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Abstract
Social media plays an important role in young adults' everyday lives in the United Kingdom where people use social media to communicate with others, express themselves and access information. The aim of this research was to review the literature critically to shed light on the mental health and wellbeing effects of the use of social media by young adults in the UK and what this has for implications for public health and social care practice. The research methodology used was the systematic literature review (SLR). A PEP (Population–Exposure–Outcome) structured approach was used to identify peer-reviewed studies from PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar between 2020 and 2025. 
Study selection was done according to the PRISMA guidelines and methodological quality was evaluated in the included qualitative studies with the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist. The selected studies were synthesised using thematic analysis. Five themes emerged from the review: social media as social connection and emotional support, negative psychological impacts, identity development, self-presentation and social comparison, digital mental health support and help seeking, and healthy social media engagement. Results suggest that social media has a beneficial effect on wellbeing, with positive links to social support and information about mental health, whereas negative links are identified for hyper use and passive use, anxiety, depression, loneliness, cyberbullying, fear of missing out (FOMO) and lowered self-esteem. 
Therefore, the study concludes, the effect of social media on mental health should not be discussed as social media use but as the purpose and use of such social media. A multi-agency approach between healthcare providers, teachers, government and social media platforms can embed the concepts of responsible use of digital devices into the day-to-day lives of young adults in the United Kingdom by ensuring the benefits of social media can be maximised while diminishing its potential risks.
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[bookmark: _Toc238225819]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
[bookmark: _Toc238225820]1.1 Introduction to the Topic 
Social media has become a significant component of our daily lives especially the young adults. Instagram, Tik Tok, Facebook, Snapchat and X are the significant platforms where people can share, communicate, build relationships, and express themselves through the internet. Digital interaction has become an important part of the lives of people in the UK, where the popularity of social media is particularly among those young adults aged 16-24 years (Ofcom, 2024). Though social media has several positive features, the issue with social media has grown more in relation to the issue of mental health. 
Mental health is the emotional, psychological and social wellbeing of the person and it affects the way people think, feel, and act. Recent studies suggest that the overexposure, or misuse of social media amongst young adults could be related to psychological distress, low self-esteem, loneliness and depression or anxiety (Agyapong-Opoku, 2025). Cyberbullying, social comparison, fear of missing out (FOMO), and exposure to inaccurate online content have been found to be associated with these adverse consequences. The knowledge on the connection of social media use and mental health should be of significance to the practice of public health and social care. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225821]1.2 Background and Current Context 
Development of Social Media use among young adults
Digital technology has evolved so fast and now it has changed the manner in which people communicate with others and interact. Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, Snapchat, X have gained significance as communication, entertainment, and information sharing mediums. The active users of such platforms are also young adults, as social media gives them an opportunity to keep their relationships, share their views, and access the content in real-time (Woodward et al., 2025). In the UK, there are roughly 55.5 million active social media users with high levels of social media use among the 16–24-year-old population of young adults (Statista, 2024). 
According to Ofcom (2024), more than 90% of young adults engage with social networking sites regularly as social media is an integral part of their lives. Social media has been boosted with the popularity of smartphones and access to the internet. Young people spend several hours daily on the internet, which frequently transits among various platforms to communicate, learn, entertain, and socialise.
Mental Health in the Young Adults
Mental health can be defined as the emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing of an individual. It influences their thought process, emotions, actions, and reactions to daily circumstances. People are able to overcome stress, establish good relationships and contribute well to society with good mental health. Having a flawed mental health may adversely influence individuals, educational and work growth. The issue of mental health issues amongst the young adults has become a significant health issue of the UK population (Cummings, 2024). Levels of anxiety, depression, stress, and emotional distress have increased significantly during recent years. Anxiety, depression, stress and emotional distress have increased significantly during recent years. These transformations are capable of making them more sensitive to mental problems. 
Beneficial Mental Health Implications of Social Media
Despite the fear of negative consequences connected to social media, it may offer several advantages to mental health. Social connections are one of the most crucial benefits as through social media, young adults are able to remain in touch with friends, relatives, and broader groups of people despite the geographical distance. This connection will be able to decrease the sense of isolation and allow people to have supportive relationships. Self-expression and identity formation are also possible through social media platforms. Young adults will be able to exchange experiences, thoughts and accomplishments and to explore various dimensions of who they are. Online communities can provide emotional support, especially to those who are going through a personal crisis or mental health issues (Zhang et al., 2023). 
The presence of support groups and mental health awareness programs in social media can help motivate users to seek help and get access to credible information. Additionally, restrictions of physical contact associated with the time of COVID-19 were important, as was the use of social media. Digital tools helped people to remain socially connected during the lockdown and social distancing period, helping to reduce reports of loneliness and social isolation. These results indicate that social media can be used in a positive way to promote psychological wellbeing when used in moderation.  


