleep onset and later wake times (odds ratio of 2.14). This relationship underscores the importance of sleep quality for emotional regulation and cognitive functioning (Scott, Biello and Woods, 2019).
Additionally, research from the Scottish Government identifies sleep disruption as a key factor linking screen use to mental health issues like anxiety and low self-esteem. These findings suggest that the connection between social media and adolescent mental well-being involves identifiable biological and psychological mechanisms, particularly disruptions in circadian rhythms and cognitive processes (Scottish Government, 2020). Thus, this theme is vital for understanding the broader impact of digital media on young people's mental health in the UK.
 
Statistical Information
 
Recent data from the UK reveal concerning trends regarding adolescent screen time and sleep disruption. According to the UK Millennium Cohort Study, 20.8% of teenagers are categorised as very high social media users, spending over 5 hours daily on these platforms, while 13.9% are classified as high users, spending between 3 and less than 5 hours (Scott, Biello and Woods, 2019). A survey conducted by the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health found that 88% of young people aged 11 to 24 believe that screen time negatively impacts their sleep, and 35% report adverse effects on their mood and mental health (RCPCH, 2020).
However, some statistics from Oxford University offer a more nuanced perspective, suggesting that there is minimal evidence of a strong negative correlation between screen use and adolescent well-being, even if screen time occurs before bedtime. This challenges widely held beliefs and highlights the complexity of the issue (University of Oxford, 2019). In contrast, the Teen Sleep Well Study conducted in Scotland found a significant association between pre-sleep screen use, poor sleep quality, and increased body fat among 11 to 14-year-olds, suggesting broader health consequences beyond mental well-being (Gale, Williams and Cecil, 2025). These contrasting findings emphasise the need for more detailed research approaches that consider not only the duration of screen time but also the context, content, and individual differences in digital engagement.
 
Theories, Policies, and Legislation

· Theoretical Framework:
Several psychological and physiological theories explain the impact of screen time on adolescent mental health. 
· Circadian Rhythm Theory emphasises how blue light emitted from screens suppresses melatonin production, which disrupts natural sleep-wake cycles. This is particularly problematic for adolescents, as their circadian rhythms are already shifting during this developmental stage (Cleveland Clinic, 2024).
 
· Sleep-Wake Homeostasis Theory suggests that stimulating digital content interferes with the natural accumulation of sleep pressure, ultimately delaying the onset of sleep (Dijk, 2016).
 
· Cognitive Load Theory suggests that the constant influx of information from social media overwhelms adolescents' cognitive resources, especially in the evening when their brains should be winding down (Sweller, 2024).
 
· Lastly, Social Cognitive Theory explains that the interactive nature of social media creates a sense of obligation to remain socially engaged, even when feeling tired, which reinforces late-night usage (Nickerson, 2025).
 
· Policy and Legislation:
UK policy on adolescent screen use has focused mainly on guidance instead of regulation. In 2024, the UK Parliament's Education Committee released the report "Screen Time: Impacts on Education and Wellbeing," which highlighted a 52% increase in screen time from 2020 to 2022. It raised concerns about mental health, behavioural addiction, cyberbullying, and sleep disruption, and called for improved guidance, digital literacy education, and greater parental awareness (UK Parliament, 2023).
The UK Chief Medical Officers (CMOs) issued a statement on screen-based activities and young people's mental health. They advised a precautionary approach, urging parents to monitor screen use, especially before bedtime. They recommended a minimum age of 13 for social media use and called for the tech industry to adopt voluntary codes of conduct to protect children.
The Scottish Government conducted a systematic review to examine how adolescent screen time affects sleep and mental health. The findings indicated that nighttime mobile use and social media were linked to poor sleep, low self-esteem, and increased anxiety. The review underscored the need for evidence-based interventions and digital wellness education in schools (Scottish Government, 2020). 
UK policies and reviews have increasingly but moderately influenced responses to adolescent screen use, especially concerning sleep disruption and cognitive function. Reports from the UK Chief Medical Officers and the House of Commons Education Committee have significantly raised public awareness and provided non-legislative guidance for parents, educators, and healthcare professionals. However, these initiatives largely depend on voluntary compliance and public education, as they do not impose specific screen time limits.
There is a notable gap in formal legislation, as the current strategies emphasise industry self-regulation, parental oversight, and school-based interventions. These methods may be insufficient to address widespread behavioural patterns among adolescents. Evidence-based contributions, such as the Scottish Government’s systematic review, have informed public health and educational policies, advocating for the integration of sleep hygiene and digital literacy into school curricula. Nevertheless, implementation of these recommendations remains inconsistent across regions.
Implications
· Positive and Negative Implications:

