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[bookmark: _Toc237327319]Introduction 
The rapid growth of digital technology has fundamentally changed adolescent lifestyles, with social media becoming one of the most influential aspects of teenage development (Chassiakos and Stager, 2020). Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and X enable young people to communicate instantly, share experiences, build friendships, and access educational resources (Puukko et al., 2020). Although these platforms offer several social and educational benefits, concerns have grown about their impact on emotional well-being, particularly among adolescents whose psychological development is still evolving (Sunday, 2025). In the United Kingdom, increasing digital engagement has coincided with rising levels of depression and psychological distress among teenagers, prompting significant interest from researchers, healthcare professionals, and policymakers (Puukko et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc237327320]Background of the Study 
According to recent research, social media use and depression have a complicated rather than always detrimental association (Throuvala et al., 2019). Several UK studies have reported that prolonged screen time, exposure to cyberbullying, online harassment, unrealistic body image ideals, and constant social comparison contribute to depressive symptoms and reduced self-esteem (Torre et al., 2020). Sleep disruption caused by late-night social media use has also been identified as an important pathway linking excessive digital engagement with poorer mental health outcomes (Panayiotou et al., 2023). However, other research highlights that social media may provide valuable emotional support, peer interaction, and access to mental health information, particularly for vulnerable adolescents (Kreski et al., 2021).
Despite the growing body of literature, findings remain inconsistent because studies differ in their methodologies, measures of social media exposure, participant characteristics, and outcome assessment (Chassiakos and Stager, 2020). Furthermore, many systematic reviews combine evidence from multiple countries, making it difficult to understand factors specific to the UK context (Kreski et al., 2021). Consequently, there remains a gap in synthesised evidence that focuses exclusively on UK teenagers and examines the factors influencing the relationship between social media use and depression. Therefore, a systematic review is required to integrate current UK-based evidence, identify key influencing factors, and provide recommendations for future research, public health policy, and adolescent mental health interventions (Torre et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc237327321]Prevalence of the Problem 
For teenagers in the UK, social media has become an essential aspect of daily life, changing how they interact with others, study, and communicate. According to the UK Parliament (2019), 94.8% of 15-year-olds use social media before or after school, and over 70% of 13–18-year-olds have a social media profile. According to more recent official figures, 97% of teenagers in the UK own a smartphone and use the internet often, making social media sites like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and X (previously Twitter) a regular part of everyday life (GOV.UK, 2026). Concerns have been raised about social media's possible impact on teenage mental health, even though it offers chances for learning, amusement, creativity, and social connection (Winstone et al., 2022).
Depression among teenagers has become an increasing public health concern in the United Kingdom. The World Health Organisation (2025) identifies depression as one of the leading causes of illness and disability among adolescents worldwide. UK evidence suggests that adolescents who spend between three and five hours per day on social media experience approximately 26% higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms than those with substantially lower usage (Kelly et al., 2018). Factors including excessive screen time, cyberbullying, sleep disturbance, fear of missing out (FOMO), and negative social comparison have all been associated with poorer mental wellbeing (Winstone et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237327322]Rationale of the study
Teenagers in the UK are increasingly using social media regularly, and teen depression is a significant public health concern (Scott et al., 2019; Panayiotou et al., 2023). Although numerous studies have investigated this relationship, findings remain inconsistent, with some reporting harmful psychological effects, whereas others identify benefits such as emotional support and social connectedness (Plackett et al, 2023). Existing systematic reviews frequently combine international evidence, limiting the applicability of their findings to the UK population where digital behaviours, educational systems and healthcare services differ (Azem et al., 2023). This systematic review will therefore synthesise UK-based evidence to determine the relationship between social media use and depression among teenagers, identify key influencing factors, and generate evidence that can inform future mental health interventions, public health strategies and policy development (Plackett et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc237327323]Research Question
What is the impact of social media use on depression among teenagers in the United Kingdom?
[bookmark: _Toc237327324]Aim
To systematically review and synthesise the evidence on the impact of social media use on depression among teenagers aged 13 to 19 years in the United Kingdom.
[bookmark: _Toc237327325]Objectives
1. To identify patterns and levels of social media use among teenagers aged 13 to 19 years in the United Kingdom. 
2. To examine the association between social media use and depression among UK teenagers aged 13 to 19 years. 
3. To identify factors that may influence this relationship, including cyberbullying, screen time, social comparison, and online social support.