Adverse Mental Health consequences of social media
Despite these positive effects, an increasing amount of literature indicates that there are multiple adverse outcomes of overusing social media. Social comparison is one of the issues that are constantly debated. Users of social media are often subjected to well-chosen and edited, idealised ways of living, success, and looks. These comparisons with such unrealistic images may result in a sense of inferiority, disconnect, and a decrease in self-esteem. The other cyberbullying as cyber bullying can take place at my point of the day and may be carried out via harassment, threats, or negative remarks. 
It has been demonstrated that cyberbullying victims develop anxiety, depression, emotional stress, and lack of self-confidence (Babu et al., 2025). These experiences are usually compounded by the effectiveness of online communication. Another major trigger of mental health is Fear of Missing out (FOMO), which is a state of anxiety that people experience when they perceive that other people are experiencing pleasant lives. These emotions can increase stress, dissatisfaction, and obsessive viewing of social media sites. 
The Interaction between Social Media use and Mental Health
The linkage between the use of social media and mental health cannot be described as positive or negative. There is growing research that holds that the impact of social media lies in the usage of platforms and not necessarily on the frequency of use. Active use tends to be linked to positive results, and passive activities are more closely associated with adverse psychological impacts. This relationship can be emphasised in several theories such as Social Comparison Theory and Uses and Gratifications Theory. 
Social Comparison Theory integrates that people compare themselves to other people to evaluate their lives, which can influence people negatively in terms of self-esteem in case the comparisons made were unfavourable (Pérez-Torres, 2024). Also, the Uses and Gratifications Theory described that people consume media to fulfil certain needs including the need to be socially connected, the need to be entertained, and need to express (Gyimah, 2024). Social media can support or destroy mental wellbeing, depending on how it is used and the purpose behind the activity. 


