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Introduction 
In the United Kingdom, youth mental health issues are becoming a bigger public health concern. According to recent data, young individuals between the ages of 16 and 24 had greater rates of anxiety, depression, and emotional distress than people in other age groups (NHS Digital, 2023). At the same time, young people's use of social media has expanded quickly and is now a major aspect of their everyday life. While social media platforms can support communication and social connection, concerns have emerged about their potential impact on psychological wellbeing.
Digital platforms that let users produce, share, and engage with material and each other in online communities are referred to as social media. Among the most frequent users are young people, who often utilise these platforms for self-expression, amusement, and social connection. Negative mental health outcomes, such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and body image dissatisfaction, have been associated with increased exposure to online environments (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2020). According to research, exposure to unrealistic lifestyles and appearance standards, social comparison, and cyberbullying can contribute to emotional distress and a diminished sense of self-worth (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).
Social media use increased as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic because young people relied on internet communication during times of isolation and interruption to their social and academic lives. Even if social media offered opportunities for support and interaction, more screen time and online activity has been linked to psychological vulnerability, stress, and disturbed sleep (Ellis et al., 2020). Understanding the connection between internet participation and mental health outcomes has grown more crucial for legislators, educators, and healthcare professionals as it continues to grow.
The connection between social media use and mental health is still complicated, despite an increase in study in this field. Social media can offer peer support, a sense of community, and access to mental health resources, according to some research, while other studies emphasise the hazards and adverse effects. This intricacy emphasises the necessity of reviewing current studies in order to have a deeper understanding of the overall effects of social media use on the mental health of young people.
This scoping review aims to explore how social media use affects mental health outcomes in young people. It will examine current research evidence, identify key themes relating to psychological wellbeing, harmful content exposure, and protective strategies, and highlight gaps in the literature. Understanding these relationships may support the development of interventions and digital wellbeing strategies to promote healthier social media use among young people.
Review Question
This scoping review seeks to address the following research question: What is the relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes among young people aged 11–24 within a UK context?
The aims of this review are to:
(1) Identify key peer-reviewed research examining social media use and youth mental health outcomes;
(2) Explore common themes relating to psychological distress, sleep disturbance, cyberbullying and protective factors;
(3) Critically evaluate the strengths and limitations of current evidence;
(4) Identify implications for UK health and social care practice.
Background
In the UK, youth mental health issues are becoming an increasingly significant public health concern. According to recent national data, teenagers and young adults are experiencing higher levels of anxiety, depression and emotional distress, with young women reporting particularly high rates of common mental health conditions (NHS Digital, 2023). 
Similar correlations between extensive social media use and elevated depressive symptoms have been shown in UK-based longitudinal studies, especially among teenage girls (Kelly et al., 2018).
 Policymakers and healthcare professionals are increasingly concerned about the factors contributing to this decline in psychological wellbeing.
Social media has become deeply embedded in young people's everyday lives over the past decade. Platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat facilitate social engagement, identity formation and communication. Research indicates that excessive use and exposure to certain types of content may negatively impact mental health outcomes, even though these platforms can also provide social support and connection (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Constant social comparison and exposure to idealised portrayals of lifestyles and body image may increase anxiety and reduce self-confidence among young people (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016). During the COVID-19 pandemic, digital engagement increased as young people relied on online communication during periods of isolation. Although digital platforms helped sustain social connections, increased screen time has been associated with disturbed sleep, reduced physical activity and elevated stress levels (Ellis et al., 2020). Sleep disturbance is strongly linked to poorer mental health outcomes, including depression and emotional dysregulation (Scott and Woods, 2019). However, social media use is not inherently harmful. Despite these concerns, healthcare professionals should consider digital behaviours as part of a broader assessment of young people’s wellbeing. Online communities may enhance access to mental health information and support services, reduce stigma and provide peer support (Naslund et al., 2020). The complexity of social media’s role in mental health is reflected in its potential to both increase vulnerability and ease access to wellbeing resources, treatment pathways and shared experiences.
Examining the available evidence is therefore crucial to understanding the relationship between digital engagement and psychological wellbeing, particularly given the widespread use of social media among young people and the rising prevalence of mental health difficulties. A clearer understanding of both risk and protective factors may inform the development of safer online environments, digital literacy interventions and evidence-based policy responses.
Methods
A systematic secondary research methodology was used in this scoping study to investigate the connection between youth mental health outcomes and social media use. To map the available information, pinpoint important themes, and draw attention to gaps in the literature within a wide research topic, a scoping review method was chosen (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005).

