
A Scoping Review of Social Media Use and Its Impact on Adolescent Mental Health


Student Name: Shabana Ali
2326747
Introduction to Independent Research Skills BMHP5019 (COMPONENT 2)


Table of Contents
Introduction	2
Background	4
Methods	6
Results	7
Summary Table	7
Thematic Analysis	10
Discussion of Results	12
Thematic Analysis	12
1. Psychological Impacts	12
2.Social and Behavioural Consequences of Social Media	12
3. Moderating and Mediating Factors	13
4. Coping Strategies and Intervention	13
Research Gaps and Limitations	14
Theoretical and practical implications	14
Recommendations and Conclusion	16
References	17




A Scoping Review of Social Media Use and Its Impact on Adolescent Mental Health
[bookmark: _Toc214107895]Introduction
Adolescent mental health has increasingly become a priority within the UK public health, as the level of anxiety, depression and emotional distress in adolescents continues to rise. Concurrently, social media is now a key aspect of adolescent life which affects communication, identity development, and social interactions. In this review, social media will be defined as interactive online systems that enable users to produce, distribute, as well as interact with content and adolescence will be used as an understanding of a period of development between 10 and 19 years of age. Given that association between the use of social media and mental health is multidimensional, ever-changing, making the scoping review inquiries a proper method to map the width of the current studies instead of evaluating a single intervention or outcome. According to Arksey and O’Malley (2005) scoping reviews are useful in the topics when concepts are broad and evidence is varied, offering a structured approach to discovering, organising, and summarising available literature.
Evidence to date presents a mixed picture. Several longitudinal and cross-sectional studies conducted in the UK have reported that excessive or unregulated levels of social media use correlate with more symptoms of depression, lower wellbeing, and low sleep-in adolescents (Kelly et al., 2018; Scott et al., 2019). However, according to other studies, there is also a potential of positive effects, including possibilities to express oneself, social support and community-building, suggesting that the results may be conditional upon the use patterns, personal vulnerability, and situational circumstances (Valkenburg et al., 2022). These inconsistencies indicate the need of having a thorough mapping of the field to shed light on what is already known, where there is agreement and disagreement and how social media can affect psychological and social outcomes. This knowledge is vital to scholars of education, health professionals and policymakers who are becoming more and more obliged to address issues regarding digital spaces and youth mental health (Aveyard, 2014).
Through these considerations, this review would aim to present a systematic review of how the use of social media affects teenage mental health. The review question will be: How has been reported mental health of adolescents affected by the use of social media, and what does the existing literature say about ways such effects can be described? The research aims are triple: to establish the psychological and social effects of using social media among adolescents; to investigate interventions and coping strategies suggested by the research that could reduce the threats or maximize benefits; and to identify gaps in evidence base and their future implications on education, healthcare practice and policy development. By mapping the existing literature, the review will inform the better understanding of this rapidly developing field and inform informed, evidence-based decision-making.