The theme highlights issues concerning sleep patterns. Delayed sleep onset and irregular wake times lead to chronic sleep deprivation, which can impair cognitive performance and emotional regulation. UK studies link pre-sleep screen use to a higher risk of obesity, indicating broader health effects. Furthermore, the "fear of missing out" (FOMO) drives adolescents to prioritise social media oversleep, potentially creating long-term negative impacts on adult well-being (Wu, 2023).
Despite the risks associated with screen usage, there are also opportunities for intervention. Gaining a better understanding of how screens affect sleep can lead to targeted strategies, such as improving sleep hygiene and establishing digital boundaries. Research, including findings from Oxford University, suggests that screen time may not be universally harmful, particularly when used in moderation. This creates opportunities for balanced approaches that encourage healthy digital habits without necessitating complete avoidance of screens (University of Oxford, 2019a).
 
Examples and Case Studies
· Illustrative Examples:
Focus groups with Scottish adolescents indicate that social norms and the fear of exclusion drive social media use at bedtime. Participants reported sacrificing sleep to maintain peer connections and avoid missing out on interactions. The Teen Sleep Well Study in North-East Fife found that high exposure to screens at night is associated with psychological distress, sleep disturbances, and obesity, highlighting the relevance of this issue (Nakshine et al., 2022).
A typical case involves a 14-year-old UK teenager who spends over 5 hours daily on Instagram and TikTok, especially between 9 PM and 11 PM. This usage pushes their sleep onset from 10 PM to midnight, resulting in only 7 hours of sleep on school nights. The resulting fatigue leads to poor concentration, irritability, and academic struggles. Additionally, weekend sleep catch-up further disrupts their circadian rhythms. This cycle reinforces evening screen use as a coping mechanism, exacerbating the problem (Kelly et al., 2018).
 
· Interconnections:
The relationship between screen time, sleep disruption, and cognitive function in adolescents is linked to the psychological effects of social media (Theme 1) and institutional responses to technology use in schools (Theme 3). Excessive screen use, especially late-night social media activity, can lead to sleep deprivation, worsening mental health issues like anxiety and depression. Sleep-deprived adolescents often struggle with emotional regulation and are more vulnerable to negative online experiences.
In Theme 3, schools and policymakers are crucial in shaping technology use in education through initiatives like mobile phone restrictions and digital well-being programs. The success of these efforts relies on their ability to address the connections among digital habits, sleep quality, and adolescent mental health, highlighting the need for a comprehensive approach to support young people in the digital age (Education Committee, 2024).
 
Theme 3: Institutional and Policy Responses to Technology Use in Schools
 
Definition 

· Definition:

Institutional and policy responses to technology use in schools encompass strategic frameworks and regulations that guide students’ engagement with digital devices and social media during instructional hours. These measures aim to optimise the educational benefits of technology while addressing concerns around mental health, attention, and academic outcomes. Common approaches include smartphone restrictions, digital literacy initiatives, teacher professional development, and awareness campaigns. A central component is digital literacy, which empowers students to use technology safely and critically (OECD, 2023). Schools also implement screen time policies to support cognitive development and reduce distractions (UK, 2019). Increasingly, institutions promote digital wellbeing sometimes referred to as media hygiene to encourage balanced and healthy online behaviours. These policy-driven efforts reflect a growing recognition of schools’ dual role in both educating and safeguarding students in a digitally saturated environment.
Background Information
· Historical/Contextual Background:

The use of digital technology in schools has expanded significantly since the early 2000s, initially viewed as a tool to enhance learning and promote digital literacy (Haleem et al., 2022). However, the widespread adoption of smartphones and social media in the past decade has raised new concerns about their influence on students' mental health, focus, and academic outcomes. As mobile devices became more accessible, students increasingly used them during school hours for non-academic activities, prompting educators to question the impact of this trend on learning environments.
By the mid-2010s, growing research suggested a link between excessive screen time and issues such as anxiety, sleep disturbances, and decreased attention among adolescents (Twenge and Campbell, 2018). In response, educational institutions in various countries including the UK and France began implementing policies to restrict smartphone use in schools. Recent studies, such as the smart Schools Study (Wood et al., 2023), have explored how these restrictions can reduce stress and improve focus among students. In parallel, international health bodies like the have urged schools to adopt structured approaches to managing digital use, recognizing their role in promoting healthy digital behaviours. These developments highlight a shift in how institutions respond to technology in education balancing its benefits with the need to protect student wellbeing (WHO, 2024).
 
Impact on Research Question
· Relevance to Title/Research Question:
The theme of Institutional and Policy Responses to Technology Use in Schools is highly relevant to research exploring the effects of social media and digital technology on adolescent mental health. While many studies focus on individual-level behaviours such as screen time or social media engagement, this theme broadens the scope by examining how schools and educational authorities can play a preventive and regulatory role in addressing the mental health risks associated with technology use (Department for Education, 2023).
Given the documented rise in anxiety, sleep disturbances, and emotional distress among adolescents in connection with digital overuse, school-based policies have become essential tools for managing student's digital habits. Measures such as restricting smartphone use during lessons, implementing structured technology guidelines, and promoting digital literacy are increasingly seen as effective interventions within the school environment (Tariq Masri-zada et al., 2025).
This theme directly supports the research question by emphasising that schools are not only centres of learning but also key institutions for promoting wellbeing. The World Health Organization (2024) has stressed the importance of institutional involvement in guiding safe and balanced digital engagement among youth (WHO,2024). These policies and structured responses serve as a protective layer, helping to reduce the negative psychological impacts of technology use while encouraging healthier behaviour patterns.
Therefore, investigating how institutions respond to these challenges offers critical insight into real-world, scalable solutions that can address the broader concerns of the dissertation. It links the growing issue of adolescent mental health to practical, evidence-based policy interventions within the education system.
 
