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Abstract
Purpose: This study analyses the influence of social media on the mental well-being of adolescents in the UK, emphasising both advantages and disadvantages. Social media enhances connections among peers, creative expression, and an approach to support; however, it concurrently subjects young individuals to cyberbullying, unrealistic comparisons, and harmful content. Increased usage is associated with anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem; however, it also yields positive effects, including social inclusion and access to mental health resources. The influence of social media is complex and varied, highlighting the necessity for ongoing assessment and customised interventions.
Method: A scoping review will analyse three recent peer-reviewed research studies examining the effects of social media on the mental health of adolescents in the UK aged 10–19, focusing on outcomes like well-being, anxiety, and depression. Only UK-based, age-specific studies will be included to ensure a focused, up-to-date synthesis of relevant research.
Results: The research revealed that increased social media usage is prevalent among adolescent in the UK, especially girls, correlated with increased depressive symptoms, anxiety, and psychological distress. Girls spent more time on social media, experienced more online harassment, had lower self-esteem, and greater body dissatisfaction. Mediators such as poor sleep, harassment, and negative self-image partly explained these effects. Even after adjusting for these, heavy social media use remained directly linked to depressive symptoms, particularly in lower-income and single-parent families.
Conclusion: Social media presents both risks and benefits for adolescent mental health, challenging health and social care professionals to adopt balanced, evidence-based approaches. Promoting digital literacy, healthy online behaviours, and targeted support, alongside collaboration with families, educators, and policymakers, is essential to maximise benefits and reduce negative impacts on young people.






1. Introduction
This research explores the Influence of social media on adolescents' mental well-being in the UK. Over the past year in the UK, social media has had a consequential function in the daily lives of young individuals, significantly impacting their social interactions, self-image, and mental health. Social media encompasses online platforms that enable users to create, share, and engage with content and communities online (Davies et al., 2025). Prominent examples include Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, and Facebook, all of which are widely used by adolescents (Hayes, B. et al., 2022). Adolescence is the developmental phase occurring between childhood and adulthood, generally defined as spanning ages 10 to 19, characterised by significant physical, emotional, and social transformations (World Health Organisation, 2023). Mental health includes psychological, emotional, and social well-being, modifying a person's behaviour, thought, and feeling (Hope, H. et al., 2021) ‘The influence of maternal health issues on children and teenagers in terms of healthcare resources: A retrospective cohort study conducted in the UK.

This offers adolescents the advantages of peer connectivity, information access, and opportunities for creative expression (Watson, Whiting and Brush, 2023). Online communities provide social support for individuals facing isolation or marginalisation (Winstone et al., 2022). Weaknesses are apparent, especially concerning vulnerability to cyberbullying, unrealistic social comparisons, and exposure to harmful content. Studies indicate correlations between extensive social media usage and heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and diminished self-esteem in UK adolescents (Barnardo’s, 2025).

Nevertheless, offers opportunities for learning and socialisation; however, it can also exacerbate vulnerabilities during adolescence, a stage marked by identity formation and increased sensitivity to peer feedback. The algorithms utilised by these platforms may unintentionally encourage addictive behaviours and increase exposure to harmful content (MONKS, H., CARDOSO, P., PAPAGEORGIOU, A., CAROLAN, C., COSTELLO, L. and THOMAS, L., 2015). However, not all effects are detrimental; certain research emphasises the contribution of social media to promoting social inclusion and offering mental health resources (Aylward, Z. (2023). The impact of social media on adolescent mental health in the UK is complex and requires continuous critical evaluation and tailored interventions.
[image: SMH0134 - Evidence on Impact of social media and screen-use on young  people's health]
Figure 1: (Barnardo’s, 2025)

Rationale:
Recent findings in the UK indicate that the amount of time spent on social media by 12- to 13-year-olds did not directly lead to worsening mental health in those aged 14 to 15. Nevertheless, it was observed that self-esteem significantly mediates much of this impact (Paraskeva et al., 2024). It was reported that time spent on social networking sites among UK adolescents was a key predictor of lower self-esteem and reduced satisfaction with appearance, with this link being influenced by school motivation. Additionally, research in the UK suggests that higher social media engagement is associated with decreased dissatisfaction with appearance among 11- to 14-year-olds. Given these diverse findings, it is important to explore how self-esteem, social comparison, and platform usage patterns interact in the UK to develop effective prevention and intervention strategies.

