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ABSTRACT
This dissertation examines the role of social media towards self-esteem and mental wellbeing of UK university students. The objective is to learn the impact of social media use on the emotional wellbeing of students, and specifically on self-esteem, social comparison, and online communities. This study is valuable to the health and social care profession because it reveals the psychological problems that students encounter during the digital era.
The research uses a thematic analysis of the secondary data, examining the literature published in 2020-25. The study is concerned with the psychological implications of social media where the following themes are identified: the adverse influence of upward social comparison, the positive influence of supportive online communities, and the intricate relationship between social media use and self-esteem.
The results show that social media can support as well as be detrimental to the wellbeing of students. Online communities are beneficial in fostering social connection and social support; however, social comparison (particularly with idealized content) results in lower self-esteem, anxiety, and body dissatisfaction. Competitive or comparison-based groups were identified to worsen mental health.
The study has several limitations such as the use of secondary data and absence of primary research which could restrict information about the personal experience of the students. Nevertheless, the results are of useful implication to the practice of health and social care in universities.
It has been suggested to adopt digital wellbeing interventions, positive online community promotion, and social media literacy campaigns to mitigate adverse social comparison. These proposals will enhance mental health care provision to students and educate future studies in digital wellbeing.
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[bookmark: _Toc226201825]CHAPTER 1: Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc226201826]1.1 Introduction 
In the United Kingdom, social media has become an inseparable part of university students, and it influences the communication patterns, identity formation, information sources, and social connections (Plackett et al., 2023). Instagram, Tik Tok, Snapchat, YouTube, and WhatsApp have become the new components of the academic and personal life of students, which is why social media is becoming a significant health and social care concern as opposed to a technological phenomenon. The recent evidence related to the UK and abroad indicates that the correlation is complicated: social media can be beneficial to the sense of belonging, peer support, and emotional connection, but overuse or problematic use of social media can also have a detrimental effect on mental wellbeing depending on its manner, purpose, and frequency of use (Campbell et al., 2022). 
The topicality of the issue is increased by the fact that in higher education in the UK, the mental health pressures on students are even more widespread. The House of Commons Library stated that the percentage of students who reported their mental health to their university increased since 2010/11 (under 1 percent) to 2022/23 (5.8 percent), according to confidential surveys, the number of students in distress is significantly higher than is officially registered by universities (Ofcom, 2025). Extended reviews also indicate that transition to independent living, financial stress, new social settings, academic stress, and support systems changes shape the mental health of students (Cogan et al., 2024). 
The main objective of this dissertation is to investigate the impact of using social media on self-esteem and mental health of university students in the United Kingdom, as well as to find out those measures that can mitigate adverse psychological effects of using social media. By doing this, it will also provide a better insight as to whether the problem is merely time spent online, or a problematic, comparative, or emotionally dysregulating online interaction. This difference is essential since the recent longitudinal literature indicates that the impact of social media is not merely based on exposure, but, rather, on the type of use, the context of use, and other intervening variables, including self-esteem and social connectedness (Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc226201827]1.2 Definitions and Terminology 
Within the context of this dissertation, the term social media use denotes interaction with the digital platforms that allow users to create, share, view, and interact with the content and with each other within the networked settings (Fatoş Cengiz, 2024). Recent studies have indicated that these types of use can imply various meanings to mental health, and therefore conceptual clarity is relevant in the first stage (Parry et al., 2022). The self-esteem in this research is a general assessment of the worth or value of a person (Andrade et al., 2023). 
In the context of social media literature, the notion of self-esteem is especially applicable since the medium has the potential to enhance appearance-based comparison, social feedback seeking, and perceived peer judgement. The concept of mental wellbeing is broader and more general, and it concerns the psychological and emotional wellbeing of a person, their capacity to withstand the daily stresses, remain in positive functioning, and feel a belonging, satisfaction, or stability (Ansari et al., 2024). 
According to WHO Europe, problematic use refers to behaviour that is like addiction such as an inability to control usage and the compromise of other activities due to using social media (WHO Europe, 2024). There are a few acronyms and abbreviations employed in the dissertation. The United Kingdom is known as UK. HEIs abbreviated as Higher Education Institutions. NHS is the abbreviation of National Health Service. ONS is an abbreviation used to refer to Office for National statistics. RSPH is an acronym of the Royal Society of Public Health. Problematic Social Media Use is called PSMU. These acronyms are employed to enhance the readability, particularly when they are addressing the policy, the health of the population, and the higher education evidence applicable to the UK student body (Cogan et al., 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc226201828]1.3 Rationale for Research 
This study presents the pressing issue of the mental health of university students in the UK, which is worsened by the overwhelming influence of social media in their lives. Although social media has such positive effects as connection and self-expression, it also causes anxiety, depression, and self-esteem problems associated with the intensive or harmful use (Khalaf et al., 2023). The available literature has weaknesses because it is based on cross-sectional research and does not focus on students at UK universities, viewing social media use as a one-dimensional exposure instead of its various forms, such as passive viewing and active posting. Furthermore, such important variables as self-esteem, social connectedness, social comparison have not been studied (Limniou et al., 2025). WHO Europe and Ofcom express concern over the increasing rates of social media usage and mental health issues among youths and the need to improve their digital literacy and support. 
[bookmark: _Toc226201829]1.4 Aim and Objectives 
Research Aim: 
This study intends to examine how self-esteem and mental well-being of university students in the United Kingdom are affected using social media and investigate the available measures to decrease adverse mental health outcomes related to the use of social media.
Research Objectives: 
0. To investigate the trends in the use of social media by college students in the UK.
0. To examine the interaction between the use of social media, self-esteem, and mental well-being.
0. To determine current studies, policies, and interventions that can be applied to deal with the psychological effects of using social media among students.
0. To offer evidence-based suggestions to enhance a healthier social media use and enhance student wellbeing. 
[bookmark: _Toc226201830]1.5 Conclusion 
This chapter provided the dissertation topic, outlined its main ideas, and justification of the study, as well as offered the purpose and objectives of the research. It has been revealed in the discussion that nowadays social media is a rather regular aspect of the student life of the United Kingdom, but the connection between it and self-esteem and mental wellbeing is controversial, ambiguous, and very important. Chapter two will give the background information and analysis around which the dissertation will be based. It shall investigate this issue further by addressing its historical background, theory, and international and UK context. Thus, Chapter 2 will develop the conceptual and contextual foundations of the methodological decisions and thematic analysis that will be carried out further in the dissertation.