Statistical Information

· Data and Statistics:
· Over the last decade, a range of statistical evidence has underscored the growing concern over adolescents’ use of digital technology, prompting institutional efforts to introduce structured policies within schools. In the United Kingdom, data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) indicated that by 2022, nearly 97% of young people aged 12 to 15 owned a smartphone, with the vast majority accessing the internet several times daily (ONS, 2023). This near-universal access highlights the importance of schools as central environments for managing digital behaviour and setting boundaries for screen use. Initial findings from the smart Schools Study provide compelling evidence for the effectiveness of institutional regulation. Schools that implemented stricter mobile phone use policies during instructional time observed a 14–20% decline in reported student stress and up to a 10% improvement in attention and task completion when compared to schools without such measures (Wood et al., 2023). These results suggest that school-based restrictions can have a measurable impact on both wellbeing and academic engagement. 
At the international level, the World Health Organization (2024) found that adolescents who spent over four hours per day on screens outside of school were significantly more likely to report poor sleep quality and heightened anxiety symptoms. In response, WHO has recommended that schools adopt guidelines limiting screen use and incorporate digital wellbeing education into their curricula to promote healthier habits (WHO, 2024).
Nonetheless, not all data lead to clear-cut conclusions. For instance, research has demonstrated the prolonged screen time is associated with a decline in mental well-being. Critics have pointed out that such findings are often based on self-reported data, making it difficult to determine causation. Adding further nuance, demonstrated that the nature of digital engagement plays a significant role active, interactive social media use may have neutral or even beneficial effects, whereas passive scrolling is more consistently associated with mental health problems Yu et al. (2024).
These varying insights highlight the need for targeted and nuanced school policies, rather than blanket restrictions. By considering both the type and context of technology use, institutions can design more effective interventions to support students’ mental and emotional development (Schildkamp, 2019).
· Theoretical Framework:
The examination of institutional responses to digital technology use in schools is best understood through a combination of theoretical perspectives that explain how environmental, psychological, and media-related factors influence adolescent development. 
One such perspective is Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979), which emphasises that a young person’s growth is shaped by various layers of their environment. Within this model, the school functions as part of the microsystem an immediate setting with a direct impact on a child’s behaviour and wellbeing. When schools introduce policies such as smartphone restrictions or structured digital use, they are actively shaping the student’s developmental environment (Guy-Evans, 2025). These actions are also influenced by broader social and cultural expectations reflected in the macrosystem such as international health guidelines and national education strategies (WHO, 2024).
In addition, Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) provides insight into how institutional policies affect student motivation and emotional health. This theory posits that psychological wellbeing depends on the fulfilment of three basic needs, autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Excessive, unregulated screen time may interfere with these needs by encouraging passive engagement, reducing attention spans, and diminishing students' sense of achievement. However, school policies that provide students with structured, purposeful engagement with technology rather than total restriction can foster more autonomous and meaningful learning experiences (Yu et al., 2024). 
[bookmark: _Int_4dDhp7ZA]A third theoretical lens is Media Ecology Theory (Postman, 1970), which views digital technology as part of a larger "media environment" that shapes human communication and behaviour. (Wikipedia Contributors, 2019a). In the context of education, the pervasive presence of smartphones alters how students absorb information and interact with others. Institutional efforts to manage or limit this media environment such as classroom phone bans are not just disciplinary actions but deliberate attempts to rebalance attention, focus, and interpersonal dynamics within the learning space. Together, these theories offer a comprehensive framework for analysing the role of schools in addressing the psychological and educational challenges posed by technology use. They help explain why institutional policy is not only relevant to the dissertation’s research question, but essential in understanding the broader interaction between digital environments and adolescent mental health (Tariq Masri-zada et al., 2025).
· Policy and Legislation:
In recent years, growing concerns about the effects of digital technology on student wellbeing have led to the development of school-level policies and broader government guidance aimed at regulating smartphone use during school hours. Although the UK government has not passed formal legislation banning mobile phones in schools, the Department for Education (DfE) issued guidance in advising schools to adopt phone-free policies in classrooms. The intention behind this recommendation is to limit distractions, improve focus, and protect students’ mental health, although schools are given the autonomy to implement it at their discretion (DfE, 2025).
Evidence from the Smart Schools Study suggests that school-based policies restricting phone use can significantly improve students’ concentration, reduce stress, and increase productivity in class (Wood et al., 2023). These findings support the idea that clear institutional rules around technology use can positively shape both academic performance and mental wellbeing.
Global organisations like the World Health Organization (WHO) have also weighed in, recommending that schools develop structured screen-use policies and promote digital wellbeing education as a protective mental health strategy (WHO, 2024). While these suggestions are not enforceable by law, they reflect a broader shift toward recognising the school’s role in fostering healthier digital habits. Overall, the move toward institutional responsibility—whether through official guidance or national laws highlights how schools are increasingly expected to play a central role in managing students’ technology use to support both educational outcomes and mental health.
Implications
· Positive and Negative Implications:
Institutional policies regulating technology use in schools can positively influence adolescent mental health and academic performance. For instance, restricting mobile phone use during lessons has been shown to reduce distractions and improve classroom engagement. The SMART Schools Study found that such limitations contributed to lower stress and enhanced wellbeing among students (Wood et al., 2023).
The World Health Organization supports school-led boundaries around screen time, noting benefits such as improved sleep and emotional regulation, these policies can also foster safer school environments by reducing cyberbullying and encouraging face-to-face social interaction (WHO, 2024).
When schools are given flexibility to tailor their approaches, they can better meet local needs while promoting mental health, academic benefits have also been observed, particularly among students with lower prior achievement, when mobile phone use is limited (Twigg, Duncan and Weich, 2020).
However, these approaches are not without challenges. Overly rigid or blanket bans may overlook the constructive uses of technology, such as peer support, access to mental health resources, and inclusive learning tools argue that certain forms of social media use can support emotional wellbeing, suggesting that nuanced policies are needed to avoid unintended harm Yu et al. (2024).
Another concern is inconsistency across schools. In the UK, the Department for Education encourages mobile-free environments but does not enforce a national ban, resulting in varied policies and unequal student experiences (Officer, 2022). Moreover, focusing solely on restriction without integrating digital literacy education may leave students unprepared for responsible tech use beyond school. The WHO emphasises that digital literacy is essential for equipping young people to navigate online spaces safely and effectively (WHO, 2024).
 