Social and Health Care Environment
The growing popularity of social media and the rates of the issue of mental health among young adults have significant implications on the practice of social care and health in the population. Healthcare workers are increasingly conscious of the impact of digital space on mental wellbeing. The trend of the ongoing promotion of digital literacy, responsible social media use, and the importance of mental health by various organisations dedicated to health promotion is aimed at minimising possible harms and preserving the advantages of engagement online. It is important to learn the role of social media in mental health to implement effective interventions, policies, and support services. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225822]1.3 Rationale for Research 
Social media use amongst young adult (16-24 years) populations is a major public health issue in the United Kingdom. Social media offers communication, social support, entertainment and information, but there is increasing evidence that excessive and inappropriate use of social media can be associated with anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, loneliness and psychological distress (Prizeman et al., 2023). Although there is a growing body of literature, the results of the research are conflicting, with some suggesting that social media has a predominantly positive or negative impact on mental health. In addition, numerous previous studies have used a self-reported assessment and cross-sectional study design, thus hindering in establishing a comprehensive understanding of this relationship. A considerable amount of the evidence available is from outside of the UK and so may not be relevant to the social and cultural and healthcare landscape in the UK. 
A social space can provide social support, emotional attachment, and self-expression, and social media could potentially fulfil these needs, as well (Zhang et al., 2023). The relationships between social media and mental health are still not so obvious, and, therefore, further research is required. This study matters, because it will try to critically connect social media use with mental health, although the overall picture remains unclear and still requires deeper investigation. The study results can help shape effective public health policies and social care strategies to support and improve the mental wellbeing of young people. 
Therefore, there is still a need for current research that explores both positive and negative impacts of social media use for mental well-being of young adults in the UK. This will help to fill this knowledge gap and offer some evidence to inform the creation of effective public health policies and social care interventions that will support digital wellbeing for young adults.
[bookmark: _Toc238225823]1.4 Research Question 
· How social media use affects the mental health and wellbeing of young adults in the UK? 
[bookmark: _Toc238225824]1.5 Research Aim 
The study aims to critically investigate how social media use affects the mental health and wellbeing of young adults in the UK. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225825]1.6 Research Objectives 
· To analyse trends and patterns of social media use among young adults in the UK.
· To examine the relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes.
· To identify the positive and negative effects of social media on young adult’s mental wellbeing.
· To provide recommendations for public health and social care practice. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225826]1.7 Chapter Summary 
This chapter discussed on how to utilise social media in the UK for young adults and the impact this practice has on their mental health. It explored the landscape of social media, the increasing worry about mental health and the need to research this area. The chapter also showcased the research rationale, research question, the aim and objectives of the study. Chapter 2 will include a literature review to find previous studies on social media and mental health, which will highlight the key themes and theories, and incorporation any gaps that exist for further research.