[bookmark: _Toc226201831]CHAPTER 2 – Background Information and Analysis 
[bookmark: _Toc226201832]2.1 Introduction 
 This chapter presents the background information that is required when analyzing the subject of social media use and how it has influenced the mental health and wellbeing of university students in the United Kingdom. This chapter will discuss the trend in the intersection of social media use and psychological wellbeing over the years, tracing the developments in the field. It will also comment on the main theoretical perspectives applied to explain this phenomenon. The chapter provides the framework of the research approach and thematic analysis presented in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 by describing these aspects. This chapter does not actually get into the findings themselves, but it gives critical background to comprehend the overall implication of using the social media within the academic setting. 
[bookmark: _Toc226201833]2.2 Historical Background 
 Development of the Topic
The social media is a new form of digital communication that became a revolution in the first half of the 21st century and began with websites like Friendster, MySpace, and Facebook in the early 2000s (Sinha, 2025). These sites enabled users to make online profiles, communicate and share content with each other, thereby changing communication and relationship patterns among people. With the proliferation of smartphones in the 2010s, social media apps such as Instagram, Twitter, and Snapchat helped to entrench the purpose of social media in everyday life. Nonetheless, it did not happen until the emergence of such platforms as TikTok in the late 2010s when the role of social media has grown beyond merely facilitating communication to influence identity formation, self-expression, and community building. 
As social media was getting deeper into people’s lives, especially among university students, issues started to emerge about its effect on mental health. In the study by Lopes et al. (2022), the authors could observe the correlations between social media use and the adverse emotional outcomes, such as anxiety and depression. The development of literature has been to move beyond the degree of social media use to examine more detailed issues, including passive versus active engagement and the issue of social comparison.
Significant Historical Figures and Contributions
Beyari (2023) emphasized the correlation between the emergence of the use of social media and the higher rates of mental health challenges among the youth. Research conducted by Beyari indicated that emotional wellbeing among adolescents had decreased with the introduction of smartphones and social media because the researcher argued that excessive screen time could have replaced other more traditional interactive forms. Other authors like Merino et al. (2024) have also contributed to the knowledge on the mental health dangers of social media, particularly its contribution to the development of anxiety, body dissatisfaction, and depression among university students. 
The results formed the basis of the current discussion concerning the necessity of more specific interventions and digital literacy courses to reduce the negative impact of social media on the mental health of students. Most recently, international organizations such as WHO Europe have also issued an appeal to act, citing social media as an influential factor in causing mental health problems in youth (WHO Europe, 2024). Their suggestions are aimed at enhancing digital literacy, creating healthier online spaces, and encouraging healthier social media usage to facilitate the mental health of young adults in educational institutions.
[bookmark: _Toc226201834]2.3 Theoretical Background 
There are also several theories that play a crucial role in studying the influence of social media on mental health. Among the concepts on which it is built is the Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954), according to which the social and personal value of people is defined depending on the comparisons they make with others.  Recent research has revealed that social comparison in the social media correlates with anxiety, depression, and dissatisfaction of the body, especially in young adults. The other applicable theory is the Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985) which emphasizes the significance of autonomy, competence and relatedness in promoting psychological wellbeing. Social media may increase feelings of relatedness by providing social interaction and community building but may negatively affect autonomy and competence when the users feel compelled to show an idealized image of themselves or are validated by receiving likes and comments.
Application of Theories
Social Comparison Theory has been extensively used when examining social media. As an example, according to a study by Aubry, Quiamzade and Meier (2024), participants who most actively practiced upward social comparison on Instagram stated that they had more anxiety and lower self-esteem, which confirms the idea that social media increases the adverse effects of self-comparison with other people. Equally, Wei, Chen and Liu (2021) used the Self-Determination Theory to understand the reasons why social media use may result in emotional fatigue, especially when users experience a sense of failure to control their online selves.
Critical Evaluation
Although these theories are quite insightful, they also possess shortcomings. An example of these theories is the Social Comparison Theory, which presupposes that everyone will make a social comparison identically, without considering the contribution of individual differences to the utilization of social media (Nattavudh Powdthavee, 2023). Not every user is impacted by upward comparisons equally, as some users can be motivated or even validated by online interactions; some can experience emotional distress.
On the same note, Self-Determination Theory might not capture all the intricacies of the social media usage in which certain types of interaction, like passive viewing, are unlikely to bring about self-expression or validation, but, nonetheless, have an impact on wellbeing. The use of these theories in the study of social media has raised controversy on the precise ways in which social media influences mental health. 
[bookmark: _Toc226201835]2.4 International Context 
 Global Perspective