[bookmark: _Toc214107896]Background
Mental health among adolescents has become central concern in UK health and social care, with the last few national reports showing that one out of six children and young people have reached the threshold of a likely mental disorder (NHS Digital, 2021). The COVID-19 period escalated anxiety, low mood, emotional distress and sleep issues, with most young people noting increased and more emotionally-charged use of digital platforms, including social media (NHS Digital, 2021). Social media has thus emerged as a relevant aspect of modern digital health, affecting the ways in which adolescents communicate, construct identity and search information. Concurrently, regulatory and policy environment of digital spaces has changed. The Mental Health Act 1983 offers legislation of the care and treatment of those who face mental health challenges in England and Wales with a particular focus on the safeguarding of people, age adequacy of care and early intervention (Mental Health Act, 1983). Recently, the Online Safety Act 2023 imposed certain obligations on the providers of social media to ensure that children are not harmed by digital content and that they do not expose children to any age-related content and that their users can be transparently reported. According to these legislative trends, digital experiences, such as the use of social media, have become inseparable with the mental wellbeing of young people, leading to increased policy focus on digital risk and resilience.
Within the existing practice and services, the application of social media cuts across several levels of child and adolescent mental health service. NHS Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) routinely address psychosocial stressors related to digital engagement, such as sleep disturbance, cyberbullying and body-image issues (Scott et al., 2019; Viner et al., 2019). The NICE guidelines on depression and self-harm in children and young people underline the role of evaluating digital effects and online communication in the routine clinical practice. Digital frameworks of mental health provision at schools, such as the condition of digital citizenship education championed by the UK Council for Internet Safety (UKCIS), play the same role as educators urge the youth to develop digital literacy and cope with the demands of the internet. Besides the conventional services, some digital mental health services like MeeTwo and ThinkNinja have also appeared in the NHS Apps Library, which provides adolescents with moderated peer support and cognitive behavioural therapy-related tools.
Despite these policy and service developments, there are still a number of challenges. Data on the direction and strength of the correlation between social media use and adolescent mental health are still inconclusive. Large scale UK cohort studies have associated high or disruptive usage of social media with more depressive symptoms, worse wellbeing and low self-esteem (Kelly et al., 2018; Serenko et al., 2021). Conversely, umbrella and longitudinal reviews reveal that results are quite inconsistent, depending on the features of the user, parental supervision and engagement patterns, as some teenagers find better social support and less isolation in online communities (Valkenburg et al., 2022; Winstone et al., 2022). These contradictions imply that there is no clear understanding of causal mechanisms, and thus, it is hard to predict preventive measures that can be effective in the hands of practitioners and policymakers. According to Mabaso et al. (2024), evidence gaps exist regarding the effects of various forms of use, such as passive scrolling, making or publishing content or the presence of public accounts, or both on these outcomes, especially in subgroups such as younger adolescents or those with underlying vulnerabilities. 
Another challenge relates to services and early intervention. Though CAMHS offers services to adolescents with substantial mental health needs, a lengthy wait time and inconsistent access to services restrict access to timely engagement, as most youths resort to social media to find informal support or express themselves (Neufeld et al., 2017). Adolescents in qualitative research express that mental health services rarely hear them and tend to incorporate digital experiences into care planning and assessment (O’Reilly et al., 2018). At the policy level, despite the strengthening of protections by the Online Safety Act (2023), the act continues to be implemented, and various platforms do not equally ensure the provision of safeguards. 
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The review was conducted using the five-stage scoping review framework by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) to make an organised and transparent method of identifying and mapping the current evidence on the use of the social media and its effect on adolescent mental health. To obtain multidisciplinary health, psychological and social sciences research, data were collected based on structured searches of major academic databases, such as PubMed, CINAHL, PsycINFO, Scopus and the UWTSD library catalogue. Search terms were also refined using Boolean operators like AND and OR. For example, “social media AND adolescent,” “youth AND mental health,” “depression OR anxiety,” and “digital wellbeing, and psychological impact.” Additional filters were used to make it relevant and high quality.
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were set to guide the research.  The research studies included peer-reviewed journal articles published within the last 10 years, articles published in English, and articles including adolescents aged 10-19 years. Eligible studies considered psychological, behavioural or social implications of using social media. The exclusion criteria were used to remove studies that only included adults, non-peer-reviewed sources, non-English literature, and studies published earlier than the specified time. The screening was done on titles and abstracts; followed by assessment of the full text of studies meeting the criteria. Key articles were also reviewed by their reference lists to obtain other related studies.
For data analysis, Aveyard's (2014) simplified thematic analysis was selected as it supports the organisation of diverse evidence into coherent patterns appropriate for the conduct of a scoping review. Extracted data were charted in a structured table that captured study characteristics, methods and key findings. Codes were generated inductively to represent recurrent ideas which were grouped into broader themes that illustrate psychological effects, social outcomes and coping or intervention strategies (Saunders et al., 2019). Thematic analysis was justified as it allows the synthesising of heterogeneous study designs while allowing flexibility to the different conceptualisations of social media use in the literature.
As secondary research, no direct participant involvement occurred; however, ethical standards were upheld including careful citation, avoidance of plagiarism, transparent reporting of methods and adhering to UWTSD's Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice. Efforts were made to minimise bias by applying consistent criteria and thoroughly documenting the study selection and analysis process.
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The study identified four overarching themes that characterise how social media use influences adolescent mental health and how the current evidence base addresses these effects. These themes include: 
1. Psychological impacts of social media including depression, outcomes of anxiety and self-esteem
2. The social and behavioural consequences including sleep disruption, cyberbullying and peer-related pressures.
3. The moderating and mediating factors that influence differential experiences, including user type, parental guidance and problematic social media use.
4. The coping strategies and intervention approaches identified across studies.
These themes form a structure to understand the complexity of the digital experience for adolescents.
[bookmark: _Toc214107899]Summary Table 
	Author(s), Year
	Research Objectives
	Methods
	Key Findings
	Relevance to Review Question

	Valkenburg et al. (2022)
	To synthesise evidence on how social media affects adolescent mental health.
	Umbrella review of 25 meta-analyses & systematic reviews.
	Associations were weak or inconsistent; some reviews found substantial harm.
	Shows overall mixed evidence; highlights gaps and variability in effects.