Review question: 
What is the impact of social media on adolescents' mental health in the United Kingdom?




[bookmark: _Toc215948574][bookmark: _Toc215949097][bookmark: _Toc215949506]Objectives:

· [bookmark: _Toc215948575][bookmark: _Toc215949098][bookmark: _Toc215949507]To discuss the connection between the extent and type of social media 
· [bookmark: _Toc215948576][bookmark: _Toc215949099][bookmark: _Toc215949508]To analyse the impact of social media on adolescents' mental health in the UK.
· To provide recommendations for the improvement of adolescents' mental health in the UK related to social media usage. 

2. Background 

The influence of social media on adolescent mental health has garnered significant attention in the UK, particularly within health and social care. Recent research, including Paraskeva et al. (2024), shows that the length of using social media at the ages 12–13 does not lead to worse mental health outcomes at ages 14–15; however, self-esteem acts as a key mediator. This research highlights that the psychological mechanisms linked to social media are complex, with self-esteem and social comparison being important factors. Adolescents with lower self-esteem may be more vulnerable to negative social comparisons, which can affect their satisfaction with appearance and overall well-being (Paraskeva et al., 2024). Other UK-based studies suggest that higher levels of social media engagement might be associated with less dissatisfaction with appearance among 11- to 14-year-olds, emphasising the nuanced and context-dependent nature of these relationships.
Challenges persist despite these insights. NHS Digital (2023) reports that approximately one in six children between the ages of 5 to 16 in England may be experiencing a mental health disorder, with social media often identified as a contributing factor. The acknowledgement of social media on mental well-being has existed for more than ten years; however, the continuous evolution of platforms and usage trends necessitates persistent attention. Health and social care professionals encounter difficulties in recognising at-risk individuals, customising interventions, and mitigating the digital divide, which can restrict access to online support assets.
Enhancing adolescent well-being requires the development of digital literacy, the promotion of healthy online behaviours, the encouragement of a positive self-image through school-based programs, and parental engagement. The current approaches exhibit strengths such as increased public awareness and the implementation of evidence-based interventions. Nonetheless, weaknesses remain, including inconsistent content regulation and a lack of extensive long-term data regarding intervention efficacy. Anti-bullying campaigns demonstrate potential; however, their effectiveness and long-term viability necessitate additional assessment. Further investigation is required to comprehend the impacts specific to platforms, the function of online peer support, and the necessity for culturally sensitive interventions. It is essential to address these gaps to develop comprehensive strategies that cater to the specific needs of adolescents in the UK.

3. Methods:
A secondary research method will be used to examine the effects of social media on adolescents' mental health in the UK. A scoping review of studies published since 2020 will be performed. The inclusion criteria will be based on articles published between July 2020 and July 2025 to explore the connection between social media use and adolescent mental health. Three to five peer-reviewed journals will be selected from databases such as PubMed, ProQuest, and others (Keles et al., 2020). Keywords will be mental health, adolescents, teenagers, UK, impact, effects, and social media.
The approach will be employed to examine the effects of social media on adolescents' mental health in the UK, specifically through a scoping review methodology. This is suitable for mapping essential concepts, types of evidence, and research gaps within a specific domain, such as the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health (Lahti, H., Kokkonen, M., Hietajärvi, L., et al., 2024). The review examines literature published between July 2020 and July 2025, thereby ensuring that the findings remain current and pertinent to the evolving digital landscape. The selected time frame aims to encompass the latest research, taking into account the potential effects of societal changes, including the COVID-19 pandemic, which may have affected social media usage patterns and mental health outcomes in young individuals (Viner et al., 2019).
The scoping review will include three peer-reviewed studies published in English that specifically examine the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health in the UK context. Adolescents are defined as individuals aged 10 to 19 years, consistent with the World Health Organisation’s classification (WHO, 2021). Articles will be analysed in terms of mental health, such as well-being or self-esteem, anxiety, and depression related to social media use. Research that examines general online behaviour or populations outside the UK or the specified age range will be excluded to maintain a focused analysis.
Databases including PubMed, ProQuest, Google Scholar and UWTSD Library will undergo systematic searches employing a combination of keywords and Boolean operators. The search terms will encompass: “mental health,” “adolescents,” “teenagers,” “UK,” “impact,” “effects,” and “social media.” The selected keywords aim to optimise the retrieval of pertinent literature, while also accommodating a range of mental health outcomes and social media platforms (Keles et al., 2020).
The peer-reviewed journal articles will be selected from the search results based on their methodological quality, relevance, and contribution to understanding the influence of social media on adolescent mental health in the UK. This review seeks to synthesise contemporary findings, highlight areas of consensus and disagreement, and identify gaps for future research. This approach will provide significant insights for academic discourse and practical interventions in the field.


