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[bookmark: _Toc235202867]1. Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc235202868]1.1 Definitions of main concepts
Social media- It refers to algorithmic, interactive digital application and web-based platforms, which thrive on two-way communication (Seyidov, 2023). These digital platforms utilise complex machine-learning algorithms and transform users from passive audiences into active creators. Social media offers real-time, immediate connectivity and moves beyond static websites, thereby representing a significant shift in the digital landscape.  
Mental health- It is considered a multidimensional, dynamic psychological state that includes cognitive, emotional, and behavioural well-being, where it helps determine how an individual handle stress, makes choices and relate to others. Mental health is specifically operationalised through indices of self-esteem, anxiety, depressive symptomatology, and sleep system.   
Young people- They refer to a specific demographic segment, structurally described as young adults and adolescents aged 10 to 24 years old. This age group is standardised for global comparisons, thus linking directly to reporting guidelines set by the United Nations (UN) and the structural definitions used by the World Health Organisation (WHO) (Loi, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc235202869]1.2 Research rationale
Digital interactivity has substantially altered youth socialisation throughout the United Kingdom, while igniting a recognised public health crisis. Nearly 48% of the UK teenagers aged 16 to 18 have reported feeling addicted to social media, with studies indicating that the compulsion to check social media platforms is higher among female teens, accounting for 57% (Statista, 2024).  Emerging evidences show that the ecosystem of contemporary social platforms intensifies mental health concerns via a particular interactive pattern. Stress, emotional suppression, and decreased cognitive competency are fuelled by doomscrolling and the Fear of Missing out (FOMO).  Given the contradictory and complex nature of the evidence, this secondary scoping review will systematically map existing empirical data, while clarifying the direct and indirect trajectory through which algorithmically led digital interaction impacts youth psychological well-being. The scoping review will seek to offer practical and actionable insights for policymakers, mental health professionals, and educators by untangling the key variables (Dar, and Sobhana, 2025).  
[bookmark: _Toc235202870]1.3 Review question
What is the impact of social media use on the mental health of young people in the United Kingdom?
[bookmark: _Toc235202871]1.4 Research objectives 
· To examine the relationship between social media use and mental health among young people in the UK.
· To identify the positive and negative mental health outcomes associated with social media use.
· To explore the implications of social media use for health and social care practice.
[bookmark: _Toc235202872]2. Background
[bookmark: _Toc235202873]2.1 Research context 
Within the United Kingdom, the incidence of adolescent psychological distress has increased prominently in recent years. Up to 34.8% of modern adolescents are spending an extreme amount of time indoors, which leads to a phenomenon often termed the “bedroom generation” (National Institutes of Health, 2026). Continuous digital stimulation introduces young adults to severe sleep degradation, directly fuelling daytime exhaustion. Concurrently, long-lasting activity and youth unemployment have hit an 11-year peak of 16.2%, which is extremely intensified by major digital withdrawal (National Institutes of Health, 2026).  Social networks operate on engagement-led models which are integrated at a population scale without sufficient government or clinical interventions, thus placing strict rapid curfews and removing social media apps completely. These restrictions and removal resulted in instant refinements in teenager’s moods, sleep quality, and cognitive emphasis. In addition, these engagement-driven models are significantly created to hold and capture attention, therefore serving as strong, unregulated consumer products. The digital and psychological shifts amongst UK young adults are occurring concurrently with a significant economic crisis for this demographic. 
[bookmark: _Toc235202874]2.2 Relevant national policies and legislation
The Online Safety Act 2023- This legislative framework enforces a mandatory “duty of care” on digital organisations. Search engines, social media platforms and any services are legally required to prevent children from accessing abusive, age-relevant, or dangerous content, while ensuring strict measures to limit youth exposure (Legislative.gov, 2026). Platforms which allow users to share content must assess the potential risk they pose to users and take actionable, abstract steps to mitigate those risks. Under this act, the firms are ordered to swiftly remove illegal content and balance safety with digital freedoms.   
