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Element 1 - Project Proposal


Project title
Social media use and symptoms of anxiety and depression in UK young adults aged 18-25: A systematic literature review (2016–2026)

1) Aim
To systematically review UK based research (2016-2026) on the association between social media use and symptoms of anxiety and depression in young adults aged 18-25.
2) Objectives
· To describe how social media use is defined and measured in UK studies.
· To outline how anxiety and depression symptoms are assessed.
· To review the association between social media use and anxiety and depressive symptoms.
· To identify reported moderating or mediating factors such as gender, sleep, social comparison and cyberbullying.
· To highlight methodological quality issues and gaps in the UK literature.








3) Background/Rationale
For many young adults in the UK, social media is deeply embedded in everyday life. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat are commonly used to keep in touch with friends, follow trends and express identity. These online platforms can offer connection, peer support and access to information, which may help some young people feel less isolated and more understood (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). At the same time, concerns have grown that social media use may contribute to rising levels of anxiety and depression in young people (Kelly et al., 2018). UK cohort studies have reported that more frequent or intense social media use is linked with higher depressive symptoms, particularly among girls, with suggested pathways including cyberbullying, social comparison, body image pressures, disrupted sleep and reduced self‑esteem (Kelly et al., 2018). Viner et al. (2019) found that cyberbullying, poor sleep and lower physical activity explained much of the association between very frequent social media use and poorer mental health outcomes in young people in England. Young adulthood is already a demanding period, with pressures related to education, work and finances, and anxiety and depression remain among the most reported mental health difficulties in this age group in England (NHS Digital, 2023). Although the evidence base on social media and mental health are expanding rapidly, findings are mixed, and many studies focus on adolescents more broadly rather than specifically on 18–25‑year‑olds in the UK (Kelly et al., 2018). A focused review of UK‑based studies from 2016–2026 is therefore needed to clarify how social media use relates to symptoms of anxiety and depression in this age group and to identify gaps that are relevant for policy, prevention and digital wellbeing initiatives (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).






4) Methods
· Systematic literature review guided by PRISMA 2020 principles.
· Database searches in university libraries for peer reviewed articles (2016-2026).
· Inclusion of UK based samples aged 18-25 where both social media use and anxiety and/or depression symptoms are measured.
· Exclusion of non-UK samples.
· Standardised data extraction for study design, mental health outcomes and key results.
· PRISMA style flow diagram to document study selection.
· Thematic analysis to identify patterns, limitations and evidence gaps.



5) Resources
· University library databases (ProQuest, PsycINFO, PubMed, Google Scholar).
· Access to peer‑reviewed journal articles (2016–2026).
· Computer with reliable internet access.
· Microsoft Word and Excel.
· PRISMA flow diagram template and checklist.








6) Timescale

	CHAPTER
	10th March 2026
	26th March
2026
	11th April 2026
	15th May 2026- 16th July 2026
	21st July
2026- 1st August 2026

	Introduction 
	
	
	
	
	

	Background/ Literature Review 
	
	
	
	
	

	Methods
	
	
	
	
	

	Result and Discussion 
	
	
	
	
	

	Recommendations and Conclusion

	
	
	
	
	




7) Self-reflection as researcher
· I am organised and able to work independently, which will help me manage searches, screening and data extraction.
· My health and social care background gives me a strong grounding in mental health, ethics and research methods.
· I recognise that narrowing a fast-growing literature to UK based 18 to 25 year old will be challenging.
· I will use clear inclusion criteria, document decisions carefully and rely on reference management tools to stay organised.
· I will remain reflexive and aware of my own assumptions so that I can provide a balanced, thoughtful synthesis.
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