The connection of social media with mental health is an international issue and most nations are reporting the increase of anxiety and depression among the youth in connection with digital usage. Indicatively, a study by Colak (2024) in the United States, has indicated that mental health disorders among teenagers have significantly risen as the use of smartphones and social media have emerged. This has been seen in Canada, Australia, and some parts of Europe, including the UK where the Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH) has sounded the alarm over the dangers of the digital spaces (RSPH, 2024). The growing popularity of social media sites has been identified by the World Health Organization (WHO) as the cause of the growth of mental health issues among adolescents worldwide (WHO, 2024).
Comparative Analysis
Countries have taken different perspectives in managing the social media psychohealth effects. In the UK, universities have started to combine digital wellbeing initiatives with the traditional mental health services as a means of enabling students to manage their online presence and minimize the adverse effects. On the other hand, in Scandinavian nations, such as Sweden and Denmark, the use of social media is more controlled, and the focus on digital literacy and psychological assistance became part of the national health care.
Case Studies
In Finland, the government has come up with holistic policies which are meant to encourage digital wellbeing, especially the education sector. Digital literacy programs are integrated into the curriculum of schools to teach students the healthy online practices, privacy, and the psychological effects of using social media. The Finnish model focuses on the need to encourage critical thinking regarding the content that students are exposed to over the internet, and a tendency toward mitigating the negative impacts of heavy usage of social media. Because of this, specific measures should be taken to resolve the discrepancies and make sure that every student, irrespective of their background, is able to enjoy the benefits of such initiatives (RSPH, 2024). 
Equally, in Australia, universities have gone a step further and established partnerships with mental health charities, and instituted campaigns aimed at mitigating negative social media consumption among the students. The colleges are trying to promote healthier habits on the Internet by fostering alternatives to spending too much time on social media, including physical exercises, hobbies, or going out with friends and family. In that way, further studies are required to learn about the effectiveness of these interventions over the long term and how they can be modified to serve the needs of diverse student groups in a more efficient way (Campbell et al., 2022). 
These case studies depict the international initiative to respond to the mental health implications of using social media among students. Although the active attitude of Finland towards education about digital wellbeing represents a successful example of how to enforce social media literacy into the education system, it also reveals the difficulty of providing equal access to the resources. In the meantime, the interventions offered by the Australian universities underline the significance of joint actions between institutions of higher learning and mental health agencies but also highlight the necessity of more successful, long-lasting measures to eliminate the root causes of problematic social media use.
[bookmark: _Toc226201836]2.5 National/Local UK Context 
UK Perspective
The issue of mental health among university students in the UK has grown to be a concern. The Ofcom (2025) report states that social media is a prominent characteristic of the lives of 1624-year-olds, and 97 percent of students claim to use social media regularly. This extensive practice has led to calls by the public health bodies to reflect more on the digital wellbeing in universities. The increase of mental health issues has resulted in such initiatives as the Student Mental Health Charter by Universities UK that will help to enhance mental health and digital literacy of students (GOV. UK, 2026).
Policy and Regulation
The UK government has acted in relation to the increasing concerns by releasing the Digital Economy Act 2017, which contains the acts to safeguard children and youngsters on the internet (for, 2026). The UK companies have been introduced to a social media code of practice to make sure that the platforms are more responsible when it comes to the effects of their content on young audiences, particularly in relation to mental health (Haime and Biddle, 2026). Nevertheless, the criticism of this regulation is that it is not enforced, and people think that more aggressive actions should be taken to address the adverse outcomes of social media on the wellbeing of students (Ajewumi et al., 2024).
Local Context
At the local level, universities have devised their solutions to curb the psychological health hazards of social media use. To illustrate, there are workshops on social media literacy in some institutions, and peer-to-peer support networks are being launched in others to promote positive online interactions (Plackett et al., 2023). The success of such undertakings however, according to Campbell et al. (2022), differs greatly across different institutions, with some students not feeling supported or even not aware of the resources at their disposal. 
[bookmark: _Toc226201837]2.6 Conclusion 
The chapter has examined the historical, theoretical, international, and national setting of the interaction between social media use and mental health. It has followed the history of social media, described applicable theories (Social Comparison Theory and Self-Determination Theory), and discussed responses to the problem on a global and UK-specific level. The evidence shows that although social media has great potential in connecting people, it poses serious mental health threats especially on university students. The chapter has also identified the knowledge gaps in the current body of literature and the disjointed nature of the policy environment, which requires more specific interventions and digital literacy programs. The next chapter will describe the approach to be adopted in this research, which will explain how these gaps will be addressed and how the use of social media will further affect the mental wellbeing of students.
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[bookmark: _Toc226201838]CHAPTER 3 – Methods and Search Strategy 
[bookmark: _Toc226201839]3.1 Introduction 
This chapter defines the research methods used in this dissertation which is all based on secondary research (Hazari, 2023). The paper examines how social media affects mental wellbeing and the use of social media by students in the UK. The dissertation relies on the available literature to synthesize pertinent results of different studies, articles, and reports to address the research question. The procedures herein described build up on the methodology poster, giving a description of how the search strategy and the selection criteria will be conducted and how the selected sources will be analyzed. The techniques are vital towards determining the sources by which the thematic analysis in Chapter 4 will be based.
