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[bookmark: _Toc227765733]Abstract:

[bookmark: _Toc227765734]Purpose:
This study aims to explore the impact of social relationships on adolescents, focusing on how interactions with peers, family, and broader social networks influence emotional well-being, mental health outcomes, and behavioural development.

[bookmark: _Toc227765735]Methodology:
A secondary research design was used, involving a scoping review of peer-reviewed articles published since 2016. Three studies of adolescents (aged 10–18) were analysed using thematic analysis to identify key patterns in how social relationships influence mental health, behaviour, and overall development.

[bookmark: _Toc227765736]Findings:
From the analysis, two themes emerged: Theme 1 highlighted the positive role of social relationships, while Theme 2 focused on variations in experiences. Across the reviewed studies, supportive peer and family relationships were consistently linked to improved mental health and well-being among adolescents. However, one study indicated that negative social interactions and peer pressure may disproportionately affect certain groups, suggesting differences in adolescents' responses to social influences.

[bookmark: _Toc227765737]Conclusion:
Social relationships play a significant role in shaping adolescents’ mental health and overall development, although their impact may vary across groups. The study highlights the importance of fostering positive peer and family interactions and recommends strengthening supportive social environments in schools and communities to promote healthier developmental outcomes.



[bookmark: _Toc227765738]Introduction:

This research seeks to investigate how various influences affect the management of activities among adolescents living in the UK, with a particular focus on factors shaping their behaviour, engagement, and overall development.
Various influences affecting the management of activities among adolescents refer to the range of social, environmental, and individual factors that shape how young people organise, participate in, and benefit from daily engagements such as education, recreation, and social interaction. 
Key influences include family support, peer relationships, school environment, and community context, all of which contribute to behavioural patterns, motivation, and emotional development. Positive parental involvement and supportive peer networks are associated with higher engagement and improved psychosocial outcomes, while negative influences such as peer pressure or lack of supervision may hinder healthy participation (Viner et al., 2019). Additionally, socio-economic status and access to safe recreational spaces significantly affect adolescents’ opportunities for structured and unstructured activities, influencing both physical and mental well-being (Public Health England, 2021). 
Digital environments and social media also play an increasingly important role, shaping communication, identity formation, and activity choices among adolescents (Odgers & Jensen, 2020).


[bookmark: _Toc227765739]Review Question 

What is the impact of social relationships, including peer, family, and school‑based relationships, on the mental health and behavioural development of adolescents living in the UK?




[bookmark: _Toc227765740]Objectives:
· To discuss the role of social relationships, including peer, family, and school relationships, in shaping the mental health, emotional well‑being, and behavioural development of adolescents living in the UK.
· To examine evidence from UK‑based peer‑reviewed journal articles published after 2016 on how positive and negative social interactions influence adolescents’ daily functioning and engagement.
· To evaluate the impact of supportive versus adverse social relationships on adolescents’ mental health outcomes, with consideration of inequalities in social experiences.
· To recommend evidence‑based strategies for Health and Social Care professionals, schools, and community services to strengthen supportive social environments and improve outcomes for adolescents in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc227765741]Rationale:
Social relationships are a critical determinant of adolescent development and well-being in the UK, with growing evidence of their influence on mental health outcomes (UNICEF, 2021).
Recent data from NHS England (2023) indicate that approximately 1 in 5 children and young people aged 8 to 25 had a probable mental health condition, reflecting a notable increase in recent years.
Positive relationships with family and peers are associated with improved emotional regulation, academic engagement, and resilience, whereas social isolation, bullying, and poor communication are linked to anxiety, depression, and behavioural difficulties (Allen et al., 2022).
Furthermore, the rise of digital communication has transformed how adolescents interact, creating both opportunities for connection and risks such as cyberbullying and social comparison (Ofcom, 2022).
Schools and communities therefore play a vital role in fostering supportive social environments. Given these trends, this research aims to explore how social relationships shape adolescents’ behaviour, engagement, and overall development in the UK, informing strategies that promote healthier social and emotional outcomes.


