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ABSTRACT

Background: The purpose of this study is to critically investigate the psychological effects 
of social media use on the mental health of teenagers in the UK (ages 10 to 19).
Evaluating these mechanisms is essential for guiding early interventions, legislative policy 
frameworks, and clinical practice in health and social care settings, given a noticeable drop 
in youth psychological well-being.
Method: A systematic literature review using Peer reviewed articles from PubMed
and pertinent scholarly databases released within the last ten years was conducted. This was part of the inclusion criteria. The search phrases connected by the Boolean operator such as AND "adolescents" AND "social media" AND "mental health" A ND "UK") were
Used. The empirical results from the chosen literature were then synthesised using a 
qualitative thematic analysis methodology.
Key Findings and discussion: 
The results demonstrate that adolescent psychological discomfort is impacted by digital 
SM use through three different thematic pathways. The first is social comparison particularly among young girls and image  centric  platforms. They lead to
body dissatisfaction, low self-esteem, and depressive symptoms. Next is FOMO
and doomscrolling which is compulsive monitoring, increased anxiety, and severe sleep
disturbance. These are directly fueled by algorithmic exposure to bad content
("doomscrolling") and constant connectivity motivated by FOMO. 
Limitations & Impact: The reliance on self reported, secondary data limits conclusive causal inferences and
introduces methodological variability. Additionally, the rapid evolution of platforms and
algorithms surpasses scholarly research, necessitating that health and social care 
Professionals maintain flexibility while assessing specific instances. 
Research: Conduct prospective, long-term research in the UK to assess the causal relationships between psychological suffering and passive scrolling.
In the end, reducing these digital harms necessitates a two-pronged strategy that includes both educational change and institutional control.
To target engagement-driven algorithms on digital platforms, this study suggests imposing strict legislative restrictions. At the same time, it promotes the inclusion of digital literacy and emotional resilience modules in school curricula. A complete framework to protect the psychological well-being of young people is provided by combining proactive educational interventions with policy-driven structural improvements.
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[bookmark: _Toc234657134][bookmark: _Toc1489154951]Introduction 

[bookmark: _Toc234657135]The psychological effects of social media on teenage mental health have become a major area of study and policy concern in the UK. Social media is no longer a peripheral influence but rather a central setting where identity formation, peer interaction, and emotional regulation take place, with over 90% of young people actively using digital platforms (Ofcom, 2023). Although early discussions portrayed social media as a means of self-expression and connection, more recent studies offer a dispersed and disputed body of evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc234657136]On the one hand, research like Twenge and Campbell's (2018) indicates a strong correlation between rising rates of anxiety and depression among teenagers and increased use of social media. However, this viewpoint has been criticised for exaggerating causal relationships. Odgers and Jensen, (2020) contend that pre-existing vulnerabilities mediate effect sizes, which are frequently small. This poses a crucial question: is social media a primary cause of mental illness or a contextual enhancer of pre-existing psychological risks? This dichotomy is further complicated by research by Verduyn et al., (2017), which shows that engagement type—passive versus active—may be more important than usage duration.
[bookmark: _Toc234657137]To contribute to a deeper understanding that can guide policy, education, and mental health interventions, the main goal of this dissertation is to critically assess the psychological impact of social media on teenage mental health in the UK, evaluating both its positive and negative effects through engagement with empirical research and psychological theory.

[bookmark: _Toc234657138][bookmark: _Toc23847187]1.2 Definitions and Terminology 

Given the ambiguity and inconsistency in the body of current literature, conceptual clarity is crucial. Digital platforms like facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat that facilitate user-generated content, interaction, and networking are referred to as social media. This definition is not neutral, though, as (Odgers and Jensen, 2020) argues that platforms are structured environments formed by algorithms that affect behaviour, making it impossible to comprehend their psychological effects apart from their design.
The World Health Organisation (2022) defines adolescence as the time between the ages of 10 and 19. People in this stage are especially vulnerable to social comparison processes because they are more sensitive to identity exploration and peer evaluation.
Agyapong-Opoku et al., (2025) suggests adolescents developmental experiences differ greatly depending on socioeconomic and cultural factors, so treating them as a uniform population runs the risk of oversimplification.
The World Health Organisation (2014) defines mental health as a state of wellbeing in which people can manage everyday stressors and work effectively. However, some contend that this definition ignores structural factors like digital exposure and inequality, which are especially important in the UK.
To ensure accuracy and clarity throughout the dissertation, these terms will be used. The term "psychological impact" describes the behavioural, emotional, and cognitive effects of social media use. Crucially, this includes both positive (like social support) and negative (like anxiety) effects, illustrating the dual nature of digital engagement that has been emphasised in previous studies (Nesi, 2020).

Among the important acronyms used are:
Social media (SM), mental health (MH), the United Kingdom (UK), the National Health Service (NHS), and the World Health Organisation (WHO), Fear of Missing Out (FOMO).
[bookmark: _Toc234657139][bookmark: _Toc534253144]1.3 Rationale for Research 

The growing incidence of teenage mental health issues in the UK and the concurrent rise in SM use serve as the foundation for this study. One in five young people now have probable mental health disorders, according to NHS Digital (2023). This statistic is often, though not always, connected to digital engagement. Although the public is concerned about this correlation, opinions among academics are still divided.
The tendency toward either technological optimism, which highlights social media’s advantages, or technological predictability, which views it as naturally harmful, is a major drawback of the literature currently in publication. The complexity of teenage experiences is not sufficiently captured by either viewpoint. For example, Odgers and Jensen, (2020) studies show that social media can offer vital support networks, especially for marginalised groups while Royal Society for Public Health, (2017) highlights hazards like cyberbullying and fear of missing out. This discrepancy implies that individual and contextual factors, rather than just platform use, influence results.
Furthermore, a large portion of the current research is US-centric, which restricts its relevance to the UK, as cultural norms, educational systems, and mental health services are different. Additionally, there is a lack of integration between psychological theory and empirical data, especially frameworks like self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 2000), which may help to explain how SM affects wellbeing.

This dissertation will fill in these gaps by attempting to reconcile contradicting findings and offer a more impartial understanding of the problem. This will be done by providing a focused, theoretically informed critical evaluation of secondary research.
[bookmark: _Toc234657140][bookmark: _Toc2105662026]1.4 Aim and Objectives 
[bookmark: _Toc234657141][bookmark: _Toc2016596769]Research Aim

[bookmark: _Toc234657142]This dissertation's main goal is to critically assess the psychological effects of social media use on adolescents MH in the UK. This will be done by looking at both its advantages and disadvantages using secondary research and psychological theory.
[bookmark: _Toc234657143]This goal reflects the need to acknowledge the complex and context-dependent nature of social media's influence, focusing on issues like anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and social interactions.
[bookmark: _Toc234657144][bookmark: _Toc1233140013]Research Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc234657145]1. Describe and investigate the relationships between adolescent mental health outcomes, including psychological well-being, body image dissatisfaction, and social media usage patterns, including frequency, duration, type of engagement, and exposure to online feedback (Azem et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc234657146]2. Examine the results of recent research on the relationship between social media use and mental health issues like anxiety, depression, and self-esteem. Highlighting important arguments and inconsistencies.
3. Assess how moderating factors, such as gender, digital literacy, and socioeconomic status, influence the psychological effects of social media.
4. Create evidence-based suggestions for parents, educators, legislators, and mental health specialists to encourage adolescents to use social media in a healthier way.
These goals offer a methodical way to accomplish the research goal, guaranteeing that the study combines theoretical understanding with real-world application.
[bookmark: _Toc234657147][bookmark: _Toc1677972365]1.5 Conclusion 
This chapter has introduced the dissertation's focus. By critically placing the connection between teenage mental health and social media use within current scholarly discourse, it has shown that although social media is frequently linked to detrimental psychological effects, the data is still conflicting and highly context dependent. This means the effect is not constant as it varies according to several factors that are interlinked. To guarantee conceptual clarity, key terms have been defined. The justification has brought to light important gaps in the body of current research, most notably the lack of UK-focused and theoretically integrated studies.
A clear framework for filling in these gaps through critical analysis of secondary data has been established by the research aim and objectives.
Chapter 2 will further examine the complexities mentioned in this introduction, build on this foundation by offering a thorough literature review and methodically assessing previous research, theoretical stances, and methodological techniques.