[bookmark: _Toc226201840]3.2 Search Strategy  
The search strategy of this secondary study was developed in such a way that it would cover a broad and focused literature review. The research question was used to derive key words including such terms as social media use, mental wellbeing, university students, and digital health. To further narrow down the search, Boolean operators helped combine these terms in a search: AND was used to reduce the search to results (e.g., social media use AND mental health), whereas OR was used to widen the search with synonyms (e.g., students OR young adults). This was done in a systematic manner, as similar terms were always used in various databases, such as Google Scholar, PubMed, and the UWTSD Library.
3.3 [bookmark: _Toc226201841]Searching for Information 
To make sure that the high quality and relevant data were selected, the search process was done through several scholarly databases. The major sources were Google Scholar, PubMed, and the UWTSD Library that provided access to peer-reviewed journals, conference papers, and articles of reputable publishers. The filters were used to focus on the studies published in the past five years (2020-2025) as it is the most up-to-date period when the trends and issues of digital engagement among students are the most topical. The search was narrowed as it went on, according to the preliminary results. Keywords were refined to address certain features of social media usage, that is, comparison and self-esteem, and another round of searches was performed with the help of synonyms and other words to enhance relevance. 
3.4 [bookmark: _Toc226201842]Research Validation  
To achieve the quality and relevance of sources to be used in this secondary study, a strict validation strategy was employed with the help of CRAAP Test (Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, Purpose) (Sing et al., 2026). All the sources were initially skimmed through reading the title, abstract, introduction, and conclusion to find their relevance to the research question. The currency of the sources was also given consideration since the evolution of social media services and the increasing concern about digital wellbeing resulted in the fact that the more recent the study, the more important it became. The Authority of the source was also evaluated, and the priority was given to the articles written by recognized scholars or published in the reputable and peer-reviewed journals. The methodology and results were reviewed to ensure that the conclusions were made on strong and repeatable research designs. Lastly, the Purpose of the articles was also measured to make sure that the research was objective and bias-free especially in case of articles concerning commercial interests or opinion articles.
3.5 [bookmark: _Toc226201843] Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria  
The inclusion criteria of this secondary study were centered on peer-reviewed articles published in 2020-25 that covered the relationship between the use of social media and mental wellbeing among university students in the UK. The articles were selected depending on their relevance to the research question, and a particular population of interest was selected that was students in universities. The empirical data in the studies that included quantitative surveys or qualitative interviews was used to make sure that the topic is comprehensively understood. The exclusion criteria were non-peer-reviewed sources, opinion blogs, outdated studies (before 2020), and sources that were not written in English. The following exclusion criteria were used to assist in ensuring the concentration of the high-quality and relevant research and therefore enhanced the overall validity of the findings.
3.6 [bookmark: _Toc226201844]Analysing Research  
Thematic coding was used as a method to analyze the chosen sources. It started with an in-depth reading of both articles to find concepts, keywords, and themes that were duplicated in the articles that were related to social media use and mental wellbeing. The first codes were worked out on the basis of these recurring concepts, like, social comparison, mental health outcomes and self-esteem that proved to be the most important themes of the literature. These codes were categorized into larger themes that were in line with the research objectives, e.g. the effect of social media on self-esteem and supportive online communities. Colour coding and spreadsheets were used to arrange the analysis on how each theme was developed. This method enabled a simple comparison of the sources and enabled the formation of trends in the research. Indicatively, the theme of self-esteem was a feature that was evident throughout the various studies, which validated its relevance in determining the effects of social media on the mental health of students. These structured themes will be elaborated and discussed further in Chapter 4 giving a clear connection between the available literature and the findings of the research.
3.7 [bookmark: _Toc226201845]Ethical Considerations  
The research was purely secondary in nature, i.e. no new data was collected. Nevertheless, ethical issues remained a part of the process. The academic integrity was upheld through proper citation of all the sources using the Harvard referencing style. All the sources were analyzed about their credibility and reliability before being included in the research. Moreover, the process of the research was based on transparency and credibility. There was an attempt to present the literature fairly and make sure that various points of view were considered, particularly in those studies that analyzed the positive side of social media use.  
3.8 [bookmark: _Toc226201846]Chapter Conclusion 
The chapter has described the research methods that were employed to collect and analyze the secondary data in the dissertation. It stressed the relevance of structured search strategy, i.e., the development of keywords, utilization of Boolean operators, and filters to narrow down to pertinent, peer-reviewed materials. The thematic analysis approach assisted in determining the relevant themes based on the literature including social comparison, mental health consequences, and online support networks. The research was also to be made transparent and reliable and therefore, the ethical considerations were considered. The results of this analysis will be presented in Chapter 4, and each of the themes will be discussed in connection to the research question and provide information on how the use of social media affects the mental wellbeing of students.