Age-Gate Restriction- The UK government started 2026 directives in response to increasing concerns over digital safety alongside child mental health (GOV.UK, 2026). The directives include the proposal of strict social media entry bans and feature restrictions for individuals under 16 years old. Social media platforms, such as YouTube, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and Twitter are highly risky because they may contain negative content. The UK government is discovering mandates for highly effective age assurance technologies to ensure compliance, while moving beyond simple self-declaration forms.     
[bookmark: _Toc235202875]2.3 Professional clinical practice guidance and healthcare services  
Within the healthcare sector, frontline staff experience increasing hurdles, where they are required to push clinical practices to depend primarily on evidence-based guidance from leading institutions. Due to higher patient volumes, the expanding difficulty of contemporary psychosocial stressors, and limited resources healthcare systems are facing unparalleled strain.  Leading institutions, such as the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence and the Royal College of Psychiatrists depends on evidence-based, strong guidance, which help ensure the highest standard of patient care (Waite-Jones, and Rodriguez, 2025). These healthcare institutions consistently update their clinical approaches to integrate the latest technological advancement and research, while focusing on the utilisation of incorporated digital screening tools throughout routine psychiatric and pediatric reviews. There is a significant shift in modern medicine because of the integration of digital screening, where practitioners are using digital platforms rather than entirely depending on unstructured clinical interviews or traditional paper-based questionnaires (Prime, et al. 2025). The risk of subjective bias and human error in diagnostic processes is reduced when these digital-first approaches are integrated and standardised.  
[bookmark: _Toc235202876]3. Methods 
[bookmark: _Toc235202877]3.1 Data collection
The data will be collected through a secondary data collection method for studying the impact of social media use on the mental health of young people in the United Kingdom. The data will be selected from different academic databases to ensure multi-faceted, comprehensive capture of psychological, medical, and sociological literature (Plackett, Sheringham, and Dykxhoorn, 2023). The secondary sources will let the researcher utilise established long-term studies and analyse nationally representative datasets to gain a wider picture of the UK youth. Secondary data will be readily available, which will save time, efforts and costs, thus allowing the researcher to entirely focus on data analysis and interpretation. The initial electronic search throughout different significant databases will help yield a comprehensive and wide range of relevant results, further processed via a multi-stage, strict screening approach. During the first phase of the selection process, abstracts and titles will be screened step-by-step in against of the key review objective. Using existing records will prevent research fatigue because researching mental health includes sensitive issues, such as anxiety, depression, and self-harm (Yu, Dykxhoorn, and Plackett, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc235202878]3.2 Data analysis
This research will employ a widely recognised six-phase approach for thematic analysis to synthesise the highly heterogeneous data extracted from the final evidence pool. The researcher will navigate through the iterative phases to ensure trustworthiness and analytical rigor, including phases like familiarisation, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. Thematic analysis will allow the researcher to discover why and how certain social media platforms impact teens’ emotional well-being, while identifying both positive and negative impacts (Winstone et al. 2022). The study will be able to provide human content required by the NHS, policymakers, and educators, alongside mapping out how platforms can drive feeling of inspiration, belonging, and community. Thematic analysis is inductive meaning it permits unanticipated themes or patterns to develop from a certain segment, thus outlining unique coping mechanism or susceptibilities. Ultimately, this recursive, structured procedure will enable the development of a comprehensive and cohesive synthesis that accurately mirrors the breadth of the analysed evidence pool.  
[bookmark: _Toc235202879]3.3 Inclusion and exclusion criteria
Strict inclusion and exclusion criteria eligibility boundaries will be developed to ensure and maintain a high level of academic rigor and a reproducible, transparent selection process.  
	Selection criteria 
	Inclusion parameters 
	Exclusion parameters 