[bookmark: _Toc679666455]CHAPTER 2 – Background Information and Analysis 
[bookmark: _Toc234657148][bookmark: _Toc1296320411]2.1 Introduction

The psychological effects of social media on adolescents mental health are critically examined in this chapter, with particular attention paid to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, exposure to photoshopped and unrealistic images, and online grooming. The question that drives the research for this dissertation is: How much does SM affect adolescents MH, and how does this happen? This framing is crucial because it examines the processes through which harm may occur rather than relying solely on cause-and-effect predictions.
The relationship between social media and mental health is complicated, conditional, and mediated by several variables. Odgers (2024) suggests that associations between digital media use and adolescent mental health are small and highly context dependent. This calls into question prevailing narratives that attribute psychological distress to SM and instead highlights the need to look at mechanisms like social comparison, exposure to harmful content, and online interactions. 

[bookmark: _Toc227266776]2.2 Historical Background
Adolescent experiences of identity, social interaction, and self-perception have been profoundly altered by the rise of social media. Early platforms made communication easier, but the rise of visually focused platforms like Snapchat and TikTok has increased interaction based on appearance. This change is especially pertinent to the research question because it draws attention to a crucial mechanism, exposure to idealised and frequently unrealistic representations, through which social media may affect mental health.
According to Xu, et al, (2025) Image-centric platforms amplify appearance comparison processes, particularly among adolescent girls. This reinforces the claim that contemporary social media's visual component is crucial in influencing and supports the idea that the visual component of modern SM plays a critical role in affecting psychological outcomes. However, this process varies as some teenagers engage with the content critically, suggesting that media literacy reduces the impact Geraee, et al., 2015).

The rise of algorithm-driven content complicates this relationship. Engaging content, which frequently includes emotionally charged or appearance-focused content, is given priority by algorithms. WHO, (2024) says "Algorithmic curation may intensify exposure to content that reinforces negative self-perceptions." This suggests that platform design may result in psychological harm, adding a structural element to the research question.
The COVID-19 pandemic was a significant turning point because increased screen time increased the benefits and drawbacks of social media use. UNICEF (2024) states that increased online presence during lockdowns corresponded with rising reports of cyberbullying and online exploitation. This includes grooming, which has emerged as a critical issue due to its secret and dishonest nature.

Critically, historical developments indicate increasing risks, but they also highlight a major shortcoming: most of the literature focuses on technological change rather than user agency. This suggests that understanding teenage mental health requires examining both structural and individual factors. 

[bookmark: _Toc214161289]2.3 Theoretical Background
The Social Comparison Theory is particularly relevant in explaining how exposure to idealised images exacerbates anxiety and depression. A recent study found that upward social comparison on social media remains a significant predictor of depressive symptoms in adolescents (Vogel et al., 2024). This supports the idea that one's self-perception is greatly influenced by photoshopped and unrealistic images. This theory has been criticised for assuming passive consumption, even though recent research shows that teens actively interpret and occasionally reject such comparisons.
The Cognitive-Behavioural Model is applicable when it comes to explaining problematic usage patterns. According to a recent study, harmful beliefs about online validation can reinforce psychological distress and compulsive engagement. Although this has been criticised for individualising the issue, it is consistent with the research focus on anxiety and depression (Marino et al., 2024). For example SM use among teenagers can set off maladaptive cognitive-behavioural cycles that worsen mental health risks. For example, getting few “likes" on a post could lead to a negative cognitive distortion like "I am disliked and rejected." Along with bodily symptoms like fatigue, this negative thought instantly causes upsetting 
emotional states like worry and humiliation. The adolescent may engage in maladaptive behaviours, such as removing the post and avoiding offline peer contacts, as a coping mechanism. This recurring reinforcement of negative self-schema over time deepens social anxiety and depression symptoms, illustrating how digital feedback loops harm young people's mental health.
The Cognitive-Behavioural Model and the Social Comparison Theory together offer a complementary explanation of how social media affects teenage mental health. The Cognitive-Behavioural Model describes how these comparisons are internalised through harmful patterns of thought like gloom and negative automatic thoughts, whereas the Social Comparison Theory explains how exposure to idealised online content causes adolescents to evaluate themselves against others, which frequently leads to negative self-perceptions (Keles et al., 2020). An example of the Social Comparison Theory is when adolescents browse Instagram or Tik Tok, and come across a post by a fitness influencer that features a rigorous exercise regimen and an idealised figure. A comparison is made called a upward between the body and daily routine and theirs because one thinks they are better or more accomplished in those areas. As a result, the adolescent may be inspired to start working out more frequently or experience unpleasant 
emotions such as jealousy, low self-esteem, and extreme body dissatisfaction. This relationship contributes to the explanation of why teenage use of social media is linked to higher levels of anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem (Nesi et al., 2022). Both theories, however, have flaws, especially when it comes to undervaluing how platform design and algorithmic reinforcement influence online experiences and psychological results. 
[bookmark: _Toc760839584]2.4 International Context
The psychological dangers of social media are becoming more widely acknowledged on a global scale, although opinions differ greatly. By emphasising how various contexts influence exposure and outcomes, this variation offers crucial insight into the research question.
According to a WHO (2024) research in Europe highlights the cumulative effects of social media use. Prolonged and intensive use is associated with increased risk of anxiety and depressive symptoms, although causality remains unclear. This illustrates the continuous discussion about whether MH problems are caused by or correlated with social media use.
The US, on the other hand, has come under fire for depending too much on self-regulation. A lack of comprehensive regulation contributes to inconsistent safeguarding against online harms, including grooming, according to a 2026 study by Talat, 2026) This contrasts with more controlled settings and reveals a structural flaw.
An especially significant global issue is online grooming. UNICEF (2024) states online child sexual exploitation has increased globally, with social media platforms acting as key facilitators. Crucially, the covert and manipulative nature of grooming sets it apart from other risks and makes it more challenging to address with conventional interventions.
A different example is Finland's focus on digital literacy. Talat, 2026) suggests early education in digital literacy reduces susceptibility to harmful online interactions and unrealistic content. However, due to structural and cultural differences, this approach might not be readily transferable.

All things considered, the global context emphasises a crucial realisation: although risks are worldwide, their effects are influenced by social context, policy, and education. This emphasises how crucial it is to look at mechanisms rather than presuming universal effects.
[bookmark: _Toc964138881]2.5 National/Local UK Context
The psychological effects of social media on teenagers are a significant policy concern in the UK, which is directly related to the subject of this study. According to NHS England (2024) One in five children and young people have a probable mental disorder, underscoring the scope of the problem.
It is problematic, though, to attribute this trend exclusively to social media. According to Dost, (2024) social media use interacts with pre-existing vulnerabilities rather than acting as a standalone cause. By highlighting the significance of underlying mechanisms, this is consistent with the research question.
One important regulatory response is the Online Safety Act of 2023. Its efficacy is disputed, though. According to Ofcom, (2024) Law alone is unlikely to mitigate harm without corresponding investment in education and mental health services. This draws attention to a major shortcoming of existing methods.
Online grooming is still a major problem. Barrett, et al., (2024) says that "Online grooming offences have increased significantly, with social media platforms frequently used to initiate contact." Due to its psychological manipulation, grooming is especially harmful and frequently results in long-term trauma.