[bookmark: _Toc226201847]CHAPTER 4 – Findings and Discussion 
[bookmark: _Toc226201848]4.1 – Introduction 
In this chapter, the results of the thematic analysis of the secondary data connected with the issue of the effect of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of university students in the UK are provided. The chapter gives a thorough analysis of the themes that are found in the literature reviewed and how these themes find their way in addressing the research question. Themes will be discussed concerning the current studies, providing information about the positive and negative outcomes of social media use on the mental health of students. The applicability of these themes to the present policy and academic viewpoints is also discussed in this discussion.
[bookmark: _Toc226201849]4.2 – Thematic Analysis 
Thematic analysis is a qualitative research method that is applied to recognize and discuss patterns (or themes) in data. It entails the sorting of data, coding of the data and combining the codes to broad themes which assist in explaining the research question. This approach is especially helpful when one is studying the secondary data because it enables exploring the existing literature to discover tendencies and common ideas that can help to comprehend the complex problem (Bader, Gadoud and Preston, 2023). It was decided to use thematic analysis in this dissertation because it provides a flexible, but systematic approach to the decomposition of large amounts of qualitative data of various origins such as peer-reviewed journal articles and reports on the effects of social media on mental health (Southwick et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc226201850]4.3 – Theme 1 The Impact of social media on Self-Esteem 
Definition 
The idea of self-esteem is the general assessment of self-worth that considers self-respect, self-acceptance, and self-worth. It is a person’s thoughts concerning his or her ability and belonging. When it comes to social media, self-esteem tends to be influenced by the comparisons between the life that is lived and the life that is shown online, which is highly developed and, in some cases, idealized. Instagram, Facebook, and Tik Tok allow users to share only those carefully selected posts about their lives, which do not necessarily correspond to reality. 
Background Information
Traditionally, the interaction between media consumption and self-esteem has been one of the primary topics of psychological studies. Research was mainly focused on the conventional forms of media like television and magazines that were found to be strongly associated with poor body image, particularly in women (Wu, Kemps and Prichard, 2024). These issues have been magnified with the emergence of social media. Instagram, Facebook, and Tik Tok are social media platforms that show their users a continuous flow of highly edited images of other people and their lives. 
Compared to conventional media, social media provides users with the option of interacting with the content directly with likes, comments, shares, and is therefore a more interactive and, in some cases, more psychologically influential media (Ilieva et al., 2024). In the case of university students, the upgrading to a higher education level is usually accompanied by the circumstances of finding a way in a new social environment, the academic stress, self-identity development (Le Thanh Thao and Trut Thuy, 2024). During this sort of transition, the students are especially susceptible to social comparisons, particularly where social media offers students such an endless parade of seemingly ideal lives. 
Impact on Research Question
This theme is a direct response to the research question because it examines the impact of social media use on the self-esteem of university students. There is a considerable amount of literature that indicates the importance of peer feedback on self-worth in students, especially likes, comments, and the quantity of their followers (Amin et al., 2025). When learners compare their value with these measurements, they can have changes in their self-worth, which can result in negative emotions in case they feel unacceptable or unrelated to the rest of the group. This problem is especially high in the situations involving university students who are attempting to form their identities and social connections under the pressure of academic requirements.
Statistical Information
Recent research points to the significant role of social media on self-esteem. According to a study conducted by Yu et al. (2024), 67 percent of students said they had negative feelings after comparing themselves to others on social media, and 45 percent said that such comparisons led to a decrease in their self-esteem. These data help highlight the negative impact social media has on the self-image of students and confirm the fears about its contribution to the development of the feelings of inadequacy. In addition, a survey by Ofcom (2025) revealed that half of all young adults aged 18-24 years experienced the pressure to create an idealised image of themselves online, and a resultant mismatch between their online and offline identity. These results demonstrate just how ubiquitous the impact of social media on self-esteem is and why interventions are needed to address the adverse effects of social media. 
Theories, Policies, and Legislation
The Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) provides a theoretical explanation of the influence of the use of social media on self-esteem. This theory holds that when people consider self-worth, they do so by comparing themselves with others. In social media such as Instagram, where users share curated content about their lives, which often focuses on their best moments and best sides, these comparisons may result in negative self-assessment, especially in cases when the user feels inferior (Yu et al., 2024). According to the theory, social media can also make people feel inadequate because it gives users a great chance to make upward social comparisons (Plackett et al., 2023). 
The Digital Economy Act 2017 in the UK has come up with policies that aim at safeguarding the user, especially young people, against harmful content on the internet. Moreover, social media platforms, in their turn, have been accused of having an insufficient degree of regulation on the matter of content regulation and the psychological health effects of online interactions (Ofcom, 2025). The Mental Health Policy of the UK has paid more attention to mental wellbeing recently, recognizing the influence of digital space on the mental health of students (Sutherland, 2025). However, the policies that deal directly with the connection between social media and self-esteem are immature. 
Implications
Positive Implications: There are positive implications of social media in terms of self-esteem as it can be used to help oneself, like finding the support of like-minded people or getting positive feedback because of using social media. As an example, LinkedIn may be used to boost self-esteem as it enables students to create professional networks, receive recognition of their success, and demonstrate their competencies (Leo et al., 2024). Also, social media gives marginalized groups a platform to receive support and have a sense of belonging, which may lead to positive self-identity (Xiao et al., 2024).
Negative Implications: Conversely, social media can have a very harmful effect on self esteem when used excessively to engage in social comparison. Learners who absorb unrealistic beauty ideals or success models posted online can feel dissatisfied with their lives. Such a vicious cycle may worsen mental problems like depression, anxiety, and social isolation. As Castillo-Gualda, Rathje and Ramos-Cejudo (2026) discovered, students who spent more time on social media also tended to report having feelings of inadequacy and emotional distress, which further supports the idea that the effects of being exposed to idealized content are dangerous in the long term. 
Examples from Your Articles
	Article
	Key Findings
	Connection to Theme
	Relevance to Research Question