Search Technique 
To find pertinent peer-reviewed research, a thorough search of electronic databases was carried out. Google Scholar, PubMed, PsycINFO, and Scopus were among the databases searched since they offer access to research on social care, psychology, and health. To ensure current relevance, searches were restricted to studies published between 2015 and 2025.
The initial database search identified approximately 154 articles. After removal of duplicates and screening of titles and abstracts against the inclusion criteria, a smaller number of studies were retained for full-text review. Following detailed evaluation, five to six studies were selected for inclusion in the final scoping review.
The screening process was guided by Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) scoping review framework, which includes identifying the research question, identifying relevant studies, study selection, charting the data, and collating and summarising findings.
Although scoping reviews do not require formal quality appraisal in the same way as systematic reviews, consideration was given to methodological rigour, including sample size, study design, and relevance to UK practice.
Among the most important search terms were 
· social media AND anxiety OR depression
· social media AND mental health
· teenagers or young adults AND social media
· psychological health AND cyberbullying
To enhance relevance and refine results, Boolean operators (AND/OR) were applied.




Criteria for Inclusion and Exclusion
Studies were chosen based on inclusion and exclusion criteria to guarantee quality and relevance.

Criteria for inclusion:
· peer-reviewed journal articles
· published in English
· focused on young people aged 11–24 
· Examined social media use and mental health outcomes
· reported primary research findings



Criteria for exclusion
· studies that are exclusively focused on adults, 
· opinion pieces, or non-academic sources
· studies that do not focus on mental health outcomes
· duplicate research


Study Choice 
Relevance was evaluated by screening abstracts and titles. After then, the full texts of a few chosen articles were examined to ensure they were right. The studies that satisfied the requirements for inclusion were kept for further examination.

Extraction and Analysis of Data
From a few chosen studies, pertinent information was taken out, such as the author, year, sample size, method, and main conclusions. Thematic analysis, which entailed discovering recurrent patterns and organising them into major themes, was used to analyse the results (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This method made it possible to synthesise data on protective variables, exposure to hazardous content, and mental health consequences.
Ethical considerations
There were no direct participants in this study, and ethical approval was not necessary because it involved the secondary analysis of published studies. However, by appropriately citing all sources to avoid plagiarism, avoiding misinterpretation, and accurately reflecting original findings, ethical research practices were upheld. When talking about mental health issues, sensitive and non-stigmatizing terminology was employed.
Results
Five key themes were identified across the selected studies. After screening, a total of relevant peer-reviewed studies was chosen for analysis. The studies used a variety of study methodologies, including cross-sectional surveys, longitudinal studies, and systematic reviews, to investigate the connection between youth mental health outcomes and social media use. A review of the chosen literature revealed several recurrent themes around preventive techniques, online experiences, and psychological wellbeing.
An overview of a few chosen studies
	Author & Year
	Participants
	Method
	Key Findings
	Relevance

	Keles et al. (2020)
	Adolescents
	systematic review
	Social media and anxiety and depression
	Impact on mental health

	Hamm et al. (2015)
	Young people
	Review study
	Distress and cyberbullying
	Exposure to harmful content

	Scott & Woods (2019)
	Adolescents
	Survey
	Use at night impacts wellbeing  and sleep.
	Mental health and sleep


	Primack et al. (2017)
	Young adults
	Cross-sectional study
	Multiple platforms linked to anxiety & depression
	Mental health outcomes