Unrealistic images have a big impact as well. Copez-Lonzoy et al., (2024) suggests exposure to edited and idealised images is associated with increased body dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms, however, elements like media literacy and self-esteem mitigate this effect. For example adolescent body dissatisfaction in the UK has been exacerbated by the widespread usage of manipulated and filtered photos on social media. Through filters and picture editing, platforms like Instagram snapchat and TikTok encourage young people to compare themselves to unachievable standards of beauty (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016). According to the Girlguiding Girls' Attitudes Survey (2024), 44% of girls between the ages of 11 and 21 felt self-conscious about their appearance after viewing pictures online, while 54% of girls wished they looked as they do when using online filters. According to the survey, 61% of girls between the ages of 11 and 16 expressed a desire to reduce their weight, underlining the influence of idealised internet pictures on negative attitudes about beauty and body dissatisfaction (Girlguiding, 2024).

Cyberbullying is another example of how complicated the problem is. NSPCC (2024) states that "Online bullying can be persistent and inescapable, intensifying its psychological impact," however, the ability of school-based interventions to address problems that arise outside of educational settings is limited. For example, a 15 year old girl, posts a picture to Instagram. A few classmates make derogatory remarks about the student's appearance and start a group chat to make fun of them. They distribute modified photos to make them look worse. In contrast to traditional bullying, the harassment persists after school hours and can be seen and shared by a wide audience, which increases the emotional impact. The content is circulated a lot, and hateful messages are still being sent by anonymous users. Consequently, the student develops symptoms of despair, low self-esteem, anxiety about going to school, and withdrawal from peers (Girlguiding 2024). 

Furthermore, according to Scott and Woods, (2019) social media use and poor mental health are known to be significantly correlated with sleep disturbance. Many teenagers in the UK use their phones late at night, which shortens their sleep duration and lowers the quality of their sleep. Increased emotional problems, difficulty concentrating, impatience, and worse academic performance have all been linked to sleep deprivation (Kelly et al., 2018). Additionally, blue light from smartphone screens may inhibit the production of melatonin and postpone the start of sleep, making it harder for teenagers to fall asleep (Chang et al., 2015).

Lastly, another psychological effect of using SM is fear of missing out (FoMO). According to Przybylski et al. (2013), FoMO is the fear that others might be enjoying fulfilling experiences without one's involvement. Teenagers are frequently encouraged to be connected all the time by monitoring SM updates and notifications. These activities have been linked to poor psychological well-being, elevated stress, anxiety, and problematic social media use (Barry et al., 2017; Keles, et al., 2020).

Crucially, despite the UK's clear policy intent, its strategy is still mainly reactive. This implies that prevention needs to be prioritised more, especially through early intervention and education. 
[bookmark: _Toc624061070]2.6 Conclusion
By investigating underlying mechanisms like social comparison, algorithmic exposure, cyberbullying, sleep deprivation, FoMO and grooming, this chapter has directly addressed the research question by critically analysing the psychological effects of SM on teenage MH.
One important discovery is that social media and mental health have a complicated and context-dependent relationship. Negative outcomes are evident, but they are mediated by structural, social, and individual factors. This calls into question oversimplified causal theories and emphasises the need for a more complex comprehension.
The chapter has also identified significant gaps in the literature, particularly the lack of integrated theoretical frameworks and the over-reliance on reactive policy approaches. These insights provide a strong foundation for the next chapter, which will outline the research methodology used to further investigate these issues. 
This chapter offers a critical foundation by examining the historical evolution of social media, corresponding theoretical frameworks, and the international and UK contexts. It highlights important arguments, restrictions, and gaps in the literature that directly influence the MH of adolescents.
[bookmark: _Toc234657154][bookmark: _Toc622246543]CHAPTER 3 – Methods and Search Strategy (1,000 words approx.)
[bookmark: _Toc234657155][bookmark: _Toc144576430]3.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the secondary research methodology used to examine the psychological effects of social media on teenage mental health. It allows for the synthesis of available data from studies on adolescent development, public health, and psychology. A literature-based approach was chosen (Snyder, 2019).

A methodical approach was needed to identify and critically assess a variety of viewpoints given the ongoing scholarly debate regarding whether SM directly causes mental health issues or merely correlates with them (Odgers and Jensen, 2020; Orben, 2020). The search strategy, source validation, inclusion and exclusion criteria, analytical procedure, and ethical considerations are all covered in more detail in this chapter than in the methodology poster, which offered a visual summary of the research process. The thematic findings that will be discussed in Chapter 4 are based on these techniques.

The Population–Concept–Context (PCC) framework served as the basis for the search strategy (Peters et al., 2020). The concept was social media use, the population was teenagers between the ages of 10 and 19, and the context was psychological wellbeing and MH outcomes (Snyder, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc234657156][bookmark: _Toc1702297913]3.2 Search Strategy
The research question was used to develop keywords, which included social media, adolescent mental health, teenagers, anxiety, depression, self-esteem, body image, cyberbullying, social comparison, young people, social networking sites, psychological distress, grooming, sleep deprivation and wellbeing.
The accuracy of searches was enhanced by Boolean operators such as
social media OR social networking sites AND mental health OR anxiety OR depression AND adolescent OR teenager OR youth.
To increase transparency and reproducibility, search terms and outcomes were documented at every stage.

[bookmark: _Toc234657157][bookmark: _Toc2089029518]3.3 Searching for Information
Scholarly literature was located using Google Scholar, PubMed, PsycINFO, ScienceDirect, and the UWTSD Library database. These sources were picked because they provide peer-reviewed research in sociology, psychology, and public health. PubMed and PsycINFO were particularly useful due to their extensive coverage of research on adolescent mental health.  They were chosen to guarantee access to high-quality evidence pertinent to adolescent wellbeing (Snyder, 2019).

In addition to peer-reviewed literature, grey literature was gathered from NHS Digital, NHS England, GOV.UK, and the Care Quality Commission (CQC). These resources provided both background information on policy and up-to-date data on MH. For example, one in five children and young people in England had a probable mental health disorder, according to NHS Digital (2023), highlighting the significance of the issue being investigated.

Searches were restricted to studies published between 2019 and 2026 to guarantee current relevance. This choice considered how quickly social media platforms and teenage online behaviour are changing (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). Peer-reviewed status, adolescent populations, and English-language publications were additional filters.

Numerous studies about general screen time were found in the first searches. But according to recent research, screen-time indicators are insufficient to fully capture the complexity of social media engagement (Orben, 2020). As a result, searches were narrowed down to concentrate only on social media and psychological effects. Author information, methods, important conclusions, and limitations were documented in a source-tracking table (Appendix A).

To improve transparency and mitigate selection bias in the literature identification, process, a PRISMA-style screening procedure was followed by sorting the literature by identifying, screening eligible records to include (Page et al., 2021). After 57 initial records were systematically screened, 9 studies were included in the final review. 

	Type of records found
	Amount of records

	(PubMed, PsycINFO, Science Direct, UWTSD Library.                                                   
	35

	Other records found in grey literature: NHS, GOV.UK, CQC, WHO	 		         
	22

	Total records found 									         
	57

	Duplicates eliminated									         
	17

	Records excluded: not adolescent, not social media, or general screen time only             
	15

	Records screened title and abstract							          
	25

	Full-text articles evaluated 							 	          
	20

	Excluded full-text articles, adult samples, methodology limitations, irrelevant results        
	11

	Final research included in the synthesis 	                                                                      
	9



[bookmark: _Toc234657158][bookmark: _Toc2018203226]3.4 Research Validation
Prior to full-text review, studies were screened based on their titles, abstracts, and conclusions. The source quality was evaluated using the CRAAP framework (Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, and Purpose).
Because the digital world was changing so quickly, currency was especially crucial. Publication in reputable institutions and peer-reviewed journals established authority. Analytical rigor, methodological transparency, and sample size were used to evaluate accuracy.
Validation, however, went beyond the CRAAP framework. Because the quality of the evidence varies greatly, research design was also considered. Systematic reviews, longitudinal studies, and meta-analyses were given more weight because they offer more solid evidence than cross-sectional studies when examining possible causal relationships (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).