4. To provide recommendations for reducing depression risks associated with social media use among UK teenagers aged 13 to 19 years.
[bookmark: _Toc237327326]Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc237327327]Research Design 
This study will employ a systematic review with narrative synthesis to find, assess, and synthesise the body of research on the relationship between teenage depression and social media use in the UK (Fassi et al., 2024). The review examines the relationship between social media use patterns and depression symptoms, as well as the factors that influence this relationship, to answer an association (aetiology/risk factor) research question (Keles et al., 2020). Existing data are anticipated to comprise qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods research that cannot be usefully merged through statistical meta-analysis; therefore, a systematic review with narrative synthesis is appropriate (Fassi et al., 2024). To guarantee transparent study discovery, screening, eligibility evaluation, and reporting, the review will adhere to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) criteria (Fassi et al., 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc237327328]PRISMA Diagram 
To ensure transparency and reproducibility throughout the study selection process, the systematic review will adhere to the PRISMA 2020 approach (Akker et al, 2023). To find and eliminate duplicate research, literature searches will be carried out across several electronic databases, and all records found will be entered into reference management software (Akker et al, 2023). The full-text evaluation of possibly relevant articles will come after titles and abstracts are independently evaluated against the predetermined eligibility criteria. Studies excluded at the full-text stage will have their justifications recorded (Akker et al., 2023). The final PRISMA flow diagram will show how many records were found, screened, eliminated, evaluated for eligibility, and finally added to the systematic review (Akker et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc237327329]CASP Quality Appraisal 
The Critical Appraisal Skills Program (CASP) checklists, which are widely recommended for assessing the standard and reliability of health research, will be used to critically evaluate the methodological quality of all included studies (Lin et al, 2025). Different CASP checklists will be selected according to the research design of each included study, including qualitative, cohort, cross-sectional, or case-control studies (Maeda et al, 2023). The appraisal process will assess the clarity of research aims, appropriateness of methodology, participant recruitment, data collection procedures, ethical considerations, validity of findings, potential bias, and overall applicability of the evidence (Lin et al, 2025).
Quality appraisal will ensure that only robust and reliable evidence contributes to the review findings. Studies will not be excluded solely because of minor methodological limitations; however, identified strengths and weaknesses will be discussed during the interpretation of results to improve transparency and enable readers to judge the reliability of the overall evidence (Maeda et al, 2023). The results of the systematic review will be more valid and credible because of this approach.
[bookmark: _Toc237327330]Data Extraction 
To ensure that data from all included studies is gathered consistently and methodically, a standardised data extraction form will be created (Pollock and Berge, 2018). Extracted data will include the author(s), year of publication, study location within the United Kingdom, study design, participant characteristics, sample size, age range, social media platform(s) investigated, measurement of social media use, assessment of depression, key findings, influencing factors, and study limitations (Noyes et al, 2018). Additional information regarding cyberbullying, screen time, social comparison, sleep disturbance, and online social support will also be extracted where available, as these variables are directly related to the review objectives (Pollock and Berge, 2018). Data extraction will be undertaken carefully using predefined criteria to minimise errors and maintain consistency across studies (Noyes et al, 2018). The extracted information will subsequently be organised into evidence tables, facilitating comparison of study characteristics, methodological quality, and findings before thematic synthesis and interpretation of the evidence are undertaken (Noyes et al, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc237327331]Eligibility Criteria
[bookmark: _Toc237327332]Inclusion Criteria
The review will include peer-reviewed primary research studies published between January 2016 and September 2026, ensuring that only evidence from the last ten years is considered because of the fast-evolving nature of social media platforms and adolescent digital behaviours. Eligible studies must be conducted within the United Kingdom and involve teenagers aged approximately 13–19 years. Studies must examine the relationship between social media use and depression or depressive symptoms, using qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-method research designs. Articles published in the English language and available in full text will be included to enable comprehensive critical appraisal and data extraction. Studies examining factors such as social comparison, cyberbullying, screen time, fear of missing out (FOMO), sleep disturbance, and online social support will also be considered where these contribute to understanding the association between social media use and depression among UK adolescents.