	Plackett et al. (2023)
	To examine longitudinal links between social media use and later mental health.
	UK longitudinal survey; regression & path analysis (n=3228).
	Minimal evidence of direct harm; self-esteem mediated some effects.
	Shows complex pathways and limited causal evidence; informs moderating effects.

	Kelly et al. (2018)
	To assess associations between social media use and depressive symptoms.
	UK Millennium Cohort Study; regression & mediation models (n=10,904).
	Higher use linked to depression, especially in girls; sleep, harassment, self-esteem mediated effects.
	Identifies psychological and behavioural pathways influencing mental health.

	Yu et al. (2024)
	To compare effects of viewing vs posting on mental health.
	Longitudinal UK adult sample (n=15,836).
	Posting frequently predicted poorer mental health; viewing showed no effect.
	Highlights importance of type of use; supports theme on moderators.

	Scott et al. (2019)
	To explore links between social media use and sleep.
	Cross-sectional cohort (n=11,872).
	Heavy use associated with late sleep onset and poorer sleep quality.
	Shows behavioural impacts (sleep) that affect mental health.

	Hoare et al. (2020)
	To examine mental health and health behaviours.
	UK cohort study of ages 7–14.
	Adolescents with mental health issues reported higher social media use.
	Suggests bidirectional links between mental health and digital behaviour.

	Winstone et al. (2022)
	To identify social media user types and related outcomes.
	Latent class analysis (n=2456).
	“Broadcasters” had worst mental health outcomes one year later.
	Supports theme on different user types and associated risks.

	Mabaso et al. (2024)
	To assess public accounts and parental guidance.
	Cross-sectional survey (n=16,655).
	Public accounts increased risk of anxiety/depression; parental guidance was protective.
	Highlights protective factors and importance of online behaviours.

	Neufeld et al. (2017)
	To examine impact of mental health service contact.
	UK longitudinal cohort (n=1238).
	Service contact reduced depressive symptoms over time.
	Informs coping/intervention approaches relevant to youth wellbeing.

	Hart et al. (2005)
	To explore CAMHS service-user experiences.
	Qualitative focus groups (27 youths, 30 parents).
	Identified therapeutic needs and value of user-centred practice.
	Relevant for intervention and service-support themes.

	Van den Eijnden et al. (2018)
	To assess effects of disordered vs heavy use.
	3-wave longitudinal study (n=538).
	Disordered use predicted poorer wellbeing and school functioning.
	Demonstrates harm linked to problematic use patterns.

	Serenko et al. (2021)
	To examine effects of SNS use on health.
	Millennium Cohort data modelling (n=11,406).
	SNS use negatively affected health via reduced sleep and diet.
	Shows mediating behavioural mechanisms affecting wellbeing.

	Viner et al. (2019)
	To analyse mediators of social media effects.
	Secondary analysis of longitudinal data (n=12,866).
	Cyberbullying, sleep and inactivity mediated negative outcomes; stronger effects in girls.
	Reinforces mediating mechanisms underlying mental health impact.

	O’Reilly et al. (2018)
	To explore adolescent views on social media.
	Qualitative study (54 adolescents; 6 focus groups).
	Youth perceived social media as a source of anxiety, mood changes and cyberbullying.
	Provides user-perceived psychological and social impacts.