· Illustrative Examples:
A prominent illustration of institutional policy impact is the Smart Schools Study conducted in England, which explored the relationship between mobile phone restrictions during school hours and adolescent wellbeing. The study revealed that students attending schools with stricter phone policies reported fewer classroom distractions, better concentration, and improved emotional health these findings offer direct insight into how school-level regulations can serve as a mechanism for enhancing mental health outcomes within educational environments (Goodyear et al., 2025)
In the United Kingdom, although there is no overarching national law mandating mobile phone bans in schools, the Department for Education (DfE) has actively encouraged institutions to implement mobile-free environments during the school day many schools have responded to this guidance by developing customized policies that reflect growing concerns about screen time and its psychological impact on students (Officer, 2022). However, the absence of a standardised national framework has resulted in inconsistent practices across schools, highlighting the need for coherent and evidence-based approaches to technology regulation in education.
These examples illustrate how both institutional and governmental policies play a pivotal role in shaping how schools manage students’ access to digital devices. They support the broader argument that well-considered policy implementation is crucial for safeguarding student mental health in an increasingly digital learning environment.
 
.
Connections to Other Themes

· Interconnection:
The theme of Institutional and Policy Responses to Technology Use in Schools is deeply interconnected with other key areas examined in this dissertation, including social media engagement, adolescent mental health, and digital literacy. These domains are not isolated; rather, they interact dynamically to offer a more comprehensive understanding of how digital technologies shape the experiences of young people in educational contexts. A notable link exists between institutional tech policies and social media-related wellbeing. By implementing restrictions on mobile phone use during school hours, schools indirectly reduce students’ exposure to social media platforms. This can help mitigate risks associated with online content, such as anxiety, low self-esteem, and social comparison pressures (Goodyear et al., 2025; Parliament, 2024).
There is also a clear connection to mental health outcomes. Adolescents frequently encounter emotional challenges stemming from continuous digital interaction. School-level interventions such as phone bans or structured tech use policies can serve as protective mechanisms that foster healthier emotional states during the school day (Masri-zada et al., 2025; Twigg, Duncan, & Weich, 2020).
Furthermore, this theme intersects with digital literacy and emotional resilience. While limiting screen time is beneficial, its effectiveness is amplified when paired with educational initiatives that teach students how to navigate digital environments safely and critically. Empowering young people with these skills not only enhances their digital competence but also strengthens their psychological resilience (Yu et al., 2024).
 
4.6 – Chapter Conclusion (200 words approx.) 
 
The discussion in this chapter has established a strong foundation for examining the impact of social media on adolescent well-being, particularly among teenagers in the UK. By exploring both its positive influences and potential risks, the chapter underscores the importance of further investigation. The upcoming chapter outlines the study’s methodological approach, explaining the research design, methods of data collection, and strategies for analysis. It also highlights how the study aims to ethically and accurately capture the perspectives and experiences of young people in today’s digital landscape. 
 