Contradictory results were also purposefully kept. Concerns about publication bias and the propensity for negative results to garner more attention than neutral or positive outcomes were taken into consideration when making this decision (Orben, 2020). The review's credibility and balance were strengthened by the incorporation of a variety of viewpoints
[bookmark: _Toc234657159][bookmark: _Toc1762526528]3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To ensure consistency and focus, specific inclusion and exclusion criteria were established.

	


	Inclusion criteria include:

	Peer reviewed journal articles published between 2019 and 2026

	Studies involving adolescents aged 10 to 19

	Research examining social media and mental health outcomes

	UK based studies when available

	Publications from the NHS and GOV.UK that are pertinent to adolescent mental health



	Exclusions

	Research that only looks at adults

	Publications that are not in English

	Non-academic websites, blogs, and opinion pieces

	Studies that only look at screen time in general

	Research that lacks methodological transparency



These standards guaranteed that the sources chosen were reliable, pertinent, and in line with the research question.
[bookmark: _Toc234657160][bookmark: _Toc1993954829]3.6 Analysing Research
The framework of Braun and Clarke (2006; 2021) was followed in the thematic analysis of the chosen literature. This method was selected because it makes it possible to systematically find and analyse patterns in a variety of evidence sources.

To become acquainted with the data, articles were first read several times. Anxiety, depression, self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, social comparison, cyberbullying, loneliness, peer support, and sleep disturbance were among the key concepts that were then coded. Similar codes were categorised into more general themes that were pertinent to the study question.

Crucially, analysis progressed from description to critical comparison. Variations in measurement techniques, sample features, and methodology were analysed. For instance, numerous studies found links between social media use and poor mental health; however, a number of these studies used cross-sectional designs, which limited their ability to draw conclusions about causality (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). On the other hand, longitudinal research frequently found weaker correlations and indicated that social media usage patterns may be influenced by pre-existing mental health issues (Orben, 2020).

A more sophisticated reading of the literature was made possible by this critical approach. The analysis considered how elements like social comparison, cyberbullying, platform type, and individual vulnerability may affect psychological outcomes rather than assuming social media is essentially bad.
[bookmark: _Toc234657161][bookmark: _Toc1850087570]3.7 Ethical Considerations
There was no direct participant involvement in this study, and formal ethical approval was not necessary because it was solely based on secondary data. However, throughout the entire research process, ethical principles continued to be crucial.
Accurate citation, adherence to the UWTSD Harvard referencing system, and open reporting of findings all contributed to the maintenance of academic integrity. Fair representation of the evidence was ensured, and selective reporting was avoided. To reduce researcher bias and increase credibility, studies reporting positive, negative, and neutral outcomes were included due to the polarised nature of social media debates (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).

There was a chance of favouring data that supported the public and media discussion's frequent portrayal of social media as harmful to teenage wellbeing. Literature that presented positive, neutral, and negative outcomes was purposefully included and critically assessed to reduce researcher bias.
[bookmark: _Toc1014856203]3.8 Chapter Conclusion
The methodology for examining the psychological effects of social media on teenage mental health has been described in this chapter. The study aimed to guarantee transparency and methodological rigor through a structured search strategy, source validation procedure, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and thematic analysis. Crucially, the review acknowledged methodological flaws in the body of current evidence, such as difficulties with measurement and causality. The results of the literature analysis are presented in the following chapter through several themes, and their relevance to the research question is critically assessed. 

[bookmark: _Toc1041448164]Chapter 4
[bookmark: _Toc234657162][bookmark: _Toc297804467]4.1 – Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings and discussion from the thematic analysis of the selected literature examining the psychological effects on the mental health of adolescents in the UK. Three major themes emerged from the analysis using the methodology described in Chapter 3: 1. Adolescent psychological distress, anxiety, and depression. 
2. Problematic use, body dissatisfaction, sleep disturbance, cyberbullying, and FOMO 3. Individual variations and complicated impacts of social media on the wellbeing of teenagers. 
Evidence from peer-reviewed research, official reports, and policy documents is used to critically examine these themes. The chapter assesses the literature's points of agreement and disagreement while considering the more general psychological, social, and structural elements that affect teenage mental health. The chapter seeks to give readers a thorough grasp of the elements influencing teenage wellbeing and their importance in connection to the research question (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

[bookmark: _Toc234657163][bookmark: _Toc1665929589]4.2 Thematic Analysis
A qualitative research technique called thematic analysis is used to find, examine, and interpret recurrent themes or patterns in a dataset (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis allows for a methodical review of results from several studies and arranges them into relevant themes that answer the research question in the context of secondary research. This method works especially well for finding recurring patterns, parallels, and discrepancies in the body of existing literature.

The nine chosen studies found through the literature search procedure described in Chapter 3 were subjected to thematic analysis in this dissertation. Key ideas and conclusions about adolescent mental health were coded and documented in the coding/results table after each article was thoroughly reviewed (see Chapter 3 and Appendix A). Common codes included anxiety and depression, psychological discomfort, use of social media in a problematic way, comparing societies, cyberbullying, FoMO, disturbance of sleep, body dissatisfaction, individual variations, social support, online debate on causality, benefits, drawbacks, social media use and psychological wellbeing. Following that, these codes were categorised based on recurrent themes and connections found in the literature.


First Draft Themes (Prior to Improvement)
	Draft Theme	
	First Codes Found
	Papers that support the theme

	1. Adolescents negative psychological 
effects from using social media
	Depression, anxiety, psychological 
discomfort, depressed mood, lowered 
wellbeing, and emotional challenges
	Khalaf et al., (2023); Sala et al.,(2024); Fassi et al., (2024); 
Keles et al., (2020).

	2. Dangerous online behaviours and social 
media usage. 
	Addiction to social media; overuse; FOMO; 
cyberbullying; unfavourable online 
interactions; disturbed sleep.
	Purba et al., (2023); Keles et al., (2020); 
Sala et al., (2024); Nesi (2020).

	3. Self-perception, comparison, and 
Appearance. 
	Identity development, self-esteem, 
body dissatisfaction, appearance worries, 
and social comparison.
	Nesi (2020); Valkenburg et al., (2022); 
Sala et al., (2024).

	4. Individual susceptibility and variations in 
reactions.  
	Disparities in gender, age, personality, 
vulnerability, susceptibility, and usage 
patterns.
	Odgers and Jensen (2020); 
Valkenburg et al., (2022); 
Przybylski et al., (2017).

	5. Advantages and safeguards of social media use. Nesi (2020); Valkenburg et al. (2022); Sala et al. (2024)
	Online assistance, social ties, a sense of 
community, communication, information 
availability, and constructive involvement.
	Nesi (2020); Valkenburg et al., (2022); 
Sala et al., (2024).

	6. The intricacy and controversy around the 
impact of social media. 
	Individual variability, unclear evidence, active versus passive use, correlation versus
causation, and contextual influences.
	Odgers and Jensen (2020); Przybylski et al., (2017); Valkenburg et al., (2022).



Refinement procedure 
Three final themes have been created by combining the draft themes. This comes after overlaps have been looked at. The table below also displays the recurring codes and concepts seen in the last three themes:
Final theme table
	Combining draft themes
	Final theme created
	Common codes

	Adverse psychological effects combined with outcomes related to 
mental health
	Theme 1: The correlation between teenage psychological suffering 
and social media use.
	Depression, anxiety, psychological distress, emotional health, 
depressed mood, diminished life satisfaction, internalising symptoms, and mental health consequences.

	Problematic behaviours + online dangers + appearance concerns
	Theme 2: Psychological factors relating social media usage to worse mental health outcomes.
	FoMO (fear of missing out), cyberbullying, social comparison, body 
dissatisfaction, appearance issues, sleep disturbance, excessive us, problematic social media use, and bad online experiences.

	Individual susceptibility + benefits + discussion of complexity
	Theme 3: Individual differences and the multifaceted effects of social media on teenage well-being.
	Individual susceptibility, age and gender disparities, personality traits, active versus passive use, online social support, resilience, and both positive and bad experiences.