	Caner, Efe and Başdaş (2022)
	Adolescents
	Longitudinal study
	Cyberbullying linked to poorer mental health
	Self-esteem & body image

	Fahy et al. (2016)
	Adolescents
	Longitudinal study
	Cyberbullying linked to poorer mental health
	Long-term effects

	Alonzo et al. (2021)
	Young people
	Longitudinal study
	Cyberbullying linked to poorer mental health
	Long-term effects

	Naslund et al. (2020)
	

	

	



	Young users
	Review
	Online forums provide assistance.
	Protective elements






Mental Health Results
Anxiety, depression, and psychological distress symptoms have been found to be significantly correlated with social media use. Adolescent depression symptoms were consistently linked to high levels of social media use, according to Keles, McCrae and Grealish, (2020). Likewise, Scott and Woods (2019) found links between emotional distress and frequent social media use, especially when the use disrupted sleep habits. Young people's symptoms of anxiety and depression have been linked to increased use of different social media platforms (Primack et al., 2017).
Self-Esteem and Social Comparison
Research has shown that exposure to idealised images and lifestyles on social media platforms can contribute to negative self-evaluation and reduced self-esteem. Young people may engage in upward social comparison, leading to dissatisfaction with their appearance, achievements, or social status (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016). This comparison culture has been linked to body image concerns and increased anxiety. Additionally, social media use has been connected to social appearance anxiety, which may have a detrimental impact on teenagers' psychological health and self-esteem (Caner, Efe and Başdaş, 2022).
Cyberbullying and Harmful Content Exposure
Cyberbullying appeared as a significant factor influencing mental wellbeing. Hamm et al. (2015) reported that young people who experience online harassment are more likely to experience depression, loneliness, and emotional distress. In addition, exposure to harmful content, including self-harm material or unrealistic beauty standards, may increase psychological vulnerability (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). According to longitudinal studies, teenagers who engage in cyberbullying have worse mental health outcomes (Fahy et al., 2016).
Sleep Interruptions and Overuse of Screens
Overuse of social media, especially at night, has been linked to poorer sleep quality and disturbed sleep. Viner et al.'s (2019) UK-based study also found that cyberbullying and sleep disturbance are significant mediation factors in the association between high social media use and worse mental health outcomes in teenagers.
 According to Scott and Woods (2019), using social media late at night increases emotional dysregulation and exhaustion, both of which are associated with poor mental health outcomes. It has been demonstrated that social media use has a detrimental impact on sleep quality, which may lead to worse mental health outcomes (Alonzo et al., 2021).
Protective Elements and Beneficial Applications
Numerous research has shown the benefits of social media use despite the concerns. Online networks can help young people access mental health resources and information, lessen stigma, and offer peer support (Naslund et al., 2020). Emotional support and a sense of belonging may be improved by supportive online communities. 