 
CHAPTER 5 – Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
This dissertation has examined the complex relationship between social media usage and mental health outcomes among UK teenagers, revealing both concerning risks and opportunities for positive intervention. The research identifies three critical themes: the dual psychological impact of social media platforms, the interconnected effects of screen time on sleep and cognitive function, and the emerging role of institutional policies in managing technology use within educational settings. The evidence shows that while social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat can facilitate connection and self-expression, they also contribute significantly to anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem among adolescents aged 13 to 18 (RSPH, 2017; Yue and Rich, 2023). 
Teenagers who spend over five hours daily on social media face substantially elevated mental health risks, with sleep disruption serving as a key mediating factor (Scott, Biello, and Woods, 2019; WHO, 2024). At the same time, the emergence of school-based interventions, such as restrictions on mobile phone use during lessons, has shown promising results in reducing student stress and improving concentration (Wood et al., 2023). The findings emphasise that effective responses to this challenge require coordinated efforts from multiple stakeholders, including schools, parents, healthcare providers, and policymakers (Department for Education, 2021; Levitt, 2024).
Rather than viewing social media as uniformly harmful, the evidence supports a nuanced approach that recognises both its potential benefits and risks, while implementing targeted interventions to promote healthier digital engagement patterns among young people (Anastasiia, 2023).

Recommendation 1: Implementation of Comprehensive Digital Wellbeing Education Programmes in Schools
The first recommendation is to incorporate structured digital wellbeing curricula into UK secondary schools as part of the Personal, Social, Health, and Economic (PSHE) education framework. This should include topics like sleep hygiene, social comparison awareness, and strategies for managing online interactions (Department for Education, 2021). Grounded in Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954), this approach addresses how individuals assess their self-worth by comparing themselves to idealised social media content (Kayala, Madhu, and Werkun, 2023). It also aligns with Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), emphasising the fulfilment of basic psychological needs in digital environments (Lopez-Garrido, 2023). 
 
Implementing this recommendation would involve weekly sessions led by trained PSHE teachers focused on key topics. These sessions would allow for age-appropriate content and assessment through self-reflection exercises and peer discussions.
 
However, there are barriers to consider. The first is curriculum overload, which can be mitigated by integrating digital well-being content into existing PSHE lessons, thereby reducing preparation time. The second challenge is the lack of teacher training in mental health and technology issues; this can be addressed with comprehensive professional development programs providing necessary resources (CQC, 2024). The third barrier is inconsistent implementation across schools, which could be tackled by collaborating with the Department for Education to establish minimum standards and creating peer support networks for sharing best practices (Department for Education, 2021).

Recommendation 2: Development of Family-Centred Digital Contracts and Support Systems
The second recommendation suggests that families collaborate to create personalised "digital agreements" that outline boundaries for screen time, bedtime technology use, and social media engagement. This approach recognises that adolescent behaviour is influenced by family dynamics, especially as NHS Digital reports a significant rise in mental health issues among 11-19-year-olds over the last decade, with social media often playing a role.
This method uses Self-Determination Theory to promote collaborative rule-setting, enhancing adolescents' sense of autonomy while establishing necessary boundaries (Lopez-Garrido, 2023). Key elements of these digital contracts could include designated screen-free times, particularly before bedtime, phone-free zones, and regular family discussions about online experiences. Support would be provided through workshops led by school counsellors or local mental health services, focusing on collaborative review and adjustment of agreements.
However, several barriers could hinder success. Family resistance and generational digital divides may occur, as some parents feel unprepared to guide their teenagers, while adolescents may resist restrictions. This can be addressed by framing the program as a collaborative effort and offering separate initial sessions for parents and teens to discuss their perspectives.
 
Socio-economic inequalities in access to support pose another challenge. Many teenagers face long NHS waiting lists for mental health services and may lack resources for workshops or technology management tools. Flexibility in delivering support through online sessions, weekend workshops, and partnerships with local libraries can help mitigate this issue.
 