[bookmark: _Toc227765742]Background:
In the UK social care sector, adolescent well-being is shaped by safeguarding systems, early intervention services, and multi-agency support for vulnerable children. 
Social care professionals address risks such as neglect, abuse, mental health difficulties, and family instability, which significantly affect development and behaviour (Local Government Association, 2022). 
Evidence shows that effective safeguarding and family support services improve emotional stability and reduce long-term care needs (Barnardo's, 2023). 
However, rising demand and workforce pressures challenge service delivery. Integrated care approaches between schools, health services, and social care are essential to support positive adolescent outcomes.
Adolescence is a critical stage of development marked by significant physical, emotional, and social change. In the UK, adolescents aged between 8- and 19-years’ experience increasing independence and social engagement, particularly within peer groups, families, schools, and digital environments. Social relationships during this period are recognised as a key determinant of mental health, behaviour, and long‑term well‑being (Public Health England, 2021). As adolescents navigate identity formation and social belonging, the quality of their relationships becomes increasingly influential in shaping outcomes.
In recent years, adolescent mental health has become a major concern within UK Health and Social Care services. NHS England reports that around one in five children and young people aged 8–25 have a probable mental health condition, reflecting a significant increase compared to previous years (NHS England, 2023). This rise has placed substantial pressure on mental health services, schools, and social care systems, highlighting the importance of preventative and early‑intervention approaches. Evidence suggests that supportive social relationships can reduce the risk of mental health difficulties, while social isolation and negative peer experiences increase vulnerability (UNICEF UK, 2021).
Peer relationships are particularly influential during adolescence, as young people increasingly look to peers for acceptance, emotional support, and identity validation. Positive peer interactions are associated with improved self‑esteem, emotional resilience, and social competence. However, UK reports indicate that negative peer experiences such as bullying, peer pressure, and exclusion remain prevalent and can have lasting psychological effects (NSPCC, 2023). These risks are further amplified by digital communication, where online interactions may expose adolescents to cyberbullying and harmful social comparison.


Digital and social media environments play an increasingly central role in adolescents’ social lives in the UK. According to Ofcom (2022), most adolescents use social media daily, making online platforms a key space for social interaction. While digital communication can enhance social connectedness, it also presents risks to mental well‑being, particularly for adolescents who already experience low self‑esteem or limited offline support. As a result, managing online social relationships has become an important consideration for professionals working with young people.
Family relationships remain a foundational influence throughout adolescence, even as peer relationships gain greater prominence. UK evidence highlights that consistent parental support, positive communication, and stable home environments are strongly associated with better emotional well‑being, academic engagement, and behavioural outcomes (Department for Education, 2022). Conversely, family conflict, instability, or lack of support is associated with increased risk of mental health difficulties and engagement with social care services (Local Government Association, 2022).
Within the UK Health and Social Care context, adolescents who lack supportive social networks are more likely to require safeguarding support, early help services, and mental health interventions. Young people experiencing social disadvantage, care experience, or family disruption often face barriers to building and maintaining positive relationships, increasing the likelihood of long‑term negative outcomes (Barnardo’s, 2023). Consequently, policy guidance emphasises the need for integrated, multi‑agency approaches that promote strong social connections across family, school, and community settings.
Overall, UK research, policy, and official reports consistently demonstrate that social relationships are a central factor in adolescent well‑being and development. Understanding how these relationships influence mental health and behaviour is essential for informing effective Health and Social Care practice. This scoping review therefore seeks to draw together evidence from peer‑reviewed studies alongside national reports to explore the impact of social relationships on adolescents living in the UK.






[bookmark: _Toc227765743]Methods:

This study adopted a secondary research design using a scoping review methodology. A scoping review was considered appropriate as it enables the systematic identification, examination, and synthesis of existing research to explore key concepts, patterns, and gaps in the literature (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005). This approach is particularly suitable for Health and Social Care research where the aim is to inform practice rather than to measure intervention effectiveness.

[bookmark: _Toc227765744]Keywords and Search Strategy

A structured literature search was carried out using the UWTSD Library, Google Scholar, and ProQuest databases. The search focused on literature published from 2016 onwards to ensure relevance to current UK policy and practice.
Keywords used included:

· Adolescents OR young people
· Social relationships
· Peer relationships
· Family support
· School connectedness
· Mental health
· Behaviour
· United Kingdom OR UK

These keywords were combined using Boolean operators (AND/OR) to refine the search and ensure relevant peer‑reviewed studies were identified.




[bookmark: _Toc227765745]Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to ensure consistency, relevance, and academic quality.