Discussion
The association between youth mental health outcomes and social media use was investigated in this scoping review. Numerous important themes appeared from the analysis of the chosen research, including poor mental health outcomes, exposure to cyberbullying, social comparison and self-esteem, sleep disruption, and the possible protective advantages of online communities. The results demonstrate the intricate and varied influence of social media on psychological well-being. Odgers and Jensen (2020) contend that despite popular worries about digital technology, the available data indicates that social media's overall effect on teenage mental health is negligible and heavily influenced by contextual, societal, and individual factors.
The correlation between regular social media use and elevated feelings of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress is among the most consistent findings in the research (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2020). This viewpoint is supported by Twenge et al. (2018), who found that increased levels of screen-based media consumption were accompanied by increases in depressive symptoms and suicide-related outcomes among teenagers. This suggests that larger digital trends may be responsible for changes in youth mental health patterns. 
While many studies report a positive association between social media use and symptoms of anxiety and depression (Keles et al., 2020; Primack et al., 2017), longitudinal evidence suggests the relationship may be more nuanced. For example, Coyne et al. (2020) found no significant long-term causal relationship between time spent on social media and later depressive symptoms over an eight-year period. Similar results were found by Orben and Przybylski (2019), who contended that there is a statistically weak and context-dependent relationship between teenage wellbeing and digital technology use, indicating that the consequences of social media may differ based on usage patterns and individual vulnerability. This suggests that frequency of use alone may not be the primary determinant of mental health outcomes.
It may be more appropriate to consider how young people engage with social media rather than how long they spend online. Passive consumption, exposure to appearance-focused content, and experiences of cyberbullying may carry greater psychological risk than active communication or peer support engagement. This distinction highlights the complexity of digital behaviour and challenges simplistic assumptions that social media is inherently harmful.
 In a similar vein, Scott and Woods (2019) discovered that excessive use is linked to mental distress and decreased wellbeing, especially when it interferes with sleep. These results imply that social media use, both in terms of amount and timing, may have an impact on mental health outcomes.
Self-esteem and body image have been found to be significantly influenced by social comparison. Young people may become dissatisfied with their own lives and appearance as a result of upward comparison prompted by exposure to idealised lifestyles and attractiveness norms (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016). According to research, image-focused platforms may exacerbate anxiety and body image issues, especially among teenage girls (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).
Additionally, cyberbullying was found to be a substantial risk factor. According to Hamm et al. (2015), cyberbullying victims had greater degrees of psychological distress loneliness, and depression. Compared to traditional bullying, online harassment could be more obvious and persistent, which could worsen emotional injury. At-risk persons may become even more vulnerable if they are exposed to hazardous online content (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).
Another common feature was disturbance of sleep. Social media use at night has been connected to emotional dysregulation and poor sleep quality (Scott and Woods, 2019). Anxiety and depression are closely linked to sleep deprivation, indicating that excessive internet use may have an indirect impact on mental health outcomes (Scott and Woods, 2019).
The review also found benefits of using social media in spite of these hazards. Online communities can boost access to mental health information and interventions, decrease stigma, and offer peer support (Naslund et al., 2020). Digital platforms provide a sense of belonging and emotional connection for certain youth, which may promote wellbeing.
Overall, the results show that usage patterns, material type, and personal susceptibility all affect how social media affects mental health. According to the data, social media poses both opportunities and threats for the mental health of young people.


Practice Implications
The results emphasise how critical it is to foster digital wellbeing and assist youth in forming positive social media habits. Families, healthcare providers, and schools may all play a significant part in educating students about digital literacy, promoting responsible screen usage, and increasing awareness of the dangers of the internet. When evaluating the mental health of young people, healthcare providers should take social media use into account and offer advice on how to manage digital involvement.
Research Gaps
The long-term impact of social media use on mental health and the most detrimental or advantageous forms of participation require more investigation. To fully comprehend causality and the effects of developing platforms, further long-term research is needed.

Conclusion
According to this scoping study, youth social media use is linked to both detrimental and beneficial effects on mental health. Research indicates that anxiety, depression and self esteem are associated with excessive involvement, exposure to hazardous content, and social comparison (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2020; Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016). On the other hand, helpful online communities might encourage help-seeking behaviours and offer protective advantages (Naslund et al., 2020).
Social media use and mental health continue to have a complicated and multifaceted relationship. Although cross-sectional research show correlations, causality cannot be shown beyond a reasonable doubt (Hamm et al., 2015). To gain a deeper understanding of long-term impacts and impact mechanisms, further longitudinal research is required.
Recommendations
· Encourage the teaching of digital literacy
Social comparison and internet hazards should be made more widely known through educational initiatives (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).
· Promote sensible screen habits reducing usage at night may enhance mental health and sleep quality (Scott and Woods, 2019).
· Boost anti-cyberbullying tactics
To lessen psychological injury, safeguarding strategies should address online harassment (Hamm et al., 2015).
· Include social media usage in evaluations for mental health.
When evaluating the mental health of young people, healthcare professionals should consider digital behaviours (Naslund et al., 2020).
· Encourage more research
To elucidate causal linkages, longitudinal research is required (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020)
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