4.3 Theme 1 The correlation between teenage psychological suffering and social media use

Definition 
Theme 1 the correlation between teenage psychological suffering and social media use looks at the connection between adolescents use of social media and their mental health. Emotional and mental anguish, such as anxiety, sadness, stress, loneliness, low self-esteem, and psychological well-being, is referred to as psychological suffering. 
A statistical relationship between two variables is referred to as correlation, although it does not prove that one causes the other (Keles, et al., 2020). This distinction is crucial because, numerous research studies link SM use to worse mental health, however the data does not always show an association. Khalaf et al., (2023) and Fassi et al., (2024), also found links between social media use and worse teenage mental health, including elevated anxiety and decreased wellbeing. However, all three researchers indicate that social media use alone may not have as much of an influence as broader psychological and social aspects.

The issue has become much more relevant during the last 20 years. This is due to the quick growth of social networking sites and smartphone ownership. Liu, et al., 2024). Prior to the rise of social media sites like Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok, family dynamics, peer pressure, and educational settings were the main areas of study for adolescent MH. However, when SM became more widely used in the 2010s, focus switched to digital interactions as a possible predictor of psychological well-being. In the beginning, researchers tracked how much time teenagers spent online with the assumption that more screen time would inevitably result in more psychological harm. According to more recent studies, this viewpoint is too simple. Rather, the type, quality, and purpose of SM use seem to have a greater impact than the amount of time spent online (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). This change is significant as it acknowledges teenagers as active technology users rather than passive recipients of its effects. 

This theme is significant because it directly addresses the research question of the psychological effects of social media on adolescents MH. Understanding whether SM causes psychological distress is crucial for informing parents, teachers, medical professionals, and legislators.  WHO (2024) estimates that one in seven teenagers worldwide suffers from a MH illness, underscoring the need to identify risk factors or preventative measures. Simultaneously, SM has become almost unavoidable among youth, making it challenging to distinguish its impact from other social and environmental factors.

Despite widespread worry, statistics about SM and MH are still debatable, For instance, Keles, et al., (2020) found that teens who use SM more frequently experience psychological distress, anxiety, and sadness. In a similar manner, Sala et al., (2024) comprehensive analysis discovered consistent evidence linking problematic SM use to worse psychological outcomes. However, Odgers, and Jensen, (2020) argue that public discourse often overstates the detrimental consequences of social media and that many documented connections are rather modest. They suggest that bad childhood experiences, family dynamics, socioeconomic disparity, and 
pre-existing MH issues frequently have a greater impact on teenage wellbeing than digital media alone. This dispute highlights the difficulty in understanding statistical data and shows why correlational results shouldn't be taken as evidence of cause.

The connection between social media use and psychological distress is explained by a number of psychological theories. According to the Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954), people assess themselves bycontrasting their accomplishments and lives with 
those of others. Continuous exposure to idealised pictures and lifestyles is encouraged by social media, which may diminish body satisfaction and self-esteem while also boosting upward social comparison. This idea is especially pertinent to image-based sites like Instagram, snapchat and TikTok, where carefully chosen material and altered photos may lead to inflated expectations of success and 
attractiveness. On the other hand, the Uses and Gratifications Theory (Katz, et al., 1973) argues that people intentionally select media to meet their own needs, such as emotional support, amusement, and social contact. According to this viewpoint, teenagers who participate constructively in encouraging online groups may benefit from increased wellbeing rather than psychological damage. When looked at together these theories show that social media is neither good or bad as its psychological effects rely on the individual users goals, behaviours, and vulnerabilities.

Furthermore, policymakers are paying more attention to the connection between teenage mental health and social media. The Online Safety Act 2023 in the UK imposes legal obligations on digital platforms to tighten age-appropriate safeguards, improve reporting procedures for online abuse, and limit children's exposure to harmful information. These steps are intended to lower dangers like exposure to self-harming content, cyberbullying, and dangerous algorithms. However, critics contend that the underlying psychological and societal variables affecting teenage mental health cannot be addressed by legislation alone. Accessible mental health care, parental involvement, and education in digital literacy are also necessary for effective protection. Therefore, even while legislation is a significant step in protecting teenagers, its long-term effectiveness will depend on how successful it is.

Keles, et al., (2020) systematic review, links social media use to psychological distress, anxiety, and depression. Additionally  it supports the claim that social media can have a detrimental impact on teenage mental health. According to their findings, certain teenagers may suffer psychological harm due to social comparison, cyberbullying, and FOMO. For instance, adolescents in the UK who are exposed to idealised content on social media sites like Instagram and TikTok may establish 
unrealistic expectations about their appearance and way of life, which could have an impact on their emotional health and self-esteem. 

However, caution must be taken when interpreting the evidence. This is because much of the research in 
Keles, et al., (2020) study used cross-sectional data meant that while they found
correlations, they were unable to prove that social media use directly contributes to poor mental health. This raises a crucial counterargument about teenagers who are depressed, anxious, or lonely may use social media more frequently as a diversion or source of support. This indicates poor mental health may affect social media use rather than be the cause of it. Purba et al., (2023) provides additional evidence for this link by showing connections between teenage psychiatric issues and  
problematic social media use. However, they also stress that usage patterns are more significant than alone online time.

Odgers and Jensen (2020), argue that the detrimental impacts of SM are frequently overstated and that broader factors, 
such as the family environment, socioeconomic circumstances, and pre-existing vulnerabilities, may have greater effects on teenage mental 
health, add support to this claim. However, Sala, et al., (2024) offer additional evidence for the dangers of problematic SM
usage, identifying consistent correlations with lower psychological well-being while recognising variations in the criteria used 
to define harmful use.

Overall, Theme 1: Suggests that social media has a substantial but complicated psychological influence on teenagers in the UK. The relationship between teenage psychological suffering and social media use supports the research question. It demonstrates that social media use is linked to both favourable and unfavourable consequences for mental health while emphasising the 
need to investigate the psychological processes and individual variations that affect these impacts. Therefore, Theme 1 relates to Theme 2 which is Psychological factors relating SM usage to worse MH outcomes. This theme looks at
the underlying mechanisms such as social comparison, negative self-evaluation, cyberbullying, and FOMO that may explain why 
social media contributes to psychological suffering. Theme 1 also relates to Theme 3 which is Individual
differences and the complex consequences of social media on teenage well-being. Whether social media has positive or negative
affects depends on an individual's personality, resilience, pre-existing mental health issues, and degree of social support. For instance, an adolescent may benefit from online networks that
offer emotional support and connection, while another may feel more anxious due to online comparison. As a result, the relationship between Themes 1, 2, and 3 shows that social media's psychological effects on teenagers in the UK are 
complicated and impacted by both personal situations and social media experiences.

4.4 Theme 2: Psychological factors relating social media usage to worse mental health outcomes.

Cognitive, emotional, and behavioural processes that elucidate how social media may foster adolescent psychological issues are referred to as psychological factors that link social media use to poorer mental health outcomes. Fear of missing out (FOMO), social comparison, cyberbullying, reliance on online validation, and negative self-evaluation are among these. It's crucial to understand these aspects since they demonstrate why social media could affect the mental health of teenagers rather than merely establishing the presence of a link.

Teenagers may be especially sensitive to comparison and online feedback as they are extremely susceptible to peer acceptance, self-esteem, and identity development. Social media platforms like Instagram and TikTok and Snapchat push users to present idealised versions of themselves, which might set unrealistic standards for lifestyle, appearance, and popularity. Nesi (2020) contends that the psychological effects of social media are influenced by how teenagers use platforms, arguing that passive viewing of idealised content may make them more susceptible to harmful results, while active communication may encourage social connection.

This correlation is elucidated by Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954), which contends that people gauge themselves against the skills and qualities of others. Social media creates more possibilities for upward comparison, which happens when teenagers compare themselves to people who seem prettier or more accomplished. Keles, et al., (2020) stated that cyberbullying, FOMO, and social comparison are major mechanisms that connect social media usage with psychological suffering, anxiety, and depression. However, because the study primarily included cross-sectional studies, it is impossible to determine whether social media causes poor mental health or whether adolescents who are experiencing distress are more likely to spend a lot of time online.