[bookmark: _Toc238225827]CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc238225828]2.1 Introduction 
This chapter critically examines the previous literature linking social media use to mental health of the young adults in the United Kingdom. It brings together key elements from academic research and literature to review the trends in social media consumption, the positive and negative effects it has on psychological wellbeing and theories of this relationship. The chapter also assesses the merits and drawbacks of earlier studies, pinpoints the gaps in the literature and the reasons behind the current study.
[bookmark: _Toc238225829]2.2 Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Toc238225830]2.2.1 Social Media Use among Young Adults in the UK 
The UK social media landscape is highly dynamic and constantly evolving. The UK social media environment now is very fluid and evolving at an increasingly rapid pace. In the United Kingdom, social media is now a vital area of life for young adults and plays a significant role in shaping their communication, socialisation, information-seeking and self-expression (Winstone et al., 2021). The ability to quickly use digital technology, owning a smartphone and having access to the internet have been a key part of the rise in the apps we use for social networking becoming a part of our daily lives. Young adults are some of the biggest users of social media, spending a significant amount of time on Instagram, YouTube, Reddit, TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook and Twitter (Goodwin and Lyons, 2024). They can be used for a variety of reasons such as keeping in touch with friends, sharing experiences, entertainment, learning and educational activities as well as access to up-to-date news and trends. 
Social media usage has changed from just using it as a way to communicate occasionally to ongoing digital consumption. The variety of social functionalities such as DM (Direct messaging), short videos, live video streaming, personalized content recommendations and interactive communities, make people engage in the platform more in the course of the day (Koç, 2023). This has made social media a part of the educational, work and social world, allowing youth-adults to stay connected despite the distance. The growing use of digital interaction has also impacted how people relate to each other, how they construct personal identities and how they engage in online communities. Although the use of social media is common, previous studies have shown that there are significant differences in the way that it is measured. Some studies measure the total amount of screen time, others measure how often the platform is visited, the level of engagement or whether the activity is active or passive (K. Kaye et al., 2020). This inconsistency makes comparisons between different studies difficult and restricts the findings to be generalisable. In addition, the data available is largely self-reported and this could lead to recall bias and the misreporting of usage patterns.
[bookmark: _Toc238225831]2.2.2 Understanding Mental Health among Young Adults 
Recognizing the mental health of young adults is crucial as they are experiencing large emotional, social, educational and occupational transitions. Mental health describes a person’s emotional, psychological and social wellbeing and how they think, feel and act as well as how they deal with stress, how they relate to others and how they make decisions (Galderisi, 2024). Having good mental health allows people to deal with everyday life successfully while poor mental health can have a negative impact on their academic achievement, work, relationships and quality of life. Especially in the United Kingdom, there are significant concerns about the mental health of young adults which have greatly risen over the past few years.
Some of the more frequent psychological health issues associated with this age range are anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness and emotional distress (Prizeman et al., 2023). There are many pressures young adults may be experiencing such as academic, career, financial, social and personal pressures and these may make them more vulnerable to psychological issues (MacDonald et al., 2024). Additionally, adolescence to adulthood transition brings with it greater independence and responsibility which adds to emotional demands.      
Mental health has been shown to be a complex and multi-dimensional phenomenon not merely the lack of mental illness. Positive emotions, life satisfaction, resilience, self-esteem and the ability to have supportive relationships are all examples of psychological wellbeing (Trong Dam et al., 2023). The measures and indicators used in studies focused on mental health in young adults vary such as anxiety, depressive symptoms, stress, self-esteem and wellbeing. Such measurement differences can make it difficult to compare studies and may be a factor in the conflicting results in the literature. Overall, the high rates of mental health issues among adults suggest the need to examine potential determinants of wellbeing such as the role of social media in daily life which is becoming a more significant part of the lives of young adults. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225832]2.2.3 Positive Effects of Social Media on Mental Health 
While social media is associated with poor mental health effects, the literature points to the possibility of positive mental health effects from social media, when used properly. One of its main advantages is to strengthen social integration. Social media helps to minimize social isolation and loneliness by connecting young adults with friends, family and wider communities, irrespective of distance (Liu et al., 2026). This is particularly beneficial for students and young professionals who may be living away from their support networks. Emotional support is another major benefit which is available through online communities. 
Social media platforms offer a place for people to post their own experiences, give each other tips and encouragement when going through similar experiences (Lim et al., 2022). These supportive interactions may help to create a sense of belonging and emotional reassurance particularly for those who may be reluctant to ask for face-to-face communication. Additionally, healthcare providers and mental health awareness combat stigma and promote information about help-seeking services for young adults, effectively promoting help-seeking behaviours among them.
Social media also allows for self-expression and self-identity as they can be used to post opinions, creations and achievements. Engaging with content, taking an active role in creating, participating in discussions and in joining supportive online communities has been linked to higher self-esteem and psychological wellbeing than passive consumption of content (Wah, 2025). Hence, the literature indicates that social media can be used as a resource to support mental wellness, provided that people can use digital platforms in a socially balanced, meaningful and responsible way.
[bookmark: _Toc238225833]2.2.4 Negative Effects of Social Media on Mental Health 
Although this can have positive impacts, there has been a wealth of research that states that excessive and inappropriate social media usage can negatively influence the mental health of young adults. One of the most common reported side effects is worrying and a sense of depression. Users can often see images and carefully selected lifestyles that they wish they could replicate, leading to dissatisfaction, low self-esteem and poor body image (Merino et al., 2024). Comparisons can set an unachievable bar and lead to emotional suffering. A major concern is cyberbullying which has been on the rise along with the development of digital communication. Cyberbullying can happen anytime and to many people, magnifying the psychological impact as opposed to typical bullying. Victims are stressed, anxious, depressed and withdrawn and their academic and social relationships can suffer (Ali and Alshamrani, 2023). 
Another reason that is commonly linked to social media is that people feel they are losing out on something if they are not using it. When young adults sense that others are having fun without them in the same way, they want to make sure they do so. It leads them to compulsively check social media. Overuse has also been associated with decreased sleep quality, diminished concentration and decreased productivity, especially when users spend extended periods of time on the internet (Zhu et al., 2023). However, the previous research have been inconsistent in terms of the link between social media and mental health. Many people see negative connections, others see it as psychological outcomes which are dependent on the type of use, purpose and intensity of social media use. The findings indicate that there is a need for further research to explore the relationship between social media usage patterns and mental health of young adults. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225834]2.2.5 Theoretical Perspectives 
There are a few theories that can explain the connection between social media and mental health, such as Social Comparison Theory and Uses and Gratifications Theory. Social Comparison Theory suggests that people assess themselves based on their skills, looks and successes when they compare themselves (Butts, 2024). When it comes to social media, people often see what's been filtered and idealised for them, which can lead them to make comparisons with what they see as the more successful people. Comparisons may lead to a decrease in self-esteem and feelings of anxiety, dissatisfaction and emotional upset, particularly among young adults.
However, Uses and Gratifications Theory indicates that media is chosen by people to meet their psychological and social needs (Bhatiasevi, 2024). Youth use social networking to communicate, find information, self-express, develop relationships and even get entertainment. This theory suggests that the effect of social media is heavily reliant on the motivations of the users and their engagement with the media. There may be positive psychological impacts for being active in online environments, producing content and engaging with others, compared to passively viewing content. These theories are helpful together to explain the benefits and drawbacks of social media.
[bookmark: _Toc238225835]