	Wu et al. (2024)
	Social media, especially fitness content, increases body image dissatisfaction.
	Shows how social media worsens body image, impacting self-esteem.
	Links social media use with decreased self-esteem, particularly in body image.

	Ilieva et al. (2024)
	Comparing to influencers lowers self-worth, especially for university students.
	Connects comparison on social media with lower self-esteem.
	Reinforces social comparison’s negative effect on self-esteem.

	Le Thanh Thao & Trut Thuy (2024)
	Passive social media use, particularly wealth-focused content, impacts self-esteem.
	Highlights the effect of passive social media consumption on self-esteem.
	Shows how passive engagement with idealized content harms self-esteem.



Note for the Table
This table is a summary of some of the important findings on the adverse effects of social media on self-esteem. The studies affirm that social comparison, especially with influencers and idealised content, reduces self-esteem in students, which answers the research questions on the psychological impact of social media.
Connections to Other Themes
The theme of self- esteem is closely related to the second theme of social comparison. Both themes explore how online spaces create opportunities to compare that can reduce self-esteem, in addition to emphasizing the importance of peer validation in the formation of online identities. The interaction between these themes is the key to comprehending the multidimensional interaction between social media and mental wellbeing. Constant comparison as the concept of how social media can affect self-esteem will be discussed later in the following theme that examines the wider application of social comparison to social media platforms.
[bookmark: _Toc226201851]4.4 – Theme 2 The Role of Social Comparison in Social Media Use 
Definition 
The process of self-evaluation is known as social comparison in which people compare themselves to others. It may be upward (the comparison with people who are seen as better) or downward (the comparison with people who are seen as worse). Social comparison in the context of social media is the process of comparing the life and self-esteem with the image viewed on social media platforms, which, in many cases, are created and heavily edited to appear ideal and beautiful, like Instagram, Tik Tok, or Facebook. This comparison may have both negative and positive emotional outcomes, as people may feel inferior or superior. 
Background Information
The social comparison theory has historically played a fundamental role in elucidating the role of media in shaping self-perception. The Social Comparison Theory (1954) by Festinger has stated that, individuals tend to compare themselves to others to know their position in a social environment. The traditional media used to make these comparisons based on celebrities or any other prominent figure but with the introduction of social media, these comparisons are currently made with ordinary people who share pictures of their lives. The effect of the social comparison has been maximized by the historical change of the traditional media, which includes television and magazines, to the social media. 
Although the traditional media also contributed to the development of body image and self-esteem, social media has more interactive nature, which enables more frequent and direct comparisons. Applications such as Instagram and Tik Tok where people post selective and edited photos of their lives expose them to idealistic images of beauty, success and lifestyle 24/7, which can have adverse emotional consequences (Falope, 2025). Social comparison is a major contributor to psychological effects of social media on self-esteem and mental health because of the simplicity with which students can access, compare, and internalize these ideals (Ruether, Jahn and Marksteiner, 2023). 
Impact on Research Question
This theme is very important in addressing the research question on how social media impacts the self-esteem and mental wellbeing of university students in UK. One of the main psychological processes that social media use affects mental health is social comparison (Arigo et al., 2024). An emerging literature points to the relationship between the frequency of upward social comparison on social media and amplified levels of anxiety, depression, and body dissatisfaction, especially in young adults. 
Being at a transitional stage, attempting to shape their identities and find social approval, social comparison via social media can make a huge impact on shaping their self-esteem and mood. This constant comparison with others can be attributed to the impact of social media in enhancing feelings of inadequacy and social isolation among students (Sarfraz, Ali and Imran, 2025). This theme is thus a direct answer to the research question because it establishes the way social comparison affects emotional health and self-esteem of students in relation to the use of social media.
Statistical Information
The recent studies present strong statistical data on the effect of social comparison on social media. According to a study by Yu et al. (2024) 60 percent of university students said they used social media platforms to make social comparisons with 48 percent of them saying that they had experienced negative emotions because of this. Also, ofcom (2025) stated that 62 percent of young adults believed that they were pressured to portray a perfect version of themselves on the internet, further supporting the existence of social comparison in the digital era. These statistics indicate that social comparison is not just prevalent but also has strong emotional outcomes on users, especially in the minority populations like university students (Khalaf et al., 2023). Additional statistics as provided by Limniou et al. (2025) reveal that students who spent over 3 hours a day on social media were 50 percent likely to present symptoms of depression and low self-esteem compared to those who used social media less per day. 
Theories, Policies, and Legislation
The theoretical framework of interpreting the effect that social media interaction has on mental health and self-esteem is the Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954). The theory states that people measure their capabilities and views through comparison with other people, and social media has been able to offer these comparisons all the time. On the Internet, such as Instagram and Facebook, users tend to compare their looks, social status, and lifestyle with perfectly edited posts of others. It is especially troublesome when people are involved in upward social comparison and result in negative emotional reactions, including anxiety, depression, and decreased self-esteem (Plackett et al., 2023). 
Even social media organizations have policy to deal with bad use, and they frequently deal with content moderation and user security instead of the psychological impacts of use. The digital economy act 2017 in the UK gives protections to children and young people against harmful content, however, it specifically mentions the dangers of social comparison on social media to mental health (Ofcom, 2025). Policies that can lessen the adverse outcomes of social comparison on social media are still at an early stage, and further elaboration is required to eliminate such consequences on the mental health of university students (Cengiz, 2024).
Implications
Positive Implications: Social media may have good sides of social comparison if it is used to build community, support and develop oneself. As an example, one can use joining the group or the individual with whom one has similar interests or hardships and feel the sense of belonging and support, which will improve self-esteem. Career social networking sites such as LinkedIn can assist students to develop professional networks and demonstrate their talents, which in turn may enhance career and personal development. 
Negative Implications: Nonetheless, in most instances the negative effects of social comparison in social media are more than the positive. The consequences of upward social comparisons on social networks, including Instagram, could be negative as university students who are active social comparers can be dissatisfied with their bodies, anxious, and depressed. Since the influence of social media on self-concept is growing among students, these harmful effects may worsen the mental health problems they might already have and lead to the increasing incidence of depression and anxiety levels among the young adults.
Examples from Your Articles
	Article
	Key Findings
	Connection to Theme
	Relevance to Research Question

	Plackett et al. (2023)
	Upward social comparison on Instagram lowers self-esteem, especially in body image.
	Highlights how social comparison on social media affects self-worth.
	Demonstrates the impact of social comparison on self-esteem.

	Cengiz (2024)
	More social media use leads to feelings of inadequacy, social isolation, and anxiety.
	Emphasizes the negative effects of upward comparison on self-esteem.
	Reinforces social comparison's role in worsening mental health.

	Yu et al. (2024)
	67% of students report negative emotions after comparing themselves on social media.
	Confirms social comparison as a factor in decreased self-esteem.
	Provides statistical evidence linking social comparison to mental health.