The value of these psychological processes is confirmed by evidence from a UK study. Kelly et al., (2018) discovered that greater social media usage was linked to poorer mental health consequences in adolescents, especially females, utilising data from the study proposed that this link was caused by body image issues, sleep disruption, and online harassment. Around 38% of girls who spent five or more hours each day on social media reported experiencing severe depressive symptoms. In contrast, only 15% of girls who used social media for under one hour daily demonstrated similar levels of distress. This implies that extended use may heighten the risk of psychological issues. However, the research relied on self-reported data, which can lead to bias. Additionally, social media usage was mostly evaluated by frequency rather than kind of interaction. This hinders the ability to determine if certain actions rather than the use of social media itself are the cause of psychological damage (Kelly et al., 2018).

Przybylski and Weinstein (2017) offer a different viewpoint, proposing the Goldilocks hypothesis, which contends that moderate technology use might not have a detrimental impact on well-being and that issues are more likely to arise when usage turns excessive. Likewise, Valkenburg, et al., (2022) suggest that the influence of social media is not always harmful as it varies based on a person's attributes, desires, and digital activities. This raises questions about the oversimplified notion that social media is inherently harmful to the mental health of adolescents.

The impact of social media on the mental health of teenagers cannot be properly assessed without looking at broader social and policy actions. In the UK, worries about online dangers have led to the introduction of laws like the Online Safety Act 2023. This law requires technology companies to mitigate harmful content, including cyberbullying and materials that could negatively influence children’s mental health. This regulation is pertinent to Theme 2 because it acknowledges that digital spaces may lead to psychological dangers. Nevertheless, its success is still in question, since regulations might limit access to harmful content but cannot completely tackle psychological issues like social comparison, low self-worth, or reliance on online validation.

A central theme in this discussion is the argument about whether social media directly leads to mental health issues in teenagers or if it merely interacts with pre-existing vulnerabilities. Keles, et al., (2020) reveals that experiences associated with social media, including comparison and cyberbullying, correlate with increased anxiety, depression, and psychological distress. Nevertheless, the authors admit that numerous studies in their review were correlational, which makes it challenging to conclude if social media causes mental health challenges or if adolescents with poor mental health tend to use it in problematic ways.

This constraint is addressed by more extensive evaluations. In research by Sala, et al., (2024) a strong link discovered between problematic social media use and poorer well-being in adolescents. However, challenges were pointed out, arising from varying definitions of “problematic use. Likewise, Valkenburg, et al., (2022) argues that the effects of social media are very personal, as certain adolescents face negative impacts, whereas others find social support and enhanced connections. This indicates that psychological aspects, instead of just social media exposure, influence the outcomes.

The consequences of the research question are quite intricate. SM might harm the mental well-being of adolescents by promoting chances for upward social comparison, fostering unrealistic self-representation, and subjecting youth to online rejection. For instance, a teenager who constantly sees idealised appearance posts may form negative views about their own looks, leading to lower self-esteem and increased anxiety. On the other hand, social media can offer advantages, such as peer support, access to mental health resources, and chances for self-expression (Nesi, 2020). Consequently, the mental effects change according to the way it is utilised, the reasons behind it, and the situation surrounding its use

This theme illustrates that the effects of SM on MH depend on personal experiences online and individual susceptibility, rather than just the act of using social media. It reinforces Theme 1 by detailing the mental processes that contribute to emotional distress and connects with Theme 3 by acknowledging that existing mental health, personality traits, and resilience influence how young people react. Therefore,the findings imply that it is crucial to comprehend how teenagers interact with social media instead of solely focusing on the duration of use when exploring the research question.

4.5 Theme 3: Individual differences and the multifaceted effects of social media on teenage well-being.

Definition, history, theories, and evidence
The concept that not all teenagers are impacted by SM in the same manner is referred to as individual differences and the complex effects of social media on teenage well-being. Rather, a variety of characteristics, including personality, gender, current mental health, social situations, reasons for using the internet, and the kinds of encounters encountered, influence psychological effects. This issue is significant because it casts doubt on the notion that SM is wholly good or detrimental, arguing instead that an individual's contact with the digital world shapes its effects.

Due to the substantial emotional, social, and psychological development that young people go through during adolescence, this time is especially crucial when taking individual differences into account. Adolescents are forming their identities, looking for acceptance from their peers, and growing more perceptive of social criticism at this time. Therefore, depending on whether SM promotes exposure to comparison, rejection, and pressure or offers chances for connection and self-expression, it can have varying effects on well-being. This is especially pertinent to the research question, because it implies that SM use alone cannot fully explain the effects.

According to Valkenburg and Peter (2013), the Differential Susceptibility to Media Effects Model (DSMM) is one explanation that explains these variations. According to this theory, media effects differ based on three elements: media-related factors, social context, and human traits. The DSMM implies that the same social media experience may result in different results when applied to the research question. For instance, an adolescent with high self-esteem, might consume idealised internet content without feeling particularly distressed, but an adolescent who already has body image issues might feel more anxious or less valuable. As a result, the idea backs up the claim that social media interacts with pre-existing psychological vulnerabilities rather than directly causing bad mental health.

Another theory that is relevant is the Uses and Gratifications Theory (Katz, et al., 1973). It argues that people actively use media to satisfy particular needs including identity formation, amusement, and social connection. This relates to the research question since the reasons why teenagers use SM can affect whether the results are positive or negative. For example, maintaining friendships on social media might enhance a person's sense of belonging, but using these platforms only to get likes and followers can make one more reliant on outside validation (Nesi, 2020).

The significance of individual differences is supported by research findings. from Valkenburg, et al., (2022) who discovered that while the average effects of social media on teenage mental health were minimal, there were considerable differences between individuals. They emphasised the significance of looking at "who is affected, how and under what circumstances" by arguing that some teenagers suffer negative consequences while others experience positive ones. This challenges previous claims that social media use is a universal factor in the deterioration of teenage mental health.


Furthermore, research conducted by Kelly et al., (2018) in the UK reveals distinct variations among
different groups. By analysing information from the UK , they discovered that increased use of social media correlated with negative mental health results, especially among teenage girls. The researchers indicated that elements like online bullying, worries about looks, and emotional reactions to comparing oneself with others could clarify these discrepancies. Nonetheless, the research also emphasises the intricate 
nature of understanding these issues, as the differences between genders could represent broader societal pressures instead of being linked 
only to social media engagement.

Additionally, data also indicates how this issue is significant for many. Ofcom (2023) revealed that nearly all teenagers in the UK use social media, with around 95% of those aged 16 to 24 engaging with social networking platforms. Nevertheless, just because social media is used frequently doesn’t mean it leads to negative mental health results, emphasising that personal vulnerability and how people interact online matter more than just the duration of use.

Assessment of policies, consequences, connections, and relations to other themes.

Although there is evidence indicating that some teenagers may face harmful
psychological effects from social media, research is beginning to dispute the belief that
online platforms are always detrimental. Odgers and Jensen (2020) point out
that worries about young people's use of social media frequently neglect the larger factors
affecting mental health, including family dynamics, economic conditions, and educational stress. They propose that digital technology represents just one element in a broader system of influences. This serves as a significant counterpoint to studies that mainly emphasise negative effects, helping to ensure that social media is not seen as the only reason for the rise in mental health challenges among adolescents.

Similarly, Przybylski and Weinstein (2017) proposed that moderate technology usage could have no detrimental impact on the well-being of teenagers, while very high or very low usage might link to worse results. This viewpoint disputes the belief that more screen time necessarily causes psychological damage. Nevertheless, the research has its drawbacks since tracking online time does not consider the nature of the activities performed. For instance, two teenagers could each be online for three hours; however, one might be interacting with encouraging friends, while the other could be facing cyberbullying or harmful comparisons. Therefore, psychological implications of social media use are crucial to understanding its adverse effects on adolescent well-being. Their overall review found connections between problematic social media engagement and negative mental health results, but it also acknowledged positive aspects, such as social connections and access to support, which may be more significant than just the amount of time spent online.