	Study type and design 
	Peer-reviewed empirical research studies 
	Policy brief, grey literature and editorials

	Publication timeline 
	Reflects the contemporary, post-pandemic digital landscape and is published within a strict 4-yaer window (2022-2026). 
	Legacy or outdated platforms published before the 2022 threshold. 

	Geographic focus 
	Secondary sources containing data exclusively within the United Kingdom 
	Global studies where UK-specific data cannot be isolated

	Target population 
	Adolescents, young people, or young adults aged (10 to 24) years old. 
	Secondary sources emphasising on early infant development groups. 

	Language and access 
	Full-text publication written completely in English. 
	Non-English articles or texts lacking verified, accessible English translations. 



[bookmark: _Toc235202880]3.4 Ethical consideration 
Direct institutional human participant ethical approval is exempt because this research strictly utilises pre-established secondary data. However, secondary research will still necessitate robust commitment to high ethical practice and academic integrity, considering three key ethical safeguards throughout this study (Purba et al. 2023). The review will ensure every selected study in the key evidence pool is explicitly audited to confirm it obtained original institutional human research ethics committee clearance. This study will comply strictly with the UWTSD Harvard Referencing style guide to avoid academic misconduct and maintain rigorous standards.  The researcher will ensure that thematic and extraction synthesis are conducted with utmost transparency and findings are presented accurately. This will help prevent cognitive bias, misrepresentation of the original researcher’s conclusion, or selective quoting. 
[bookmark: _Toc235202881]4. Results 
[bookmark: _Toc235202882]4.1. Summary Table of Chosen Evidence 
	Author and year
	Study design
	Key variable measured
	Core findings and thematic outcome

	Lee et al. (2022)
	Survey tracking and young people cohorts 
	Algorithmic feed exposure, duration of screen time and cognitive patterns, anxiety level 
	Having prolonged connection with algorithmic driven social media feed can develop destructive cognitive patterns especially in adolescents and adults.

	Plackett et al. (2023)
	Mixed method analysis and UK young demographic 
	Dual processing pathways, sleep hours and self esteem
	The modern social media networks are operating in a dual processing pathways that is delivering some severe psychological risks align with some distinct communicative behaviour and benefits.

	Yu et al. (2024)
	Longitudinal observations and tracking interaction types 
	Active public broadcasting, lurking mechanism and psychiatric metrics 
	having active broadcaster user typologies can include algorithmic loops which severely worsen depressive symptoms

	Roberts-Lewis et al. (2023)
	Operational system review across NHS
	Younger digital distress, operational referral, CAMHS crisis capacity 
	Highlights the rapid evaluation of digital platform include profound and urgent implementation of front health and the social care practices across United Kingdom.

	Bourne (2025)
	Critical review and conceptual analysis of youth 
	Pre-existing psychological vulnerabilities and offline social isolation 
	 Critically argues this narrative and suggests that uses of social media are not inherently toxic but it can act as passive reflectors of psychological vulnerabilities.

	Glasby (2026)
	Empirical healthcare evaluation at UK
	Standardised electronic screeners and traditional clinical intuitions
	They argue that having relying over some standardised digital metrics can control normal teenage behaviour as it can even dilute some valuable clinical intuitions. The shifting in limited healthcare resources to an advanced and electronic tracking screeners help to reduce practitioners precious time,