[bookmark: _Toc237327333]Exclusion Criteria 
Studies published before 2016 will be excluded because they may not accurately reflect current patterns of social media use or the popularity of contemporary platforms such as TikTok. Research conducted outside the United Kingdom will be excluded to ensure that the review findings remain relevant to the UK healthcare, education, and social context. Studies involving adults, university students, younger children, or mixed-age populations without separate adolescent data will also be excluded. Review articles, meta-analyses, conference abstracts, systematic reviews, editorials, opinion papers, commentaries, dissertations, books, and unpublished grey literature will not be included because the review aims to synthesise evidence from primary peer-reviewed research only. Additionally, studies that examine general internet use, gaming, or digital technology without specifically investigating social media use and depression will be excluded, as they do not directly address the research question or objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc237327334]Data Collection 
As this study is a systematic review, no primary data will be collected directly from participants. Instead, secondary data will be obtained through a comprehensive and systematic search of electronic databases, including PubMed, Web of Science, CINAHL, and the Cochrane Library. A structured search strategy will be developed using predefined keywords and Boolean operators such as "social media" AND "depression" AND "teenagers" AND "United Kingdom" to identify relevant studies. All retrieved articles will be exported into reference management software, where duplicate records will be removed before the screening process begins.
After screening the titles and abstracts of the remaining research, the complete texts will be evaluated in accordance with the predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria. A standardised data extraction form will then be used to obtain information from qualifying research to guarantee consistency. The selected evidence will subsequently be organised into summary tables before undergoing quality appraisal and thematic synthesis to address the review objectives and research question.
[bookmark: _Toc237327335]Data Analysis Technique (Thematic Analysis) 
The findings from the included studies will be analysed using thematic analysis, as this approach is suitable for synthesising evidence from qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method research (Coatsworth-Puspoky et al, 2025). Following data extraction, study findings will be read repeatedly to develop familiarity with the evidence. Key findings relating to the research objectives will be coded and organised into meaningful categories (Braun and Clarke, 2023). Similar codes will then be grouped into overarching themes describing the relationship between social media use and depression among UK teenagers (Coatsworth-Puspoky et al, 2025). Anticipated themes include patterns of social media use, cyberbullying, screen time, social comparison, online social support, sleep disturbance, fear of missing out (FOMO) and mental health outcomes. Thematic analysis will facilitate comparison across studies and enable a comprehensive narrative synthesis of the available evidence (Braun and Clarke, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc237327336]Ethical Considerations 
Since this study is a systematic review based solely on published secondary data and does not directly include human participants, ethical approval will be obtained from the University’s Research Ethics Committee (Hosseini et al, 2022). Nevertheless, the review will adhere to recognised principles of research integrity by ensuring accurate reporting, transparency, and academic honesty throughout the research process. All sources of evidence will be appropriately acknowledged using the UWTSD Harvard Referencing style to avoid plagiarism (Hosseini et al, 2022). Data will be presented objectively without fabrication, falsification, or selective reporting, thereby ensuring that the conclusions are based on reliable and trustworthy evidence (Hosseini et al, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237327337]Implications of Research 
The findings of this systematic review will contribute valuable evidence to support improvements in adolescent mental health policy, education, and clinical practice within the United Kingdom. By identifying patterns of social media use associated with depression, the review will provide evidence to inform national public health initiatives aimed at promoting healthier digital behaviours among young people (Cataldo et al, 2021). The findings may assist organisations such as the NHS, schools, and local authorities in developing evidence-based digital wellbeing programmes, early mental health interventions, and educational campaigns that encourage responsible and balanced social media use (Ivie et al, 2020). The review may also support teachers and parents in recognising behaviours associated with increased psychological risk and implementing appropriate preventative strategies (Oberst et al, 2017).
Furthermore, the review will identify important factors influencing the relationship between social media use and depression, including cyberbullying, excessive screen time, social comparison, sleep disturbance, fear of missing out, and online social support (McCrae et al, 2017). These findings may inform policymakers when developing online safety regulations and adolescent mental health policies (Oberst et al, 2017). Healthcare professionals may use evidence to improve early identification of depression among teenagers and strengthen preventive mental health services (Ivie et al, 2020). In addition, the review will identify gaps within the existing UK literature, providing recommendations for future research and supporting the development of targeted interventions designed to improve the mental wellbeing of adolescents in an increasingly digital society (Cataldo et al, 2021).
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