Data analysis:
Thematic analysis will be used to analyse the data, and findings will be grouped into themes (Braun and Clarke, 2021).
Keywords:
social media usage, mental well-being, depression, depressive disorders, anxiety, and poor self-esteem. self-worth, computer usage, technology engagement, psychological distress, emotional feelings, body dissatisfaction, behaviour, and cyberbullying.

Ethical consideration: 
When conducting secondary research, several key ethical considerations will be taken into account: 
· The principle of non-maleficence requires researchers to minimise potential issues, such as dishonesty in data reporting and the reliability of sources. All sources will be referenced in Harvard style to ensure the validity of the findings (BHBIA, 2020).
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	Author(s) and publication year 
	

Aim
	

Methodology and methods 
	

Findings 

	Plackett et al. (2023) 
	To examine the longitudinal relationship between social media use and mental health among UK adolescents, and to assess whether self-esteem and peer connectedness mediate this relationship. 
	Longitudinal observational study using data from Understanding Society (2009-2019). 
Sample: 3,228 adolescents aged 10-15.
Measures: 
· Social media use at ages 12-13.
· Self-esteem and peer connectedness at ages 13-14.
· Mental health (SDQ) at ages 14-15. 
	Previous mental health issues, such as depression and poor self-esteem, were factors contributing to poor mental health and social media usage. 

	Sala et al. (2024) 
	To identify strategies for risk mitigation and inform best practices for the safe and effective use of social media among adolescents. 
	A thorough literature search was carried out to ensure the review incorporated the most recent studies, reflecting the rapidly changing nature of social media between 2015 and 2023. The review revealed considerable differences in the research methods and measurement approaches used across the primary studies.

In total, 2,350 articles were identified through database searches, with an additional five studies located manually. All records underwent a detailed screening and stringent quality assessment process before inclusion.
	The evidence was noted that higher levels of SMU were associated with heightened symptoms of depression, anxiety, and psychological distress, though the effect sizes were modest.
The findings also pointed to the complexity of the relationship, with some evidence suggesting that the context, content, and patterns of SMU are important moderators.
· Not all social media use is harmful; for some adolescents, SMU may provide social support, foster identity exploration, and enable positive interactions. Conversely, excessive use, negative online experiences, or exposure to harmful content were associated with poorer well-being and mental health outcomes. 

	Kelly et al., (2019)
	The aim is to explore the different ways in which social media use could be connected to depressive symptoms in adolescents. This approach examines multiple possible explanations simultaneously, providing a more complete picture of how social media can impact the mental well-being of young individuals.

Additionally, the goal is to enhance understanding of these underlying mechanisms, which can help guide the development of effective interventions to reduce the negative impacts of social media on adolescent mental health.
	The research utilised information from the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS), which is a nationally representative, longitudinal study conducted in the UK. This cohort tracks children born to 19,244 families between 2000 and 2002, with careful sampling to ensure participants from all regions of the UK, as well as from disadvantaged and ethnically diverse backgrounds, were included through a stratified approach.

Participants reported their average weekday social media use, which was then classified into the following categories: no use, less than one hour, one to three hours, three to five hours, and five or more hours per day.

