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1. TITLE 
The Relationship between Social Media Use and Mental Health among Young Adults Aged 17–24 Years in the United Kingdom: A Public Health Perspective
2. INTRODUCTION
Social media platforms play a central role in the daily lives of young adults, influencing communication patterns, identity formation, and social interactions within modern digital societies (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). In the United Kingdom, individuals aged 17–24 are the most active users of social networking sites, engaging daily with platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and X, which shape peer relationships and emotional expression (Ofcom, 2024). While these platforms provide opportunities for social connection and access to health information, emerging evidence suggests that certain patterns of use may increase psychological vulnerability (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2019). Heavy or problematic social media use is linked to higher levels of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress, although the strength and direction of these associations remain debated (Shannon et al., 2022; Boers et al., 2019; Orben and Przybylski, 2019). Twenge et al. (2017) note that rising screen time coincides with increased depressive symptoms among young people, while Odgers and Jensen (2020) caution against oversimplified causal conclusions. Image-focused platforms such as Instagram and TikTok have been associated with appearance-based comparisons and body dissatisfaction, adversely affecting self-esteem and emotional wellbeing (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017; Marengo et al., 2018; Levenson et al., 2016). Conversely, research highlights the potential of digital platforms to support peer networks, enhance mental health literacy, and encourage help-seeking behaviours (Naslund et al., 2020; George and Odgers, 2020). From a public health perspective, these mixed findings underscore the importance of nuanced analyses that consider both the potential risks and benefits of social media use among young adults (Yu, Dykxhoorn, and Plackett, 2024).
[bookmark: _GoBack]PREVALENCE OF THE PROBLEM IN HEALTH AND SOCIAL CARE
Mental health disorders among young adults in the United Kingdom have risen markedly over the past decade, constituting a significant public health concern (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2023). In 2023, around 23.3% of individuals aged 17–19 and 21.7% of those aged 20–24 met the criteria for a probable mental disorder (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2023). Anxiety and depressive disorders make up the majority of these conditions, highlighting the vulnerability of late adolescence and early adulthood (World Health Organization, 2022). At the same time, social media use among this age group is nearly universal, with over 95% reporting daily engagement with at least one platform (Ofcom, 2024). Research indicates that intensive or problematic social media use is linked to poorer mental wellbeing, including higher 

levels of depressive symptoms and anxiety (Kelly et al., 2019; Shannon et al., 2022; Boers et al., 2019; Vannucci et al., 2017). Longitudinal evidence from the UK shows that greater social media use is associated with increased depressive symptoms and declining mental wellbeing over time, particularly among young people with pre-existing vulnerabilities (Kelly et al., 2018). Image-focused platforms have also been connected to body dissatisfaction, poor sleep quality, and lower self-esteem (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). Globally, mental health disorders remain a leading cause of disability in young people, underscoring the scale of the problem (World Health Organization, 2022). These trends highlight the complex interplay between rising mental health issues and near-universal digital engagement, emphasizing the need for systematic investigation within the UK public health context (Yu, Dykxhoorn, and Plackett, 2024).
Key prevalence indicators
· Increasing rates of depression and anxiety among young adults in the UK (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2023).
· Marked rise in probable mental disorders since 2017 (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2023).
· Almost all 17–24-year-olds use social media (Ofcom, 2024).
· Strong link between heavy social media use and lower wellbeing (Kelly et al., 2019).
· Evidence of online harms such as cyberbullying and appearance pressures (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).

3. CRITICAL LITERATURE REVIEW 
A large body of research has explored the relationship between social media use and mental health among adolescents and young adults, revealing complex and often context-dependent associations (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2019). Systematic reviews indicate that intensive or problematic social media use is associated with higher levels of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress, although the magnitude of these effects varies across studies (Shannon et al., 2022). Much of the literature relies on cross-sectional designs, which limits causal interpretations and raises the possibility that poor mental health may drive greater social media engagement rather than the reverse (Odgers and Jensen, 2020; Orben and Przybylski, 2019). Longitudinal studies in the UK suggest that experiences such as cyberbullying, online harassment, and negative social comparison can lead to declines in mental wellbeing, especially among individuals with pre-existing vulnerabilities (Plackett, Sheringham, and Dykxhoorn, 2023; Hamm et al., 2015). Additionally, image-focused platforms have been linked to body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem, due in part to algorithmically amplified exposure to idealised 