More recent findings by Sala, et al., (2024) support this claim, showing that the use of social media can lead to both good and bad outcomes for young people's well-being. Their comprehensive review revealed links between excessive social media use and negative mental health effects, while also acknowledging advantages such as social interaction and access to support services. This indicates that efforts should aim at promoting healthier ways of using social media instead of just trying to cut down its use.

The intricate impact of social media has shaped policies in the UK. The Online Safety Act 2023 focuses on minimising access to harmful online materials, such as cyberbullying and content that could adversely influence children’s mental well-being. Although this law
marks a step forward in acknowledging digital dangers, it has drawbacks since regulations are unable to completely manage personal 
psychological variations. For instance, while eliminating harmful content might reduce risk exposure, it cannot stop all teenagers from
encountering negative self-evaluation or becoming reliant on online validation (Capraro, et al., 2025)

This theme is significant to the research question as it shows that the way social media affects mental health relies on how teenagers engage 
with their digital surroundings. It supports that when at-risk individuals face negative situations, like online bullying or comparing
themselves to others based on looks, they may suffer adverse effects. However, on the other hand, social media can enhance well-being by offering chances for making friends, exploring identity, and receiving emotional support, especially for ado
who experience loneliness in real life (Nesi, 2020).

This theme relates to Theme 1 by discussing the reasons why different people experience varying levels of psychological distress linked to social media usage. Although Theme 1 points out issues like anxiety and depression, Theme 3 highlights that these problems are not felt in the same way by everyone. Additionally, it expands on Theme 2 by illustrating that individual traits, such as resilience and current mental health, affect psychological processes like social comparison and the need for validation.

The overall findings indicate that the experiences of adolescents with SM are complex and cannot simply be categorised as either harmful or
beneficial. Instead of having the same effects on everyone, social media interacts with personal traits, usage habits, and online experiences to affect mental health results. While research often points out both risks and rewards, recent reviews suggest that contextual and individual factors play a bigger role than social media use itself in determining psychological well-being (Orben, 2020; Valkenburg, et al., 2022). To adequately address the research question, it is necessary to have
a deeper understanding of how the unique differences among adolescents influence their online experiences and the resulting effects on their MH.

4.6 - Chapter Conclusion

The studies discussed in this chapter have offered a systematic thematic evaluation of how using social media relates to the mental health of adolescents. A prominent theme that surfaced from the studies indicated that social media impacts adolescents differently. The effects 
depend on how online experiences interact with personal psychological processes and individual weaknesses. The findings showed that numerous instances of mental health issues in adolescents were linked to negative encounters such as social comparison, cyberbullying, 
pressure about appearances, and seeking validation online. For instance, Kelly et al., (2018) discovered that increased social media use correlated with worse mental health outcomes in teenagers, especially among girls, with online harassment and dissatisfaction with looks identified as significant factors. 

Firstly, the findings indicated that while there is a connection between social media use and issues like anxiety, depression, and lower well-being. The evidence is primarily correlational and does not confirm direct causation. Secondly, psychological factors, such as social comparison and (FOMO), help clarify how online experiences might affect mental health. Thirdly, personal attributes, including resilience and existing vulnerabilities, influence how young people react to social media. Lastly, this research offers crucial implications for policy. In line with the NHS Long Term Plan, future strategies should focus on early intervention, digital literacy, online safety, and readily available mental health support to foster healthier online experiences for youth (NHS, 2022).

5.1 - Summary of Key Findings
This dissertation aimed to explore the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health, with the objectives of examining whether social media contributes to psychological difficulties, identifying the psychological processes that may influence this relationship, and exploring the factors that shape individual experiences. Through a systematic thematic analysis of the existing literature, these objectives have been addressed by developing a clearer understanding of the complex interaction between digital engagement and adolescent psychological well-being. 
The findings explored throughout this dissertation demonstrated that social media use is associated with MH difficulties among some adolescents. However, this relationship is not straightforward and cannot be explained by social media use alone. The research examined the evidence linking SM engagement with psychological suffering, explored mechanisms such as social comparison and online validation, and highlighted the importance of individual differences in shaping adolescents experiences. Together, these findings demonstrate that the impact of social media varies depending on usage patterns, the nature of online experiences, psychological processes, and personal circumstances.
Overall, this dissertation has met its research aim by demonstrating that social media represents a complex influence on adolescent mental health. Understanding adolescent well-being in the digital age requires moving beyond assumptions that social media is inherently harmful or beneficial and instead recognising the interaction between usage patterns, online experiences, and individual circumstances. 
5-2 Recommendations for Future Practice
This research carried out a detailed evaluation of how social media psychologically affects the mental health of teenagers in the UK by reviewing nine peer-reviewed studies and related psychological theories. The results revealed that social media's influence is not universally positive or negative; instead, its effect varies depending on how it is used, individual psychological factors, personal vulnerabilities, and the specific nature of online interactions. Based on the analysed evidence, several suggestions can be made for improving future practices.

To start, schools and health services need to establish organised digital literacy and social media education programs targeted at adolescents. These initiatives should aim to raise awareness of the psychological dangers linked to social media, such as social comparison, (FOMO), cyberbullying, and reliance on online approval. This recommendation is backed by findings that suggest adolescents may face worse mental health outcomes when their social media use promotes negative self-assessment and unrealistic comparisons. To implement this practically, integrating digital well-being education into current school curriculam may be more effective than creating new, separate programs. However, a significant constraint is that schools already deal with curriculum challenges and limited resources. Collaboration among schools, mental health experts, and organisations skilled in digital safety could make evidence-based resources more accessible.

Next, mental health services should think about adding the evaluation of social media experiences into their routine support for adolescent MH. The insights drawn from this review indicate that awareness of a teenager's online environment can be crucial for understanding their psychological struggles, especially when issues like cyberbullying, body image concerns, or online rejection lead to emotional pain. Practitioners should look beyond merely reducing screen time and examine how, why, and when young individuals use social media. A possible obstacle is that healthcare professionals might lack adequate training to assess online behaviours and experiences. This challenge could be addressed through further training for practitioners and the creation of standard assessment methods within child and adolescent mental health services.

Additionally, upcoming research and policies should concentrate on developing more personalised strategies for supporting adolescent MH relative to social media use. The literature reviewed highlighted that personal attributes, such as resilience, personality, and existing vulnerabilities, shape how teenagers respond to similar online situations. Hence, interventions should not assume that all youths face the same impact. One challenge with this suggestion is the difficulty of designing tailored approaches within large public health frameworks, which often have financial and staffing limitations. Nevertheless, this could be improved with targeted interventions for high-risk groups, while still ensuring universal support for every adolescent.

Finally, it is crucial to motivate technology companies to enhance protective features on their SM platforms, which includes better reporting systems, age-appropriate designs, and tools that encourage healthier interactions. This suggestion aligns with the conclusion that the psychological impacts of SM are shaped more by the quality of online interactions than by how much it is used. However, challenges may arise due to commercial interests and the complexity of regulating global digital platforms. Increased cooperation among policymakers, researchers, and technology companies might help to navigate these hurdles.