For the analysis, the sample consisted of 10,904 children who were single births and had complete data on depressive symptoms. Any missing data were addressed using multiple imputation methods to strengthen the robustness of the findings.
	. Social Media Use Patterns and Demographic Differences

· The average age of the participants in the study was 14.3 years. Girls were found to spend more time on social media compared to boys; specifically, 43.1% of girls reported using social platforms for three or more hours daily, while only 21.9% of boys did the same. In contrast, just 4% of girls (versus 10% of boys) stated that they didn’t engage with social media in any way. Girls were also more likely than boys to face online harassment (38.7% compared to 25.1%), experience low self-esteem (12.8% versus 8.9%), feel discontented with the mass of their body (78.2% compared to 68.3%), and with their dejected appearance (15.4% versus 11.8%). Additionally, girls reported getting less sleep and experiencing more sleep disruptions than boys.

· Relationship Between Social Media Use and Depressive Symptoms

Increased time spent on social media was linked to higher scores for depressive symptoms among both boys and girls, with a stronger association observed in girls. There was a clear pattern: as daily social media use increased, so did depressive symptom scores, especially for girls. Girls who used social media for three to five hours per day had depressive symptom scores that were 26% higher, and those using it for five or more hours had scores that were 50% higher, compared to the reference group (those using it for one to three hours). For boys, these increases were 21% and 35%, respectively. Higher usage was also associated with a greater likelihood of experiencing clinically significant depressive symptoms.

· Mediating Effects of Online Harassment, Sleep, Self-Esteem, and Body Image

When the analysis accounted for factors such as online harassment, sleep quality, self-esteem, and body image, the strength of the link between social media use and depressive symptoms was reduced, suggesting that these factors partially explain the relationship. Despite this adjustment, using social media for five or more hours per day remained significantly associated with depressive symptoms in both genders, though the effect was less pronounced. These patterns were consistent when considering the presence of clinically relevant depressive symptoms.

· Mechanisms Connecting Social Media Use and Depressive Symptoms

Pathway analysis confirmed that social media use influences depressive symptoms through several intermediary routes, including poor sleep (shorter duration, difficulty falling asleep, and more sleep interruptions), involvement in online harassment (either as a victim or perpetrator), low self-esteem, and negative body image (dissatisfaction with body or unhappiness with appearance). Poor sleep and experiences of online harassment emerged as the most influential mediators. Greater engagement with social media was also tied to less sleep, reduced self-esteem, greater body dissatisfaction, and increased exposure to online harassment. Both low self-esteem and negative body image were closely linked with higher depressive symptom scores, both directly and indirectly, such as through their impact on sleep or experiences with harassment. Importantly, even after accounting for all these mediating factors, a direct association between heavy social media use and depressive symptoms persisted, suggesting that additional, unidentified factors may also contribute.

· The study also found that adolescents from lower-income or single-parent families were more likely to be frequent social media users. Furthermore, high levels of internalising symptoms at age 11 were associated with both increased social media use and higher depressive symptom scores by age 14.

	
	
	
	





4.2 Theme Development
The findings from the three studies were analysed, and two core themes emerged consistently across studies:

	Themes 
	

	Theme 1
	Multiple Mediating Factors Linking Social Media Use and Depressive Symptoms.

	Theme 2
	Gender Differences in Exposure, Use Patterns, and Psychological Vulnerability.



These themes reflect the interaction between social media behaviours and adolescent mental health outcomes, with emphasis on both risk pathways and demographic differences.
 4.3 Theme 1: Multiple Mediating Factors Linking Social Media Use and Depressive Symptoms
All three studies indicate that the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is indirect and mediated by multiple psychosocial factors rather than arising from social media use alone.
Kelly et al. (2019) demonstrate that variables such as poor sleep quality, exposure to online harassment, low self-esteem, and negative body image explain a significant proportion of the association between higher social media use and depressive symptoms. Although adjusting for these mediators reduces the strength of the relationship, a direct association remains, suggesting that additional unmeasured factors may also be relevant.
Similarly, Sala et al. (2024) report a complex pattern, showing that the emotional impact of social media depends strongly on the type of use (active vs passive), content exposure, and online experiences. Negative experiences (e.g., cyberbullying, comparison-based platforms) were associated with poorer outcomes, while positive interactions and supportive communities could contribute to improved well-being.
Plackett et al. (2023) add evidence that pre-existing poor mental health increases vulnerability to problematic social media use, suggesting a bidirectional relationship, where adolescents with low self-esteem or peer difficulties may both turn to social media for support and simultaneously be more affected by it.
Together, these findings show that social media is part of a broader ecosystem influencing adolescent well-being, operating through interlinked risk pathways rather than a single causal mechanism.