Lastly, enforcement and consistency present challenges, as parents may struggle with healthy tech use. This can be managed by promoting gradual changes and providing families with troubleshooting resources, emphasising that setbacks are learning opportunities rather than failures (Anastasiia, 2023).

Recommendation 3: Establishment of Peer-Led Mental Health Support Networks within Schools
The third recommendation focuses on establishing structured peer support programs where older students are trained to provide mental health first aid and digital well-being guidance to younger peers. These programs would operate alongside professional mental health services, not as a replacement. This approach recognises that adolescents are often more receptive to guidance from slightly older peers than from adults. It enables young people to observe and model healthy coping strategies demonstrated by peer mentors who have successfully navigated similar challenges.
Research by the Royal Society for Public Health (2017) found that platforms like Instagram and Snapchat are linked to increased levels of anxiety, depression, and poor body image among teenagers. However, these platforms also offer benefits such as mental health awareness and peer support. Peer-led programs can harness the positive potential of peer influence while addressing digital-related mental health challenges.
Practical implementation would involve comprehensive training for peer mentors on topics such as active listening, recognising warning signs, and appropriate referral procedures. Structured activities could include regular drop-in sessions, organised group discussions about digital well-being, and themed workshops on topics like managing social comparison, which has been identified as a key factor in social media's impact on self-esteem (Anastasiia, 2023). Professional oversight would be provided by mental health professionals who supervise the program and offer ongoing support to peer mentors. Clear protocols would establish boundaries regarding when concerns should be referred to professional staff, ensuring that peer mentors do not feel responsible for managing serious mental health crises.
 
This recommendation faces several significant barriers that must be addressed carefully. The primary challenge involves safeguarding and child protection concerns. Schools may worry about the appropriateness of students discussing mental health issues with peers, particularly regarding confidentiality and duty of care. This can be mitigated by developing comprehensive safeguarding protocols with clear escalation procedures. All peer mentors should receive training on confidentiality limits and mandatory reporting requirements, alongside regular professional supervision and debriefing sessions, building on existing frameworks that schools use to manage student welfare issues.
A second barrier is sustainability and volunteer commitment. Relying on student volunteers may lead to inconsistent availability and high turnover, especially during exam periods. This limitation can be addressed by recruiting larger cohorts of peer mentors to ensure adequate coverage, providing recognition through formal accreditation, creating a structured handover process, and considering integration with existing student leadership roles. This approach is similar to initiatives in areas like Manchester, where mental health services partner with schools to offer early intervention for digital stress (Levitt, 2024).
The third barrier relates to quality control and effectiveness monitoring. Ensuring that peer mentors provide consistent, helpful support while avoiding potential harm from well-intentioned but inappropriate advice requires careful management. This challenge can be addressed by implementing regular supervision meetings, offering ongoing training updates, establishing feedback mechanisms for both mentors and mentees, and using validated mental health screening tools such as the GAD-7, PHQ-9, and Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. These tools can help monitor program effectiveness and allow for adjustments based on evidence rather than assumptions (García et al., 2019; Kroenke, Spitzer, and Williams, 2001; Spitzer et al., 2006).
Cross-Cutting Implementation Considerations
All three recommendations should be implemented as complementary parts of a comprehensive approach, with schools acting as coordination hubs. They should integrate digital well-being education, family support programs, and peer mentoring systems. Research shows that policy impact is strongest when paired with mental health initiatives and digital skills education (Weinstein and James, 2022; WHO, 2024). 
 
Robust monitoring systems using validated mental health measures like the GAD-7 and PHQ-9 are essential to track intervention effectiveness and make necessary adjustments (García et al., 2019; Kroenke, Spitzer, and Williams, 2001). Advocacy for supportive local and national policies is crucial to acknowledging digital well-being as a public health concern. This requires coordinated responses rather than leaving individual schools and families to handle these issues alone (World, 2020; WHO, 2024). 
The success of these efforts relies on ongoing commitment from all stakeholders, adequate funding, and the ability to adapt to new evidence and technologies, recognising that technological advancements often outpace policy changes (Throuvala et al., 2019).