[bookmark: _Toc227765746]Inclusion criteria
· Peer‑reviewed journal articles
· Published from 2016 onwards
· UK‑based research studies
· Focus on adolescents aged 8–19 years
· Examined social relationships and their impact on mental health or behaviour
· Written in English

[bookmark: _Toc227765747]Exclusion criteria
· Books, reports, websites, or opinion pieces
· Studies published before 2016
· Non‑UK‑based research
· Studies focusing solely on adults or children 

[bookmark: _Toc227765748]Article Selection
Following the application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria, three peer‑reviewed UK journal articles were selected for analysis. These articles focused on the role of peer, family, and social relationships in adolescent mental health and well‑being (Butler et al., 2022; Winstone et al., 2021; Törrönen, 2021). Each article was read in full to ensure relevance and methodological quality.

[bookmark: _Toc227765749]Data Analysis
The selected articles were analysed using thematic analysis, following a structured process of familiarisation, coding, and theme development (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Key findings from each study were extracted and compared to identify recurring patterns and contrasts across the literature.

[bookmark: _Toc227765750]Ethical Considerations
As this study involved secondary analysis of existing published literature, no direct contact with participants occurred and ethical approval was not required. However, ethical research principles were followed, including accurate reporting, appropriate citation, and avoidance of plagiarism (British Educational Research Association, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc227765751]Results
The analysis of the three selected studies resulted in the identification of two key themes relating to the impact of social relationships on adolescents in the UK.

[bookmark: _Toc227765752]Table 1: Summary of Included Peer‑Reviewed Journal Articles
	Author(s)
	Year
	UK Setting / Sample
	Study Design
	Aim of the Study
	Key Findings
	Relevance 

	Butler et al.
	2022
	UK school‑based sample of children and adolescents aged 8–15 (n = 2,074)
	Quantitative cross‑sectional study
	To examine the role of family, school, and peer supportive relationships in protecting adolescent mental well‑being
	Supportive peer, family, and school relationships were independently associated with better mental well‑being. Peer support was particularly influential, even when family support was limited
	Provides strong UK evidence that positive social relationships act as protective factors for adolescent mental health

	Winstone et al.
	2021
	Two UK secondary schools; adolescents aged 13–14
	Qualitative interview study
	To explore how social media use influences social connectedness among adolescents
	Social media had both positive and negative effects on peer relationships. Positive interactions promoted belonging, while negative experiences increased stress and emotional vulnerability
	Highlights the complexity of peer relationships, including online social interactions, within the UK adolescent context

	Törrönen
	2021
	Young people in England transitioning from care
	Qualitative study
	To explore the relationship between social connections and mental health among care‑experienced young people
	Limited or unstable social relationships were linked to poorer mental health outcomes. Supportive social ties improved emotional security but did not eliminate risk
	Demonstrates inequality in access to supportive relationships and increased vulnerability among specific adolescent groups



Below are the themes identified from the analysis of the three articles. 

[bookmark: _Toc227765753]Theme 1: Supportive Social Relationships as Protective Factors
All three studies identified supportive social relationships as a significant protective factor for adolescents’ mental health and behavioural development. Butler et al. (2022) found that strong peer, family, and school support were independently associated with improved mental well‑being among UK adolescents. Peer support was shown to play a crucial role in promoting emotional resilience, even when family support was limited. Similarly, Winstone et al. (2021) reported that positive peer interactions enhanced adolescents’ sense of belonging and social connectedness, contributing to improved emotional well‑being. These findings suggest that adolescents who feel supported by their social networks are more likely to engage positively in school and community activities.

[bookmark: _Toc227765754]Theme 2: Negative and Unequal Social Experiences

Despite the protective benefits of positive relationships, the studies also highlighted that social experiences are not equal for all adolescents. Törrönen (2021) demonstrated that adolescents with experience of care or unstable family relationships often reported weaker social networks and poorer mental health outcomes.
Winstone et al. (2021) further identified that negative peer interactions, including exclusion and peer pressure particularly within online environments can increase stress and emotional vulnerability. These findings indicate that while social relationships can be beneficial, adverse experiences may exacerbate mental health difficulties, especially among already vulnerable adolescent groups.                                                  