4.4 Theme 2: Gender Differences in Exposure, Use Patterns, and Psychological Vulnerability
A consistent finding across the studies is the gendered pattern in both social media use and mental health outcomes. Kelly et al. (2019) show that girls use social media more frequently than boys, and a higher proportion report negative experiences such as online harassment, body dissatisfaction, and low self-esteem. These factors are strongly linked to depressive symptoms.
Girls using social media for three or more hours per day showed significantly higher depression scores than boys with similar use patterns, indicating heightened vulnerability among female adolescents. The findings suggest that gendered social pressures, body image norms, and relational dynamics in online spaces disproportionately affect girls.
Sala et al. (2024) support this interpretation by noting that social comparison and identity concerns are often more salient for girls, potentially intensifying the emotional impact of social media exposure. Plackett et al. (2023) also highlight that peer connectedness and self-esteem operate differently across genders in predicting later mental health outcomes. This evidence demonstrates that adolescent mental health interventions should consider gendered differences, as both the type of platform use and the nature of online risks vary significantly between girls and boys.
 

5. Discussion:
This discussion interprets the findings of the scoping review in relation to the original aim: to explore how social media use is associated with adolescent mental health in the UK, and what this means for health and social care practice. The results indicate that the relationship between social media use and depressive symptoms is not linear or straightforward, but instead operates through a network of interrelated psychosocial factors. Across the included studies, heavy or problematic social media use was consistently associated with poorer mental health outcomes; however, this association was strongly mediated by sleep disruption, online harassment, self-esteem, and body image, as well as by pre-existing mental health difficulties. These findings suggest that social media functions as an amplifier of existing vulnerabilities rather than a single, isolated cause of distress.
At the same time, the review highlights clear gendered patterns in exposure and impact. Girls were more likely than boys to spend longer on social media, to experience online harassment, and to report low self-esteem and body dissatisfaction. In turn, these factors were more strongly associated with depressive symptoms among girls than boys, pointing to a gendered vulnerability embedded in the wider social and cultural norms that shape online interactions. This has important implications for health and social care professionals, as it indicates that digital risk is unevenly distributed and that interventions must be sensitive to gender, identity, and social context.
The extensive use of social media platforms has markedly altered the social environment for adolescents in the UK. These platforms provide avenues for communication, self-expression, and support; however, there is increasing concern about their effects on the mental health and well-being of young individuals, especially in relation to health and social care.
Recent evidence indicates a multifaceted relationship linking the use of social platforms and adolescent mental health. Social media can enhance social connectedness, facilitate access to peer support, and empower young individuals to seek assistance for mental health issues (Sanger, 2020). Excessive or negative engagement on social media is correlated with an increased risk of anxiety, depression, and diminished self-esteem. The Mental Health Foundation (2023) indicates that exposure to cyberbullying, unrealistic body images, and social comparison on platforms like Instagram and TikTok can intensify feelings of inadequacy and distress in adolescents.
These trends hold significant implications for healthcare. Professionals engaging with youth must address the dual nature of social media, recognising it as both a valuable resource and a significant risk factor. Digital well-being programs have been implemented in NHS Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services, where clinicians routinely enquire about social media habits during mental health assessments to identify potential correlations between online activity and mental health symptoms. Early intervention and education are crucial; providing adolescents with digital literacy skills enables them to critically assess online content and identify harmful behaviours (NHS Digital, 2023). Collaboration among educational institutions, health services, and social care providers is essential for the development of effective prevention and support strategies. The HeadStart programme, supported by The National Lottery Community Fund, operates in various UK regions to establish resilience-building groups for adolescents, facilitating open discussions on the impact of social media and promoting peer support (The National Lottery Community Fund, 2023). This encompasses the promotion of positive online behaviours, the provision of accessible mental health services, and the engagement of young people in the co-design of interventions (Children's Commissioner for England, 2025).