2.2.6 Implications for Public Health and Social Care 
The growing social media impact on mental wellbeing has significant public health and social care implications in the UK. Healthcare professionals and policymakers should be aware of the opportunities and challenges of online environments in the context of young adults increased social media usage. Public health campaigns should be used to encourage responsible social media use as 84% of young adults aged 18-29 years report use of at least one type of social media platform and an average daily usage of 2 hours (de Vere Hunt and Linos, 2022). Young adults can be helped to identify warning signs of problematic social media use and to learn ways to ensure their psychological wellbeing through education. 
Social care workers also play an important role in recognizing those who may be negatively impacted by overuse of social media, cyberbullying or any kind of online harassment (Șerban and Malizia, 2025). Incorporating digital behaviour topics into mental health evaluations and assistance could help to enhance early detection of mental health problems. Moreover, social media can be used to provide mental health education and resources as well as to reduce the stigma associated with mental illness. The best way to enhance the mental wellbeing of young adults is to take a balanced approach to digital communication that makes advantage of the positive aspects of digital communication and lowers the risk. 
2.2.6.1 Critical evaluation of the existing literature 
The current literature is consistent in recognising the fact that social media influences the mental health of young adults. But the nature and magnitude of this relationship remain subject to considerable debate. Previous research has found that frequent social media use is associated with increased anxiety and depression and lower psychological wellbeing (Merino et al., 2024; Zhu et al., 2023), whereas others argue that social media can strengthen social support, promote help-seeking behaviour and decrease feelings of loneliness when used for a purpose (Lim et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2026). These conflicting findings suggest that mental health outcomes are not simply about the number of social media consumed, but also the purpose, quality and pattern of use. This reading is consistent with the Uses and Gratifications Theory that suggests users actively seek out media to satisfy various psychological and social needs.
Also, inconsistency across previous studies is due to methodological differences. The majority of existing research is based on cross-sectional research designs and self-report measures of social media use and mental health. These approaches are possible, yet they restrict the ability to infer causal relationships, as the data are collected at one point in time. In addition, self-reported screen time and online behaviour are subject to recall and social desirability biases, which limits the reliability of the findings. Theoretically, negative effects on self-esteem and mental health can be explained by Social Comparison Theory. Conversely, Uses and Gratifications Theory explains more positive effects of active meaningful engagement than passive exposure to idealised content online.
[bookmark: _Toc238225836]2.2.7 Research Gap 
There has been a considerable amount of research that has explored social media usage and mental health, but there are certain gaps. Many research has yielded conflicting results with some studies finding positive effects and others finding primarily negative effects. Most investigations are studies using cross-sectional research design and self-reported measurements of social media use which prevent casual conclusions from being drawn and can lead to reporting bias. In addition, there is a lack of evidence within the UK context. It decreases the relevance to the social, culture and healthcare environment of the UK. 
There has also been a major and continuous shift in social media platforms and how young adults see them. It may not reflect the behaviours of today’s young adults as it did in the previously conducted research. Therefore, there is a need for modern UK-based research which critically examines the positive and negative influence of social media on mental health. Addressing these gaps will provide evidence that could help to inform public health strategies and social care practice. 
Previous UK-based research has also given limited attention to how different patterns of social media engagement, such as platform-specific behaviours, passive browsing and active participation, influenced mental health outcomes among young adults. The majority of the existing evidence combines different age groups or relies on studies conducted outside the UK. Thus, it limits the applicability of findings towards the UK social and healthcare context. Through systematically reviewing the recent UK-focused evidence, the present study will synthesise the recent findings, identifying the consistent patterns and methodological limitations, it will also provide a better understanding of how social media use influences young adults’ mental health. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225837]2.3 Chapter Summary 
The chapter has critically examined the current research literature to understand how social media use relates to the mental health of young adults in the UK. It analysed the characteristics of social media use, the positive and negative impacts of social media on psychological wellbeing, explored theoretical perspectives and implications for public health and social care. The review also revealed that there are significant lacunas of literature and a definite need for the present study. The research methodology followed to tackle these gaps and meet the research objectives is described in Chapter 3.