 
Note for the Table
The table above provides the summary of the main conclusions of three articles, Plackett et al. (2023), Cengiz (2024), and Yu et al. (2024), which discuss how social comparison can influence the self-esteem of university students. The table shows the key findings of each study, how they directly relate to the theme of social comparison, and how they are relevant to the research question of the impact of social media on mental wellbeing. 
Connections to Other Themes
This social comparison theme is also related closely to the previous theme of self-esteem. Both themes dwell into the ways in which social media can affect self-worth of people, yet social comparison dwells on the psychological process that social media affects self-esteem. Social comparison tends to lower self-esteem, particularly when the individual compares him or herself with others negatively over the internet. Consequently, social comparison as applied to the interplay with self-esteem is essential to the overall role of social media on mental health. The second theme will dwell on the topic of self-esteem further, such as the ways social media can increase the sense of inadequacy, social isolation, and anxiety.
[bookmark: _Toc226201852]4.5 – Theme 3 The Influence of Online Communities and Support Networks 
Definition 
Online communities are groups of individuals who communicate using digital technologies, have common interests or goals, or experience (Oksanen et al., 2024). Online communities can take the form of virtual groups, forums, or informal networks within the framework of social media, such as Facebook, Instagram, Reddit, or Discord. Online communities, specifically, are support networks which offer emotional, psychological, or social support (Hu et al., 2022). These networks are important to the students, especially students who are experiencing stress, academic pressures, and mental health issues. One of the most important themes in the context of how such digital platforms can positively and negatively influence the mental wellbeing of university students is the role of social media in supporting such communities and support networks.
Background Information
The idea of community has been the focus of human interaction all through the history. During pre-digital periods, the community support was usually limited to geographical and physical dimensions. Yet, as the internet and digital technologies emerged in the late 20th and early 21 st century, the concept of community was extended to online environments. Social media has made it possible to create large, sometimes international, groups in which people can communicate, exchange experiences, and find support without referring to geographic boundaries (Ansar and Khaled, 2023). 
Early internet forums, chat rooms and message boards became the first major online communities in the 1990s where individuals could connect based on similar interests. The creation of Facebook and Twitter, and then Tik Tok and Reddit turned these simple channels of online interaction into a more active space of communication, activism, and even professional networking. In the case of university students, social media platforms can be seen as a chance to interact with peers, exchange similar experiences in school or life, and get support, particularly students who struggle with isolation, anxiety, or other mental health issues (Anto et al., 2023). 
Impact on Research Question
The theme of online communities plays a crucial role in answering the research question, which is how social media impacts the mental wellbeing of university students. Studies indicate that students at colleges and universities, particularly those experiencing academic pressure, have been resorting more to online communities as a source of emotional support and socialization (Raaper, Brown and Llewellyn, 2021). The communities can promote positive wellbeing through a sense of belonging, solidarity, and support. 
Meanwhile, the risks also presuppose the dynamic character of social media communities. An example is that although the interaction with these communities is positive in some cases, some students may be exposed to cyberbullying, toxic comparing, or toxic positivity, which only worsens mental health problems (Khalaf et al., 2023). The ratio between these two sides of the coin makes the research on online support networks crucial to the perception of the entire range of the effects of social media on the wellbeing of students.
Statistical Information
The recent statistics indicate the dominance and influence of online communities on the mental health of university students. As a survey conducted by Ofcom (2025) indicates, 72 percent of university students have either joined at least one online group or support network, with most students discussing the most popular issues of mental health, academic support, and social activism. Out of the students who participated in such communities, 60% of them said that they felt a feeling of support and that they experienced less isolation. These students too had higher chances of reporting at least a better emotional coping orientation whenever they faced stress or anxiety over university life. 
Other studies are, however, a more subtle view. Limniou et al. (2025) study resulted in the finding that 65 percent of students reported positive results of belonging to online support groups, but 35 percent claimed that the groups made them feel inadequate or anxious. More specifically, those students who participated in online communities that were centered around comparing academic performance or individual success had a higher likelihood of reporting that they experienced higher levels of stress (Plackett et al., 2023). These statistics show how social media communities are two-sided as they can be empowering and potentially harmful when the interactions are based on comparison or unrealistic expectations.
Theories, Policies, and Legislation
Several theories can be used to explain the impact of social media in the creation of social media support networks and online communities. The Social Capital Theory (Putnam, 2000) is based on the idea that social networks enhance individual and collective wellbeing by means of sharing resources and by means of interaction. Online communities in the case of university students act as a social capital enabling the students to exchange resources, guidance and emotional support. 
Social Support theories (Cohen and Wills, 1985) are also applicable to online communities especially in the way the space offers emotional, informational and instrumental support. It is well known that social support can be a protective factor against mental health problems, such as anxiety and depression, especially in stressful situations, such as university (Khalaf et al., 2023). Governments and institutions have begun to accept the significance of digital wellbeing in terms of policy and legislation. 
Implications
Positive Implications: Online communities offer a lot of benefits to the students of the university, especially in regard to emotional support, social bonding, and stress relief. Online groups have been noted to give many students a sense of belonging and solidarity especially when tackling mental health issues. Whether it is through platforms such as Reddit, Facebook, or Instagram, students can also find peer support and mental health resources in a fashion that does not make them feel intimidated as compared to other traditional ways, as they have anonymity and can seek help at their own pace (Takano et al., 2026).
Negative Implications: Online communities do not always have a positive impact on the mental health of students, though. Online areas may turn into a nest of unhealthy competition where participants always compare their academic achievements, looks, or ways of living to the other members of the community. This may result in anxiety, low self-esteem and inadequacy. Moreover, students who take part in online activism or social movements can experience burnout, especially in case they are compelled to be engaged in constant online communication or to conform to group norms (Conner et al., 2023). 
Examples from Your Articles
	Article
	Key Findings
	Connection to Theme
	Relevance to Research Question

	Plackett et al. (2023)
	Support groups reduce stress and increase belonging.
	Highlights the positive role of support networks.
	Shows how social media communities enhance student wellbeing.

	Limniou et al. (2025)
	Support groups improve mental health, but comparison-based groups increase stress.
	Demonstrates dual impact—positive for support, negative for comparison.
	Explains how peer support vs. competition affects student mental health.

	Khalaf et al. (2023)
	Support groups lower anxiety, but engagement with idealized content harms self-esteem.
	Emphasizes both benefits and risks of social media communities.
	Reveals the mixed impact of online communities on student mental health.


Note for the Table
The table is a summary of the findings of three articles on the theme of online communities and support networks. It reveals that positive online communities can enhance student wellbeing, yet that comparison-based communication can cause stress worsening. These results can bring answers to the research question as they prove the positive and negative effects of social media communities in the development of the mental health of university students.
Connections to Other Themes
The theme overlaps with Theme 1: The Impact of Social Media on Self-Esteem and Theme 2: The Role of Social Comparison. Although self-esteem and social comparison might be perceived as the adverse effects of using social media, online communities can act as a buffer against them by giving students a safe and non-judgemental environment to share their experiences. Nevertheless, using social media as a major tool to enhance self-esteem and be a more ideal version of oneself may have a harmful impact on the students and their mental health. Thus, in these communities, social comparison dynamics play an important role in making sense of the overall effects of social media (Khalaf et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc226201853]4.6 – Chapter Conclusion  
The chapter displayed the results of the thematic analysis of secondary data regarding the influence of social media on the mental wellbeing of the university students. Three main themes were covered including the effects of social media on self-esteem, effects of social comparison, and effects of online communities and support networks. The results show that although social media may help build support and connection, it is also dangerous, particularly in terms of comparison and idealized representations that may harm self-esteem and mental health. The discussion shows that the presence of social media in influencing the mental wellbeing of students is a complicated phenomenon with both positive and negative results being evident. Although positive social support networks may boost wellbeing, too much social comparison may cause stress and anxiety. In Chapter 5, the following chapter, the literature on interventions that can be used to reduce the adverse impact of social media will be reviewed. This will dwell upon such strategies as digital wellbeing programs, university support systems, and policy recommendations to enhance healthier interaction with social media.