[bookmark: _Toc227765755]Discussion
This scoping review explored the impact of social relationships on adolescents living in the UK, drawing on three peer‑reviewed journal articles published after 2016. The findings demonstrate that social relationships play a significant and complex role in shaping adolescents’ mental health, emotional well‑being, and behavioural development. Two key themes emerged from the analysis: supportive social relationships as protective factors, and negative or unequal social experiences as sources of vulnerability. These themes are discussed in relation to existing UK literature and Health and Social Care (HSC) practice.
The first theme highlights the protective role of positive social relationships. All three studies reviewed identified strong peer, family, and school relationships as crucial influences on adolescents’ mental health. Butler et al. (2022) found that supportive relationships across these domains were independently associated with improved mental well‑being, with peer support demonstrating a particularly strong protective effect. This finding is consistent with wider UK evidence suggesting that connectedness and belonging are key contributors to adolescent resilience and emotional regulation (Public Health England, 2021). These findings reinforce the importance of fostering positive relationships within educational and community settings as part of early intervention and prevention strategies.
Peer relationships emerged as especially influential during adolescence, reflecting developmental theories that emphasise the growing importance of peer acceptance and identity formation at this stage of life. The findings from Winstone et al. (2021) indicate that positive peer interactions contribute to a sense of belonging and social connectedness, which supports emotional well‑being. This aligns with national concerns about rising adolescent mental health difficulties in the UK and highlights peer support as a valuable resource that can complement formal mental health services (NHS England, 2023). For HSC professionals, this underscores the value of peer‑led and school‑based interventions that promote inclusion and mutual support.
Family relationships were also shown to remain a significant influence during adolescence, despite increasing independence from parents or carers. Butler et al. (2022) demonstrated that consistent family support was associated with better mental health outcomes, although supportive peer and school relationships could partially offset limited family support. This finding is particularly relevant for adolescents experiencing family instability or reduced parental involvement, suggesting that multi‑layered social support systems are essential. From a Health and Social Care perspective, this reinforces the need for family‑focused interventions alongside school and community‑based support.

The second theme identified across the reviewed studies relates to negative and unequal social experiences. Törrönen (2021) highlighted that adolescents with experience of care or unstable family environments often reported weaker social networks and poorer mental health outcomes. This finding reflects broader UK evidence indicating that social disadvantage, care experience, and marginalisation increase vulnerability to mental health difficulties (Local Government Association, 2022). 
Inequalities in access to supportive social relationships therefore represent a significant challenge for Health and Social Care services, requiring targeted and inclusive approaches.
Negative peer experiences, including social exclusion, peer pressure, and online conflict, were also identified as risk factors. Winstone et al. (2021) 
emphasised that digital environments can intensify both positive and negative social interactions, particularly through social media. While online platforms can enhance connectedness, they may also increase exposure to cyberbullying and harmful social comparison, which are linked to anxiety and emotional distress (Ofcom, 2022; NSPCC, 2023). 
These findings highlight the need for professionals to consider both offline and online social contexts when supporting adolescents.
Overall, the findings of this scoping review emphasise that social relationships can act as both protective and risk factors for adolescent mental health. The impact of these relationships is not uniform and is influenced by individual circumstances, social inequality, and environmental factors. For UK Health and Social Care practice, this suggests that interventions should move beyond individual‑level approaches and focus on strengthening social environments across family, school, community, and digital settings. Multi‑agency collaboration, early intervention, and relationship‑based practice are essential to address the complex needs of adolescents and reduce mental health inequalities.







[bookmark: _Toc227765756]Implications for Health and Social Care Practice
The findings of this scoping review have important implications for Health and Social Care (HSC) practice in the UK. The evidence demonstrates that social relationships are a key determinant of adolescent mental health and behaviour, highlighting the need for relationship‑focused and preventative approaches within HSC services. Practitioners working with adolescents should therefore prioritise assessment of social networks, including peer, family, and school relationships, as part of routine practice and safeguarding assessments (Butler et al., 2022).

Schools play a central role in adolescents’ social environments, suggesting that closer collaboration between education settings and HSC professionals is essential. School‑based interventions such as peer mentoring programmes, anti‑bullying strategies, and emotional well‑being initiatives can strengthen positive peer relationships and reduce the risk of social exclusion (Department for Education, 2022). Social workers, youth workers, and mental health practitioners should work in partnership with schools to support early identification of adolescents experiencing relationship difficulties.
The review also highlights the continued importance of family relationships. Family‑focused interventions, including parenting support and early help services, should remain a priority for HSC services, particularly for adolescents exposed to family instability or conflict. Strengthening family communication and support can improve emotional well‑being and reduce the likelihood of adolescents requiring specialist mental health services (Public Health England, 2021).

Digital and online social relationships were identified as a growing influence on adolescents’ well‑being. HSC professionals should therefore incorporate digital awareness and online safeguarding into practice, supporting adolescents to manage social media use and reduce risks associated with cyberbullying and social comparison (Ofcom, 2022; NSPCC, 2023). Overall, these findings support the need for multi‑agency, holistic, and preventative approaches within UK Health and Social Care services.