[bookmark: _Toc238225838]CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc238225839]3.1 Introduction to Chapter
This chapter describes the methodology used to explore the effects of social media use on the mental health of young adults in the United Kingdom and discusses the implications for public health and social care practice. The research design used was a systematic literature review (SLR), which was chosen to be the most suitable approach to synthesise the existing evidence from peer-reviewed studies. The chapter provides an explanation of the systematic review process, the search strategy, the Population–Exposure–Outcome (PEO) framework, the search terms and keywords, databases, and inclusion and exclusion criteria for the literature search. In addition, it provides details of the ethical issues that were considered throughout this review to guarantee transparency, reliability, and methodological rigour.
[bookmark: _Toc238225840]3.2 Systematic Literature Review
Systematic Literature Review (SLR) is a research methodology that is structured, transparent, and reproducible and is used to identify, critically appraise, and synthesise the existing evidence related to a specific research question (Sauer and Seuring, 2023). An SLR is not similar to a literature review but rather adheres to specific procedures to reduce researcher bias and enhance the reliability and validity of results. The general goal of an SLR is to synthesise the evidence base and document research gaps to draw conclusions based on that evidence that can guide policy, practice and future research.
The systematic review process typically consists of the following steps: defining the research question, formulating a detailed research plan, searching for relevant studies, screening the articles for inclusion based on review criteria, data extraction, study quality assessment, and thematic analysis (Azarian et al. 2023). The SLR approach was used in this study as it enabled the combination of evidence from several studies that explored the connection between social media use and mental health in UK young adults and therefore allowed for robust evidence for public health and social care practice. While alternative methods of review (narrative and scoping) were considered, a systematic literature review was chosen as it offers a more structured and transparent pathway to identifying, appraising and synthesising existing evidence. 
Narrative reviews are more likely to be subject to researcher bias because of the lack of a structured search process and the lack of a structured selection process, and scoping reviews do not critically assess the quality of the studies. This systematic review approach was deemed suitable for this research as it examined the evidence concerning the relationship between social media use and mental health in young adults within the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc238225841]3.3 Search Strategy
A search strategy comprises a system of databases, keywords and inclusion and exclusion criteria that are carefully planned to find relevant literature that will provide an answer to the specific research question (MacFarlane et al. 2022). A systematic search strategy is a key element of a systematic review as it helps to identify all relevant studies and helps to minimise selection bias.
The literature search was conducted in this study by using the Population–Exposure–Outcome (PEO) framework. PEO framework has been used and reported widely in qualitative and public health research, as it helps researchers determine the research focus and suitable search concepts (Dorstyn et al. 2023). The population (P) was adolescents, young people and young adults, primarily aged approximately 12–29 years, with emphasis on evidence applicable to young adults and UK public health and social care practice. The Exposure (E) was talking about the use of social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Facebook and similar networking applications. The Outcome (O) was mental health outcomes (anxiety, depression, psychological distress and psychological wellbeing).
The literature search was performed in four electronic databases PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, to look for peer-reviewed articles from 2020 to 2026. To ensure that the search would be as sensitive and comprehensive as possible, only studies relevant to the research objectives were retrieved, and Boolean operators (AND, OR) and synonyms were used.
[bookmark: _Toc238225842]3.4 Search terms 
Search phrases are defined as keywords or phrases to find relevant literature from electronic databases in a systematic literature review (Chigbu et al. 2023). Using carefully chosen search terms allows researchers to find studies that directly answer the research question, as well as to enhance the comprehensiveness and accuracy of the review. The main reason for using suitable search terms is to ensure that the most relevant evidence is retrieved and that there is a minimum amount of risk of missing out on important evidence. Synonyms and related terms expand the search to improve sensitivity and may be used by different researchers to refer to the same concept. The use of several synonyms, therefore, guarantees that the maximum number of possible relevant studies is retrieved from various databases.
The PEO (Population–Exposure–Outcome) was used to systematically develop the search terms for this review. The framework allowed the research question to be narrowed to key concepts and provided an opportunity to ensure that the database search was limited to studies focusing on the social media use and mental health relationships in young adults in the United Kingdom.