In summary, the identified recommendations underscore the necessity for a balanced strategy that acknowledges the multifaceted role of social media in adolescent mental health. Aligning with the objectives of the NHS Long Term Plan, future efforts should highlight early intervention, preventive measures, and accessible mental health support for youth. While the existing evidence is limited by methodological constraints in current studies, such as dependence on self-reported data and difficulties in establishing causal relationships, the findings serve as a basis for developing more informed and practical ways to support adolescent psychological well-being in an increasingly digital world.
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[bookmark: _Toc378178841]BMHP6020 Independent Project Results Summary Table

	Author & Year
	Article Title
	Type of Study
	Research Method & Sample Size
	Strengths & Limitations
	Main Findings
	Keywords & Codes
	Notes and Comments

	Przybylski et al., (2017)
Paper 1
	A Large-Scale Test of the Goldilocks Hypothesis: Quantifying the Relations Between Digital-Screen Use and the Mental Well-Being of Adolescents
	Analysis of cross-sectional secondary data
	Secondary review of information gathered from more than 120,000 teenagers in the UK as part of the Understanding Society research. 
	Strengths: Examined many forms of digital technology use; strong statistical analyses; very large, nationally representative UK sample. Limitations: include the inability to demonstrate correlation due to the cross-sectional design, the reliance on self-reported screen time.
	Moderate use of digital technology was linked to slightly greater levels of wellbeing, whereas very high usage and no use at all were linked to significantly lower levels. 
	Digital technology, social media, screen time, UK teenagers, mental health, large-scale research and wellness, Adolescents.
	This study offers a significant rejection of arguments that digital technology is fundamentally dangerous. It shows that there is a complex connection between technology usage and wellbeing, with moderate use not being linked to worse mental health. 

	Purba et al., (2023)
Paper 2
	Social media use and health risk behaviours in young people

	[bookmark: _Toc1326040742]Systematic review

	Research from several databases on teenagers between the ages of 10 and 19 and examined links between social media use and risky behaviours.
	Strength: extensive systematic evidence synthesis with meta-analysis; drawback: the quality of the included research varied, and causality could not be established.
	Stronger research is required to prove causal effects, however more social media use was linked to more health-risky behaviour's in young individuals.
	Teenagers, digital behavior, health-risky behaviors, social media use, systematic review, and meta-analysis.
	helpful for talking about how social media may affect broader adolescent health behaviors.

	Keles, et el., (2020)
Paper 3
	[bookmark: _Toc322064804]A systematic review: the influence of social media on depression, anxiety, and psychological distress in adolescents
	Systematic review
	Comprehensive analysis of 13 studies found by searching  PsycINFO,  database. One study was longitudinal, and the other twelve were cross-sectional. Four aspects of social media use were studied in the review: time spent, activity, investment, and addiction/problematic use.
	Strengths: Identifies recurring trends, reveals research gaps, synthesises information from many studies, and does a thorough search across multiple databases. Limitations: Most of the included studies were cross-sectional, making it impossible to draw conclusions about correlation as they relied on self-reported measures, Additionally the different ways that social media use and mental health were examined made it harder to compare different studies.
	Increased symptoms of anxiety, depression, and psychological discomfort were consistently linked to social media use. Compared to just the amount of time spent online, stronger correlations were seen for problematic or addicted use. Nevertheless, there was not enough data to draw the conclusion that social media use directly contributes to poor mental health. To comprehend causal pathways, the authors suggest conducting further qualitative and longitudinal study.
	Adolescents, depression, anxiety, psychological distress, problematic social media use, addiction, mental health, causality, and longitudinal studies
	It contains a thorough summary of the data connecting teenage mental health and social media use.  Highlights the fact that the available data does not prove a causal connection, it encourages debate on the relationship between social media and mental health. Additionally, it highlights significant research gaps, which reinforces the case for employing stronger evidence, such long-term UK cohort studies.

	Odgers and Jenson (2020)
Paper 4
	Adolescent development and growing divides in the digital age 
	Conceptual and narrative reviews
	Review of current research in psychology, development, and digital media that looks at how social media and digital technologies affect teenage growth, mental health, and inequality. Instead of analysing a fresh sample, the publication summarises results from earlier reviews, longitudinal studies, and demographic research.
	Strengths: Offers a comprehensive developmental viewpoint by considering the advantages and disadvantages of digital technology. Emphasises the significance of individual diversity and social inequalities. Limitations: The information presented is based on previous research from various demographics and nations.
	The authors contend that there is insufficient data to establish a causal link between teenage mental health issues and the amount of digital technology used. Rather, offline vulnerabilities including disadvantage, poor mental health, social isolation, and lack of assistance are frequently reflected in online hazards. While digital settings offer chances for connection, they may also put some young people at greater risk.
	Digital technology, social media, mental health, inequality, vulnerability, online hazards, digital wellbeing, resilience, and psychological development in adolescents
	This essay is extremely pertinent to your dissertation's critical discussion portion. It bolsters the claim that not all teenagers are affected by social media in the same way and that psychological consequences vary depending on personal circumstances and usage habits. It connects well with studies on vulnerability, depression, anxiety, and self-harm because it emphasizes how negative online experiences may have a greater impact on young people who are already struggling.

	Khalaf et al., (2023)
Paper 5
	The Impact of Social Media on the Mental Health of Adolescents and Young Adults

	Systematic Review

	Reviewed previous research on the relationship between adolescent and social media use and mental health outcomes.
	Strength: Offers a comprehensive summary of psychological effects; limitation: The evidence is constrained using self-reported data and differences in study designs.
	Among teenagers and young adults, social media use was linked to both positive outcomes (social connection and support) and negative outcomes (depression, anxiety, and stress).
	Social media; teenage mental health; anxiety; depression; psychological well-being; online help.
	beneficial for investigating social media's psychological consequences, but more robust meta-analytic data should be provided.

	Sala et al., (2024)
Paper 6
	Social Media Use and adolescents' mental health and well-being.
	Review of systematic reviews, meta-analyses, and review studies.
	The review looked at the connection between social media use, mental health, and wellbeing among teenagers between the ages of 10 and 19.
Reviews released between January 2015 and April 2023, they searched PubMed, Web of Science, PsycINFO, and Scopus. After quality evaluation 4 out of 1,470 records satisfied the inclusion requirements.
	Strengths:
Research examines both positive and negative impacts of social media on adolescent mental health.
Limitations: Findings vary due to differences in how social media use and mental health are measured. 
	Adolescents mental health can be affected by social media in both positive and negative ways, depending on how, why, and by whom they use it rather than just using it.
	Social media use and mental health, wellbeing, depression, Cyberbullying, screentime, digital behaviour
	Highlights that the impacts of social media differ depending on a person's usage habits rather than just exposure.
Strong evidence synthesis, but because the underlying research are observational in nature, causal links are still unclear.

	Nesi, (2020)
Paper 7
	The Impact of Social Media on Youth Mental Health
	Narrative review, secondary research.
	Reviewed previous psychological studies on youth mental health and social media use; no additional participants or sample size were included.
	Strength: Describes psychological processes; drawback: The narrative review may not have chosen the evidence in a methodical manner.
	Adolescent mental health can be impacted by social media through online support, cyberbullying, social comparison, and feedback-seeking.
	Social media, online support, cyberbullying, social comparison, teenage mental health, and psychological wellbeing.
	A useful theoretical article that explains processes, but needs concrete evidence to back it up

	Fassi, et al., (2024)
Paper 8
	Social Media Use and Internalising Symptoms in Clinical and Community Adolescent Samples

	A Systematic Review
	143 impact sizes from 24 studies were included in the analysis. teenage clinical and community samples.
	Strength: Comprehensive evidence synthesis with quantitative analysis; drawback:  metrics differed, and causality could not be established.
	Although the exact causes are yet unknown, problematic social media use was linked to increased anxiety and depression symptoms in adolescents.
	Teenagers, depression, anxiety, internalizing symptoms, problematic social media use, and meta-analysis.
	A solid source of evidence for talking about the connections between teenage psychological distress and social media use.

	Valkenburg et al., (2022)
Paper 9
	Social media use and its impact on adolescent mental health

	Secondary research, umberella review.
	Systematic evaluations. examined the relationship between teenage SM use and MH consequences.
	Strength: Offers a comprehensive summary of the facts; drawback: conclusions rely on the caliber of reviews that are included.
	The impacts of social media vary depending on personal traits, usage habits, and social setting.
	Social media use; teens; mental health; individual differences; good and negative consequences; umbrella review.
	It is useful for a fair debate, because it disputes the belief that social media is merely detrimental
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