	Amabebe (2025)
	To analyse effects on self-esteem, anxiety and depression.
	Systematic literature review.
	Excessive use linked to low self-esteem, FOMO, anxiety and depressive symptoms.
	Supports evidence on psychological effects and need for digital literacy.
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1. Psychological Impacts
Across the studies reviewed, social media use was highly associated with psychological outcomes, such as depression, anxiety and decreased self-esteem. Kelly et al (2018) found that adolescents who used social media for five or more hours per day exhibited significantly greater depressive symptoms, especially among girls, where sleep, online harassment, and body image issues mediated the effect. Another review by Amabebe (2025) found similar results in that social comparison and fear of missing out led to higher anxiety and lower self-esteem. Valkenburg et al. (2022) noted that while evidence is varied across studies, there are several reviews that found significant negative associations between social media use and adolescent mental health.
2. Social and Behavioural Consequences
Behavioural impacts such as sleep disruption, cyberbullying and peer-pressure were identified consistently. Scott et al. (2019) showed that very high social media users among adolescents were more likely to have late sleep onset and disturbed sleep patterns, which are known to increase emotional vulnerability. Viner et al. (2019) found that cyberbullying, poor sleep and less physical activity mediated the relationship between more frequent social media use and poor mental health, particularly among girls. O'Reilly et al. (2018) also pointed to the reports from adolescents concerning social media as being a source of peer comparison pressure and emotional strain.
3. Moderating and Mediating Factors
Differential experiences were influenced by user type, parental guidance and problematic use patterns. Winstone et al. (2022) revealed that "Broadcasters," as an active creator and content sharer, are more likely to have worse mental health outcomes one year later. Mabaso et al. (2024) found that adolescents with public social media accounts were found to have an increased odds of anxiety and depression but active parental guidance reduced this risk. Plackett et al. (2023) suggested that self-esteem may partially mediate the relationship between early social media use and later mental health although this effect diminished after adjustment.
4. Coping Strategies and Interventions
Several studies found protective strategies and intervention. Neufeld et al. (2017) found that the earlier the mental health services were accessed, the less severe the symptoms of depression were over time. Hart et al (2005) stressed the importance of user-centred therapy within CAMHS. Other studies called for the strengthening of digital literacy, balanced routines, and the strengthening of parental involvement to minimize the risks.
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The findings from reviewed studies show that the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is complex and depends on psychological, social, behavioural and contextual factors. While the research question aims to understand the impact of social media use on adolescent mental health and the ways in which these have been studied in the literature, the studies reveal both converging evidence and diverging evidence around the four thematic domains.
[bookmark: _Toc214107902]Thematic Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc214107903]1. Psychological Impacts
The theme of psychological impacts has the strongest evidence of association. Multiple studies, including Kelly et al. (2018), Amabebe (2025) and O'Reilly et al. (2018), have reliably found that excessive social media use is associated with increased depressive symptoms, increased anxiety and decreased self-esteem. Kelly et al. found gendered differences where girls showed more vulnerability because of body image issues and online harassment. These psychological outcomes are supported by internal processes such as social comparison and fear of missing out, which were emphasized in Amabebe's review. However, Valkenburg et al. (2022) question the consistency of these findings, suggesting that while some reviews identify substantial negative effects, others find only week associations. This contrast highlights variability in the quality of methodology, measurement differences, as well as the continuously changing nature of social media platforms. However, the overall pattern across individual empirical studies is to be biased towards an important psychological influence, particularly among heavy or emotionally invested users.
[bookmark: _Toc214107904]2.Social and Behavioural Consequences of Social Media
The social and behavioural effects further add to the knowledge on the emergence of these psychological outcomes. Scott et al. (2019) and Serenko et al. (2021) maintain that frequent use of social media interferes with sleep patterns, including the onset and maintenance, contributing to fatigue, emotional swings, and exposure to mental health degradation. According to Viner et al. (2019), cyberbullying is a strong mediator, especially in girls, where negative interactions serve to strengthen anxiety, distress, and poor wellbeing. O’Reilly et al. (2018) complement these results with personal perceptions of adolescents, who refer to social media as one of the spaces where peer pressure and online criticisms increase emotional burden. These behavioural pathways show that social media affects mental health through direct emotional processes and indirectly by affecting the necessary routines and social experiences. The consistency of findings regarding sleep disturbances and cyberbullying across longitudinal, cross-sectional, and qualitative evidence strengthens confidence in these mechanisms.
[bookmark: _Toc214107905]3. Moderating and Mediating Factors
Plackett et al. (2023) indicate that, demographic and environmental confounders reduce the effects of early exposure to social media on mental health outcomes in the future, however, self-esteem partially mediates the relationship. This suggests that while social media can impact emotional wellbeing, individual factors including the underlying mental health or stage of development play decisive role. User patterns are also different and cause different results. Winstone et al. (2022) prove that the results of mental health among Broadcasters, who actively post and share content, are worse than those of individuals who use social media to communicate or browse by themselves. This result is consistent with those of Yu et al. (2024), who discovered that posting and not viewing were found to predict greater mental health issues, leading to the conclusion that a more active process can lead to increased exposure to feedback, assessment, or social comparison. The situational factors are also important; Mabaso et al. (2024) discovered that the presence of a public account exposed an individual to a high risk of anxiety and depression but active parental guidance reduced the risk. Therefore, not every use is equal; the nature, situations, and affective inversion of social media lead to differential results. 
[bookmark: _Toc214107906]4. Coping Strategies and Intervention
Coping strategies and intervention approaches provide insight into how to control the risks. Neufeld et al. (2017) demonstrate that initial utilization of mental health services helps to minimize the risk of depression in the long run, which suggests that the established support can counteract the negative factors associated with exposure to social media or predispositions to depression. Hart et al. (2005) stress the need to adopt user-centred and family-inclusive practice in CAMHS and the positive effects of supportive therapeutic settings. Despite the limited research specifically aimed at interventions involving social media, some of them have highlighted proactive approaches including digital literacy training, parental supervision and encouragement of healthy behaviours. For example, Serenko et al. (2021) state that sleep hygiene and balanced use education might be more practical than efforts to ban social media altogether. There are also gaps in the literature: although there is evidence of harm, not many strong trials have evaluated targeted interventions in adolescents with distress caused by social media. This lack of intervention studies indicates that there is no correspondence between the reported risks and the accessibility of customized assistance, which highlights a primary goal of the review to determine evidence gaps and guide practice.
[bookmark: _Toc214107907]Research Gaps and Limitations
Several gaps exist in the current literature highlighting the need for stronger and more specific studies of the actual impact of social media on adolescent mental health. Cross-sectional designs are used by many studies including those by Scott et al. (2019) and O’Reilly et al. (2018) that limit the interpretation of causation and are not able to conclude on whether mental health issues are caused by social media or whether social media is more appealing to vulnerable adolescents. Even longitudinal research, such as Plackett et al. (2023) and Winstone et al. (2022), often to demonstrate the less strong effects once the confounding factors are controlled, which means that the outcomes could be affected by other unmeasured variables, like the personality traits or offline relations or the socioeconomic factors. Furthermore, much of the research is dedicated specifically to the analysis of screen time and not content, context, or emotional investment, which is an important aspect to be explored. The other critical gap is the unavailability of research that is intervention-driven. Although a couple of the studies point towards risks, not many of them consider evidence-based strategies to reduce the damage, and even fewer of them conduct controlled studies on digital literacy, parental guidance, or school intervention.
[bookmark: _Toc214107908]Theoretical and practical implications
Theoretically, the results support the significance of conceptualizing adolescent mental health in terms of a socio-ecological model, which acknowledges that the digital behaviours, in combination with psychological susceptibility, social worlds, and developmental issues, play an important role. The data on the presence of different effects, depending on the type of user, parental guidance, and mediating variables like sleep and cyberbullying underscores the importance of even more balanced models that go beyond such simplistic measures as screen-time. These lessons indicate that longitudinal and mechanism-based designs should be the focus of future studies since they can explain better the impact of digital engagement on wellbeing over the years.
Practically, the outcomes underscore the need to use proactive methods that can ensure healthy digital habits among the healthcare professionals, educators, and families. The proposed interventions should target enhancing the digital literacy level, promoting open discussion of online experiences and promoting balanced habits that maintain sleep and emotional control. Mental health services might also be required to incorporate online behaviour assessment to routine practice. Additionally, the evidence shows an increasing necessity in the development of coordinated policies in which schools, the public health system, and the digital platforms are engaged to help provide safe online space to adolescents.