	Criteria
	Determinants

	Population (P)
	Young adults aged 12–29 years years in the United Kingdom

	Exposure (E)
	Social media use through Instagram, TikTok, Facebook and other social networking platforms

	Outcome (O)
	Mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, psychological distress and psychological wellbeing


[bookmark: _Toc237531004]Table 3.4.1: PEO Framework
(Source: Self-developed)
Search Question
What is the impact of social media use on the mental health of young adults aged 16–24 years in the United Kingdom, and what are the implications for public health and social care practice?


The Execution of the Search Strategy
Boolean operators such as OR and AND were used as the main tool for implementing a thorough database search. The search was performed by combining keywords and their synonyms identified through the PEO system. The database search was conducted with the help of PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar. Attention was paid solely to peer-reviewed studies published in the period from 2020 to 2026.
	PEO Elements
	Keywords

	Population (P)
	"Young adults" OR "Young people" OR "Youth" OR "Adolescents" OR "Emerging adults"

	Exposure (E)
	"Social media" OR "Social networking sites" OR "Social networking" OR "Instagram" OR "TikTok" OR "Facebook" OR "Online social platforms"

	Outcome (O)
	"Mental health" OR "Psychological wellbeing" OR "Wellbeing" OR "Anxiety" OR "Depression" OR "Psychological distress" OR "Emotional wellbeing"


[bookmark: _Toc237531005]Table 3.4.2: Search terms
(Source: Self-developed)
	PEO Components
	Keywords
	Synonyms

	Population
	Young adults
	"Young people", "Youth", "Adolescents", "Emerging adults", "Individuals aged 16–24 years"

	Exposure
	Social media
	"Social networking sites", "Social networking platforms", "Digital media", "Instagram", "TikTok", "Facebook", "Online social platforms"

	Outcome
	Mental health
	"Psychological wellbeing", "Mental wellbeing", "Emotional wellbeing", "Anxiety", "Depression", "Psychological distress", "Mental illness"