images (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017; Marengo et al., 2018). Conversely, text-based or community-oriented platforms may facilitate supportive peer networks, identity exploration, and access 
to mental health information, mitigating some psychological risks (O’Reilly et al., 2023; Farre et al., 2023). Socioeconomic and demographic factors moderate these outcomes, with disadvantaged young adults facing higher exposure to harmful content and reduced access to protective digital resources (Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett, 2024). Together, these findings underscore social media’s dual role as both a potential risk factor and a resource for resilience, highlighting the need for context-sensitive public health interventions (World Health Organization, 2022).
Mental health impacts identified in the literature
· Higher screen time has been linked to elevated levels of anxiety, depressive symptoms, and psychological distress (Twenge et al., 2017).
· Image-based platforms contribute to body dissatisfaction and self-esteem issues due to constant comparison with idealised images (Keles et al., 2019).
· Cyberbullying and harassment worsen emotional wellbeing and increase risk of depressive symptoms (Plackett et al., 2023).
· Social comparison behaviours can lead to reduced life satisfaction and negative mood (Kelly et al., 2019, Vogel et al., 2014).
At the same time, the literature acknowledges that social media can offer benefits:
·  Providing mental health information and public health messaging (O’Reilly et al., 2023).
· Helping young people build supportive communities (Farre et al., 2023).
· Improving mental health literacy and reducing stigma (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023).
4. RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY 
This study is justified by the ongoing increase in mental health problems among young adults in the United Kingdom, which has been recognised as a key public health priority by national health authorities (NHS England, 2023). Epidemiological evidence shows a persistent rise in anxiety, depression, and psychological distress in individuals aged 17–24 years, indicating a critical period of vulnerability that requires focused research (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2023). At the same time, this age group represents the most intensive users of social media platforms, with near-universal daily engagement shaping social interaction and emotional experiences (Ofcom, 2024). While research on the relationship between social media use and mental health is expanding, findings are inconsistent. Differences across platforms, usage patterns, and individual characteristics limit the generalisability of results (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2019; George and Odgers, 2020; Boers et al., 2019). Public health agencies have emphasised the need for robust evidence synthesis to inform proportionate digital wellbeing interventions and regulatory responses to online harms 




(Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). A systematic literature review is particularly appropriate for addressing this need, as it enables the integration of findings from diverse methodological approaches to identify overarching trends and gaps in the evidence base (Farre et al., 2023). Furthermore, focusing on secondary research avoids ethical 
risks associated with primary data collection among young people experiencing mental health challenges, while still providing high-quality evidence to support policy and practice (World Health Organization, 2022). Collectively, this rationale underscores the importance of critically examining social media use through a public health lens to inform prevention strategies, reduce health inequalities, and support the mental wellbeing of young adults in the UK (Yu et al., 2024).
Rationale summary
Mental health problems among young adults have been steadily rising (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2023), coinciding with this demographic’s status as the most active users of social media platforms (Ofcom, 2024). While digital engagement offers potential benefits, including social connectivity and access to information, evidence indicates it may also exacerbate psychological distress (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). As a result, public health authorities have emphasised the need for a detailed understanding of digital behaviours and their effects on wellbeing (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). In this context, conducting a secondary review is especially suitable, as it allows for a thorough synthesis of existing research, helping to identify trends, gaps, and areas that require further study (Farre et al., 2023).
5. RESEARCH QUESTION 
"In what ways does social media use affect the mental health and wellbeing of young adults aged 17–24 years in the United Kingdom, considering a public health perspective?"
6. RESEARCH AIM
This study aims to critically investigate the relationship between social media use and the mental health and wellbeing of young adults aged 17–24 years in the United Kingdom from a public health perspective.
7. RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 
1. To investigate how often, in what ways, and in what patterns young adults aged 17–24 years in the United Kingdom use social media." 

2. To analyse the association between social media use and important mental health outcomes in young adults, such as stress, depressive symptoms, and self-esteem."
3. To evaluate the impact of social media platforms on young adults’ mental health awareness, help-seeking behaviours, and engagement with public health information and initiatives.
8. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
"This study will employ a systematic literature review methodology, relying solely on secondary research, to investigate the relationship between social media use and mental health in young adults aged 17–24 years in the United Kingdom (Farre et al., 2023). 
A systematic review is particularly appropriate for this research as it allows for the structured and transparent synthesis of a large and diverse body of existing evidence addressing a complex public health issue (Shannon et al., 2022). 
Social media use and mental health represent multifactorial phenomena influenced by behavioural, social, and contextual determinants, making secondary synthesis essential for identifying overarching patterns and population-level trends (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2019). 
Methodology Justification
The rationale for using a systematic literature review is based on the wide availability of high-quality, peer-reviewed studies and official public health reports that investigate digital behaviours and mental health outcomes in young people (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Systematic reviews are acknowledged in public health research as a robust method for assessing the consistency, strength, and gaps in existing evidence, thus aiding evidence-based decision-making and policy formulation (World Health Organization, 2022).This methodology enables the integration of qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods research, facilitating a comprehensive understanding of not only mental health outcomes but also the mechanisms and contextual factors underlying social media use (Braun and Clarke, 2019).
Moreover, relying solely on secondary data greatly minimizes the ethical risks linked to primary research with young adults—a group considered vulnerable in mental health studies—while still tackling an important public health concern (NHS England, 2023).The systematic review approach also enhances methodological transparency and reproducibility through clearly defined search strategies, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and analytical procedures, thereby strengthening the reliability and validity of the findings (Farre et al., 2023). By synthesising existing UK-relevant evidence, this methodology ensures that the study’s conclusions are directly applicable to national public health strategies aimed at promoting digital wellbeing and reducing mental health inequalities among young adults (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). 