[bookmark: _Toc235202883]4.2. Theme 1: relationship between social media use and mental health among young people in the UK
The empirical research study identifies that there is a linear and positive correlation present in between intense digital immersion and even escalating psychological distress across UK. The research study of, Lee, and et.al, (2022), indicate that having prolonged connection with algorithmic driven social media feed can develop destructive cognitive pattern especially in adolescents and adults. The current exposure of young people to social media is compounding vulnerability to anxiety, depression symptoms and even emotional exhaustion. 
Conversely, the literature by Bourne, (2025) critically argues this narrative and suggests that uses of social media are not inherently toxic but it can act as passive reflectors of psychological vulnerabilities. It argues young people who are facing offline social isolation or standing in the stage of depression will naturally gravitate toward digital platforms. This indicates that high screen time is a symptom of a baseline distress rather than being a primary cause. 
Synthesise research study of Lee, and et.al, (2022), and Bourne, (2025) concludes that social media usage is essential, invested time indoor directly resulted in destabilising the emotional baseline in adolescents. For example, market data of UK indicates growing concern toward public health as there are 48% of UK teenagers aged (16-18) years old, report the feeling of being addicted to social media, even metrics sharply accelerated to a 57% of female adolescents (GOV.UK, 2026). 
[bookmark: _Toc235202884]4.3. Theme 2: positive and negative mental health outcomes associated with social media use
As per the research study of, Plackett, Sheringham, and Dykxhoorn, (2023), established that the modern social media networks are operating in a dual processing pathways that is delivering some severe psychological risks align with some distinct communicative behaviour and benefits. Related to negative outcomes, the included structural ecosystem of included contemporary platforms actively intensifies issue such as body dysmorphia, degradation of sleep schedule, and lower self-esteems via a highly unregulated consumer model. Conversely, on positive side the exact digital environment offers significant avenues for the immediate social connections and rapid health information access for major isolate demographics. 
However, the challenges has balanced this view, as Yu, Dykxhoorn, and Plackett, (2024) argue that having positive connectivity can benefit but it heavily dependents on the superficial and positive algorithmic design. The brief feeling of a digital belonging is short-lived, as the architecture of social media is engineered to manipulate user and to grab their attention. This eventually traps users especially vulnerable youth among a toxic and rigid loops of doom scrolling to create a fear of missing out. 
The evaluation of both author Plackett, Sheringham, and Dykxhoorn, (2023), and Yu, Dykxhoorn, and Plackett, (2024) establishes that inclusion of user typology can indicate whether digital outcome is a manifestation of advanced and healthy peer socialisation or it is a severe psychological and mental health degradation programme. For justifying this, the clinical studies of UK demonstrate that having stark divergence among user well-being relates with platform interaction style. This eventually confirms that having “passive lurkers” as well as “public broadcaster” can face high psychiatric vulnerabilities that compared to balance as well as minimal user. 
[bookmark: _Toc235202885]4.4. Theme 3: implications of social media use for health and social care practice
The literature of, Roberts-Lewis et.al, (2023) highlight rapid evaluation of digital platform include profound and urgent implementation of front health and the social care practices across United Kingdom. The literature indicates that a soaring volume of adolescent’s psychological distress is playing a significant role in unprecedented operational strains among National Health Services along with community care framework. 
In contrary, the author Glasby, (2026), argues that having relying over some standardised digital metrics can control normal teenage behaviour as it can even dilute some valuable clinical intuitions. The shifting in limited healthcare resources to an advanced and electronic tracking screeners help to reduce practitioners precious time, as they can spend this time on delivering some direct as well as psychotherapeutic care. 
The overarching of Roberts-Lewis, and et.al, (2023) and Glasby, (2026), findings indicate that current health care system of UK should modernise their past and outdated diagnostic that are unstructured paper based clinical interview. The clinical report  of UK indicate that there is visible 34.8% increase in modern UK adolescent, which now fall among socially withdrawn the addiction, that is even frontline clinical staff  to adapt their social media usage practices and treat issues such as sleep degradation. 
[bookmark: _Toc235202886]5. Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc235202887]5.1. Evaluation of Core Themes against Empirical Literature