The impact of social media is not uniform; factors such as socioeconomic background, gender, and pre-existing mental health conditions influence adolescents' experiences and responses to online environments (Hamilton et al., 2022). Customised strategies are essential to meet the varied requirements of youth in the UK. For example, (Barnardo’s, 2024). A UK children's charity offers focused assistance to vulnerable populations, including care leavers and young individuals with disabilities, recognising that these groups encounter unique online threats and necessitate specialised interventions.
According to Gabrielle et al. (2024), social media is an important aspect of teenage life, and its impact on mental health is multifaceted. The health and social care sector must adapt to these changes by prioritising holistic, evidence-based interventions that enable young people to navigate digital environments safely and positively
Limitations:
The research's main limitations include the secondary data approach and the small sample, which is based on three peer-reviewed journal articles. Primary research would have provided a first-hand experience to the researcher and a better insight into the topic. 
6. Recommendations:
1. Include Digital Well-being in Routine Examinations: 
Standard mental health examinations for teenagers should include questions regarding social media usage and online experiences. This approach would guarantee that help is customised to the digital realities of young people's lives and enable early identification of individuals at risk from harmful online interactions (Nageswaran et al., 2023).
2. Enhance Interdisciplinary Collaboration: 
It is crucial for health and social care professionals, such as school nurses, counsellors, social workers, and general practitioners, to collaborate effectively in monitoring and supporting adolescents' mental health concerning social media. The dissemination of knowledge and resources among sectors facilitates a coordinated approach to addressing emerging online risks (Maltby et al., 2024).
3. Increase Access to Digital Mental Health Resources: 
Service providers and commissioners ought to invest in evidence-based digital resources, including online self-help tools, moderated peer support groups, and teletherapy specifically designed for adolescents. These resources can fill in the gaps in traditional service provision and help people who might not want to get help in person (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).
4. Empower Parents and Carers with Guidance:
Giving parents and carers up-to-date information and training about the possible risks and benefits of social media can help them better support teens. This could include helpful tips on how to keep an eye on use, spot warning signs, and make it easier for people to talk about their online experiences. 
5. Advocate for Safer Online Environments:
 Health and social care professionals should be involved in campaigns and policy talks that push for safer places to be online. This includes pushing for stricter rules for social media sites and backing the UK Online Safety Act to keep young people safe from harmful content (UK Government, 2024).
6. Encourage young people to get involved in service design:
Young people should be directly involved in the planning and assessment of services and interventions designed to promote digital well-being. Peer research and consultation led by young people can make the resources and policies useful and relevant to the people they are meant to help.
7. Training for professionals regularly:
Health and social care workers should get regular training on how social media is changing and how it affects teens' mental health. This will keep professionals up to date on the latest trends and best ways to help young people in a digital world (Barnardo's, 2024). 
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[bookmark: _Toc215949510]7. Conclusion:
The impact of social media on adolescent mental health poses considerable challenges and opportunities for health and social care professionals. Platforms can facilitate connection, self-expression, and access to support; however, they are also linked to increased risks such as heightened anxiety, depression, and challenges related to self-esteem and cyberbullying. The impacts are frequently intensified during adolescence, a stage characterised by susceptibility and swift identity formation. Health and social care professionals must adopt nuanced, evidence-based approaches that recognise the dual nature of social media use, encompassing both its benefits and drawbacks. Practitioners can assist adolescents in safely navigating the complexities of the digital landscape by promoting digital literacy, encouraging healthy online behaviours, and providing targeted support for those at risk. A collaborative approach that includes young people, families, educators, and policymakers is crucial for maximising the benefits of social media and minimising its potential negative impacts on adolescent mental health.
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