9. RESEARCH DESIGN 
A Systematic literature review design is used because it allows exploration of broad themes and diverse study designs (Keles et al., 2019). This design is suitable when analysing complex, multifactorial issues such as digital behaviour, psychological wellbeing and public health outcomes (Kelly et al., 2019).
Inclusion criteria
· Studies published between 2015–2024.
· Young adults aged 17–24.
· Studies based in the UK or clearly relevant to the UK context.
· Peer-reviewed articles or official public health reports.
· Include only publications written in English
Exclusion criteria
· Exclude non-peer-reviewed sources (e.g., editorials, opinion pieces).
· Studies focusing on populations outside the 17–24-year age range.
· Research unrelated to mental health outcomes and young people.
· Other than English.
Each study will be assessed for credibility, methodological quality and relevance.
10. SEARCH STRATEGY 
Because this is a secondary research study, it does not involve human participants (Farre et al., 2023). A purposive sampling approach is used to select studies that align with the research question (Keles et al., 2019).
Search strategy
· Identify high-quality UK-based studies.
· Choose studies that offer robust evidence on the relationship between social media use  
            and mental health.
· Include mixed methodologies to allow triangulation of findings (Plackett et al., 2023).

11. MATERIALS, DATA COLLECTION METHODS AND PROCEDURE
· Google Scholar
· PubMed
· ScienceDirect


 Procedure
· Systematic searching using predefined keywords
· Removal of duplicate and irrelevant records
· Screening of titles, abstracts and then full texts
· Extraction of key themes (World Health Organization, 2022)
· Organisation of findings under analytical categories (Keles et al., 2019)

12. DATA ANALYSIS TECHNIQUE
Thematic analysis is used to identify recurring patterns across the literature (Braun and Clarke, 2019). This method supports interpretation of diverse data types within public health contexts (Farre et al., 2023)
Analysis steps
The analysis will commence with the systematic coding of key concepts identified within the selected literature, providing an initial framework for data interpretation. These codes will subsequently be organised into thematic categories, following established qualitative synthesis methods to ensure conceptual coherence (Keles et al., 2019). Themes will then be refined iteratively to enhance clarity, eliminate redundancy, and ensure that each theme accurately reflects the underlying evidence (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Finally, the refined themes will be explicitly linked to the research objectives, enabling a structured and meaningful synthesis that informs the study’s overarching public health focus (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023).
13. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
As this study relies solely on secondary research, it does not involve direct interaction with human participants, thereby minimising ethical concerns related to informed consent, confidentiality, and participant well-being (World Health Organization, 2022).Despite the absence of primary data collection, the study adheres to recognised ethical and academic standards by exclusively using credible, peer-reviewed journal articles and authoritative organisational reports, ensuring reliability, validity, and academic rigour (Burr, Taddeo and Floridi, 2020). All sources are accurately cited using Harvard referencing conventions, in line with UK higher education requirements, to maintain academic integrity and prevent plagiarism (Farre et al., 2023)
Intellectual property and copyright are respected through careful paraphrasing and appropriate acknowledgment of original authors, ensuring ethical scholarship and transparency (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2019). Furthermore, transparency and objectivity guide the synthesis and reporting of findings, 

with limitations acknowledged to reduce bias and strengthen the credibility of conclusions (NHS England, 2023).
14. IMPLICATIONS OF THE RESEARCH
The findings of this research may support public health organisations in developing evidence-based digital wellbeing interventions aimed at reducing online harms and promoting mental health at a population level (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023).
Within educational contexts, the findings may assist schools and universities in designing structured digital safety and digital literacy programmes that promote responsible online behaviour and enhance 
student wellbeing (O’Reilly et al., 2023, Best, Manktelow & Taylor, 2014). Furthermore, mental health services can use this evidence to guide online prevention and early-intervention strategies, especially for children and young people at risk from digital exposure (Farre et al., 2023).
[image: ]The research may also inform policymakers and regulatory authorities by providing an evidence base to guide the development of regulations addressing harmful online content and platform accountability (Ofcom, 2024). The study ultimately underscores gaps in the current literature, especially regarding the long-term and longitudinal effects of digital engagement, providing guidance for future research and informing evidence-based decision-making (World Health Organization, 2022).
PLAN OF WORK AND TIME SCHEDULE (GANTT CHART)
Table 1: Time Schedule
Source: Created by the author

The research will follow a structured plan
· Week 1–2:
The introduction is drafted and refined, establishing the research context, aims, and public health relevance of the study.
· Week 3–4:
A comprehensive literature search is conducted, followed by critical review and synthesis of relevant peer-reviewed studies and public health reports.
· Week 5–6:
The methodology section is developed and finalised, including the systematic review design, search strategy, and ethical considerations.
· Week 7–8:
Secondary data collection involves screening titles, abstracts, and full texts to identify studies that meet the eligibility criteria."
· Week 9–11:
Thematic data analysis is conducted, involving coding, theme development, and alignment with the research objectives.
· Week 12–13:
The conclusion and recommendations are drafted, synthesising key findings and outlining public health implications.
· Week 14–15:
Final editing and proofreading are completed to ensure academic clarity, coherence, and correct Harvard referencing.
· Week 16:
The completed research project is reviewed and formally submitted in accordance with university requirements.
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