A critical divergence point within the chosen evidence pool lies between the deterministic viewpoint of algorithmic experience presented Lee et al. (2022) and the vulnerability-centralised framework proposed by Bourne (2025). For acknowledging why these findings clatter, an individual needs to identify its methodological differences. Plackett et al. (2023); Lee et al. (2022) utilised a quantitative survey tracking design. This strong empirical approach directly isolates statistical correlation in between prolonged exposure for algorithmic feeds and increase anxiety metrics, showcasing a linear relation. However, this methodology is limited due to over-reliance on subjective and self-reported screen metrics that are highly susceptible to be considered biased and cannot specifically prove causal directions. Conversely, Bourne (2025) operates via a qualitative, conceptual analytical framework as it evaluates Youth mental health through a psychological lens instead of raw data tracking. When analysed with the active versus passive user typologies examined through Yu et al. (2024), it is validated that neither raw screen time nor foundational vulnerability acts in isolation. Rather than, a complex, bi-directional relations exist: pre-existing psychological vulnerabilities drive youth towards these platforms, therefore worsening their foundational distress. Understanding the limitations of current knowledge, future empirical frameworks need to transit towards objective telemetry data for appropriately mapping this interaction. 
[bookmark: _Toc235202888]5.2. Practical Operational Implications for UK Health and Social Care Professional Practice
The practical operations implications for UK health care and social care as the professional’s practises demand to have immediate and systematic modernisation especially for front line clinical approaches. As highlighted by the author Roberts-Lewis et.al. (2023), operational strain are currently impacting NHS trust and CAMHA that are directly linked to escalate digital distress. These realities require the practitioner to make a strategic shift from outdated as well as unstructured paper based clinical interview. Instead of these health care practitioners can adopt standardised digital screening at the initials triage to profile a patient. The research study of Glasby, (2026) expressed the concern that standardised digital metrics may dilute intuitive care, the sheer volume of crisis cases require objectives to be risk taking. For significantly addressing the 34.8% rise of socially deprived, the frontline healthcare practitioner could integrate some evidence based digital hygiene toolkits successfully manage several sleep degradations. 
[bookmark: _Toc235202889]6. Conclusion and Recommendations 
[bookmark: _Toc235202890]6.1. Synthesis of Core Scoping Review Insights
The research study concluded that platform architecture as well as user topology rather than raw screen timing significantly drive the digital risks present among UK youth. The literature synthesis indicated that having an active “broadcaster and a passive lurker” interaction styles of social media platform accelerate psychological distress, anxiety and even dysmorphia. It even concluded that algorithmic loops engineered to manipulate attention of user and even trapping vulnerable adults in destructive doom scrolling. Having sleep degradation can act as primary physiological mediator that is turning included prolonged online immersion as a severe clinical depression as well as emotional exhaustion. 
[bookmark: _Toc235202891]6.2. Actionable Recommendations for Future Strategic UK Healthcare Practice and policy
The frontline healthcare professional must modernise their clinical framework for critically escalating the digital complexity and distress. The CAMHS and NHS must require mandating inclusion of standardised digital history taking at initial patient triage. The social care and health care practitioners along with school nurses can deploy some evidence based hygiene toolkit in their routine interventions (Rimpiläinen, Bosnic, and Savage, 2024). The practical should directly target young generation to mitigate issues of severe sleep degradation. The practitioners must have to receive continued professional development in between normative adolescent and the highly risked psychiatric dependency.  
The UK government must leverage on Online Safety act 2023 for enforcing strict platform accountability. The department of health and social care policymakers should mandate the implementation of a robust and cryptographic age verification to prevent underage access to social media. The statutory regulation must enforce platforms to redesign engagement driven algorithms to promote compulsive scrolling and even toxic peer comparison. The NHS can even launch a public health literacy or campaign that will detail about digital and social media vulnerabilities (Sykes et.al, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc235202892]6.3. Directives for Future Academic and Empirical Research
For the future research studies, researcher must transit away the current reliance on a particular subjective such as self-reported screen metrics, which can lead to severe recall bias. The academic investigator should use some objective device telemetry and data tracking application to capture accurate user interactions. Researchers are require to investigate unique socio economic realities’ as well as digital vulnerabilities that are affecting young people (Carcelén‐García, Márquez, and Vilches, 2026). 
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