[bookmark: _Toc226201854]CHAPTER 5 – Conclusion and Recommendations 
[bookmark: _Toc226201855]5.1 – Overall Conclusion 
This dissertation analyzed how social media use has affected the self-esteem and mental health of university students in the UK through three broad themes: the effects of social media on the self-esteem of students, the importance of social comparison, and the importance of online communities and support networks. A thematic analysis of secondary data revealed that the effect of social media is dual, as it can provide a contact and support with feelings, as well as intensify feelings of inadequacy, anxiety, and self-doubt, especially in the case of upward social comparison of students. The study was conducted to understand the impact of social media on the mental wellbeing and self-esteem of university students. This objective was fulfilled by demonstrating that social media consumption especially through the comparison with idealized media is correlated with the reduction in self-esteem. Moreover, online support networks were found to be helpful in the reduction of the isolation and enhancement of the wellbeing, but they are also dangerous when they focus on the competition or unrealistic expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc226201856]5.2 – Recommendations 
Following the results of this dissertation, it is possible to offer some recommendations regarding practice in the future in terms of social media and the wellbeing of university students. These are recommendations, which will help to overcome the concerns mentioned during the research and provide feasible, evidence-based recommendations to alleviate the adverse effects of using social media and increase its beneficial potential.
[bookmark: _Toc226201857]5.2.1 – Recommendation 1 Implement Digital Wellbeing Programs in Universities
It is suggested that the universities should introduce mandatory digital wellbeing programs where students are taught the psychological effects of social media and given means to effectively manage their social media use. The programs must aim at equipping digital literacy, critical thinking, and self-reflection skills. The university counseling services should also be incorporated into these programs and include workshops about how to use social media in a healthy manner, why it is important to limit exposure to harmful materials, and why it is important to be compassionate towards yourself.
Justification
The results of this study indicate that social media can have positive and negative consequences on the mental health of students, and the latter aspect in the case of upward social comparison is the most intense one. Universities can resolve this issue by implementing digital wellbeing programs that will allow students to know about the dangers of excessive and problematic social media use and provide them with the means to mitigate these effects. Healthier social media usage can be encouraged with the help of educational programs that would educate students on the power of curated content and the need to take digital detoxes.  
Barriers and Limitations
The possible obstacles to this recommendation include the unwillingness of the students to participate in such programs, particularly when they find them as redundant or intrusive. Moreover, the digital wellbeing programs might have difficulties in their integration in the current university curricula, particularly due to the academic strain on the students. To address this, universities may incorporate wellbeing programmes in first year orientations or in their existing student development programmes. These programs might be more interesting and applicable to students by collaborating with mental health professions and creators of digital content.  
[bookmark: _Toc226201858]5.2.2 – Recommendation 2 Encourage Positive Social Media Engagement
Request universities to develop and market favorable social media platforms that are centered on mental health, individual growth, and favorable self-expression. The social media groups or affiliated to the university might create non-competitive, supportive communities where students are able to exchange their experiences, consult one another, and provide emotional support. Also, universities may partner with student organizations to develop social media campaigns with the emphasis on resilience, body positivity and personal development.
Justification
The study also noted the drastic adverse effects that social comparison has on self-esteem, where students tend to place themselves in an unfavorable position in comparison to others on social media (Plackett et al., 2023). Universities can inspire students to adopt healthier social media habits by designing spaces that focus on positive content, including success stories, resiliency, and mental health recovery. These platforms may be turned into enabling platforms that help individuals accept themselves and feel like they belong, which can overcome the adverse emotional effects of social comparison (Khalaf et al., 2023).
Barriers and Limitations
A limitation with this recommendation is that it is hard to monitor or control the use of social media by the students. Although universities can create positive social media environments, students can also be exposed to negative content by using their personal social media profiles. Universities may overcome this by collaborating with social media to promote improved content regulation and responsible usage. Moreover, student-driven activities may also play a crucial role in creating such positive spaces, so that they are both relevant and relatable to students. 
[bookmark: _Toc226201859]5.2.3 – Recommendation 3 Develop Social Media Literacy Campaigns Focused on Social Comparison
It is suggested that universities and the social health organizations should come up with social media literacy programs that specifically target the students on the risks of social comparison and the need to be self-compassionate in the digital era. The campaigns ought to incorporate online materials, activities, and peer mentorship services to assist students in negotiating the demands of social media, particularly the comparisons based on appearance and academic performance.
Justification
One of the issues which were considered in this dissertation, was the influence of social comparison on self-esteem. It has been found that social comparison on social media tends to worsen the overall prevalence of body image problems and academic stress in students (Cengiz, 2024). The social media literacy campaign would assist the students in becoming aware of the psychological consequences of comparison and make them build healthier relationships with the digital platforms. Universities can empower students to gain more control over their lives on social media by teaching them about the necessity of digital detoxes, managing their feeds, and being able to show compassion to oneself (Cengiz, 2024).
Barriers and Limitations
The biggest weakness is that social media literacy campaigns may not be effective to all the students particularly the most vulnerable ones. Moreover, students can be unwilling to such campaigns as they may perceive that it is an effort to restrain or censor their use of social media. The way to address this is to make campaigns appealing to students using popular media and influencers, in simple and relatable terms. The peer mentorship programs may also be a useful tool, during which students will learn how to use their social media and manage their mental health by others who have already performed well in this area.
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