[bookmark: _Toc227765757]Limitations of the Study

Although this scoping review provides valuable insights into the impact of social relationships on adolescents, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the review included only three peer‑reviewed journal articles, which limits the breadth of evidence considered. While this allowed for detailed analysis, the findings may not fully represent the diversity of adolescent experiences across the UK.
Second, the included studies used different research designs, including quantitative and qualitative approaches. While this methodological diversity provided a broad perspective, it limited direct comparison between studies and made it difficult to draw definitive conclusions about causality.
Third, as a secondary research study, the review relied on existing data and interpretations produced by other researchers. This means that the analysis was limited to the scope, samples, and contexts of the original studies and did not include direct perspectives from adolescents themselves.
Finally, although the review focused on UK‑based research, some findings may not be generalisable to all adolescent populations, particularly those from under‑represented or marginalised groups. These limitations highlight the need for further UK‑based research exploring social relationships across diverse adolescent contexts.












[bookmark: _Toc227765758]Recommendations
Based on the findings of this scoping review, several recommendations are proposed to support adolescents’ mental health and well‑being within UK Health and Social Care (HSC) practice. Firstly, schools and educational settings should strengthen peer‑support and inclusion initiatives. Evidence shows that positive peer relationships are strongly associated with improved emotional well‑being and resilience among adolescents (Butler et al., 2022). Programmes such as peer mentoring, anti‑bullying strategies, and structured social activities should be expanded to promote belonging and reduce social exclusion. HSC professionals should work collaboratively with schools to identify adolescents experiencing relationship difficulties and provide early support (Department for Education, 2022).
Secondly, early intervention and family‑focused support services should be prioritised. The review highlights that family relationships remain a key protective factor during adolescence, even as peer influence increases. Health visitors, social workers, and early help teams should support families through parenting programmes, family counselling, and targeted interventions that enhance communication and emotional support (Public Health England, 2021). Early intervention can reduce the likelihood of adolescents developing more severe mental health difficulties and requiring specialist services. Thirdly, Health and Social Care services should adopt a multi‑agency and holistic approach when supporting adolescents. Adolescents experiencing social disadvantage, care experience, or unstable family environments often face barriers to developing supportive relationships, increasing vulnerability to poor mental health outcomes (Törrönen, 2021). Stronger collaboration between schools, mental health services, social care, and community organisations is essential to ensure coordinated support tailored to adolescents’ social needs (Local Government Association, 2022).
Fourthly, digital literacy and online safeguarding should be integrated into adolescent support strategies. Given the increasing role of social media in adolescents’ social lives, practitioners should provide guidance on managing online relationships, reducing cyberbullying, and building healthy digital behaviours (Ofcom, 2022; NSPCC, 2023). Supporting adolescents to navigate online social environments safely can reduce emotional harm and promote positive social connectedness.
Finally, further UK‑based research is recommended to explore the experiences of diverse and under‑represented adolescent groups. Future studies should examine how social relationships affect adolescents from different socio‑economic, cultural, and care backgrounds to address inequalities and inform inclusive HSC practice (UNICEF UK, 2021). This would strengthen the evidence base and support the development of targeted, evidence‑informed interventions.
[bookmark: _Toc227765759]Conclusion

The aim of this scoping review was to explore the impact of social relationships on adolescents’ mental health, emotional well‑being, and behavioural development in the UK. The review set out to discuss, examine, evaluate, and recommend evidence‑based approaches relevant to Health and Social Care practice. Overall, the findings clearly demonstrate that social relationships are a significant and influential factor in adolescent development.
The review identified that supportive peer, family, and school relationships act as protective factors, promoting resilience, emotional stability, and positive engagement among adolescents (Butler et al., 2022). 
Conversely, negative or unequal social experiences, such as social exclusion, peer pressure, and limited support networks, were associated with increased vulnerability to mental health difficulties, particularly among care‑experienced and socially disadvantaged adolescents (Törrönen, 2021).
By examining and evaluating UK‑based evidence, this review highlights the complexity of adolescents’ social worlds, including the growing influence of digital environments (Winstone et al., 2021). In line with its objectives, the review recommends that UK Health and Social Care practice should prioritise early intervention, strengthen peer and family support systems, and promote multi‑agency collaboration across schools, communities, and health services.
In conclusion, understanding and supporting adolescents’ social relationships is essential for improving mental health outcomes and reducing inequalities. This scoping review contributes to the evidence base by emphasising the need for relationship‑centred, preventative approaches within UK Health and Social Care settings and identifies areas for future research and practice development.
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