[bookmark: _Toc214107909]Recommendations and Conclusion
The findings of this scoping review indicate that social media use has varied and complex effects on adolescent mental health, driven by psychological, behavioural, and contextual processes. Excessive or emotionally engaged use has always been associated with depressive symptoms, anxiety, and reduced self-esteem with mediations of sleep disturbance, cyberbullying, and social comparison. Factors like user type, problematic use patterns, and parental involvement are moderating factors that influence different experiences of adolescents, whereas less often studied, but potentially promising, coping strategies and therapeutic support may help to eliminate harm.
To fill research gaps, future research needs to use more longitudinal and experimental designs to confirm causal relationships and learn more about the mechanisms underlying harm and resilience. Future studies should investigate the content, context, and motivations of the user. Additionally, the studies should evaluate targeted interventions, such as digital literacy programmes, school-based programs and online safety education, and research that assesses different populations to comprehend the different effects of socioeconomic and cultural background on digital behaviour and mental health are also needed. Also, collaboration with technology firms, this collaboration would aid in research on platform-level data that provide more insight into online experiences.
Policy and practice should focus on strengthening digital wellbeing support within healthcare, education, and community. Primary health care might incorporate regular evaluation of social media behaviour and schools ought to engage in evidence based digital education enabling the youth to counteract online hazards. Regulations of such harmful content should be established more strongly by policymakers to create safer online spaces based on the frameworks like the Online Safety Act. Effective parental engagement programmes and easily available early-intervention services can also be used to make young people grow with balanced digital habits.
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