[bookmark: _Toc237531006]Table 3.4.3: Keywords and Synonyms 
(Source: Self-developed)
A combination of the following keywords and their synonyms was used with the Boolean operator AND to identify research studies that addressed all three components of the research question simultaneously. The search string used across the selected databases was as follows:
Boolean Search Strategy
("Young adults" OR "Young people" OR "Youth" OR "Adolescents") AND ("Social media" OR "Social networking sites" OR "Instagram" OR "TikTok" OR "Facebook") AND ("Mental health" OR "Anxiety" OR "Depression" OR "Psychological distress" OR "Psychological wellbeing")
This systematic search strategy was used to ensure that the literature search was transparent, comprehensive and reproducible, and to identify high-quality research studies relevant to the examination of the impact of social media use on the mental health of young adults in the United Kingdom and its implications for public health and social care practice. The same Boolean search structure was used in each selected database yet was modified slightly to capture indexing requirements of each database while maintaining the same Population, Exposure and Outcome concepts. Standardising search terms across PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar minimised possible duplication of results and maintained a systematic approach to the search process throughout the review.
[bookmark: _Toc238225843]3.5 Keywords 
Keywords are the main words or phrases that embody the main concepts of a research topic and help retrieve relevant research from academic databases (Abusaada and Elshater, 2024). With the right keywords, a database search will be more accurate, efficient and yield fewer irrelevant results. The main terms used in this review were social media, mental health, young adults, United Kingdom, anxiety, depression, psychological distress, wellbeing, Instagram, TikTok, Facebook and public health.
[bookmark: _Toc238225844]3.6 Database 
Four electronic databases were used for the literature search, which are PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar. The databases chosen are selected as they offer a wide coverage of peer-reviewed research across the disciplines of public health, psychology, mental health and social care. To conduct a systematic literature review, more than one database must be used, as none of them includes all published research on the topic under review (Carrera-Rivera et al. 2022). In addition to this, PubMed gives a good coverage of biomedical and public health literature, Scopus covers journals across many disciplines, Web of Science indexes high-impact scholarly publications, and Google Scholar provides more interdisciplinary studies. The search focused on peer-reviewed journal articles written in English only, published between 2020 and 2025, to verify that the evidence was apt for the research theme and in line with the latest comprehension of social media usage and mental health of young adults in the United Kingdom.
[bookmark: _Toc238225845]3.7 Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 
Inclusion and exclusion criteria are basically guidelines used to decide whether or not a study should be part of a systematic literature review. Including these criteria ensures that only the studies closely related to the research objectives are selected, thereby increasing the transparency, credibility, and validity of the review process (Shaheen et al. 2023). The inclusion and exclusion criteria were formulated per the study issue, which was on social media use and mental health problems among young adults in the UK. Implementing these criteria allowed the evidence synthesis to consist of only top-notch and pertinent studies.
[bookmark: _Toc238225846]

[bookmark: _49m08dx7ky3m]3.7.1 Inclusion Criteria 
	Inclusion Criteria
	Explanation

	Studies published between 2020–2026
	Ensures the inclusion of recent evidence reflecting current patterns of social media use, digital behaviours and mental-health outcomes.

	English-language publications
	Allows consistent interpretation, comparison and synthesis of the included evidence.

	Peer-reviewed and methodologically relevant scholarly studies
	Ensures that the evidence has sufficient academic quality and methodological detail for critical appraisal.

	Studies involving adolescents, young people, young adults, university students or relevant mental-health stakeholders
	Captures populations directly or contextually relevant to youth mental health and digital experiences.

	Studies examining social media, social networking platforms, online communities or digital mental-health environments
	Ensures relevance to the digital context of the review.

	Studies reporting mental-health, wellbeing, emotional, behavioural, resilience, body-image, help-seeking or self-harm outcomes
	Maintains alignment with the broader mental-health focus.

	Qualitative, quantitative, mixed-method, computational and secondary evidence, including systematic, scoping and narrative reviews
	Allows inclusion of methodologically diverse evidence relevant to the review objectives.

	UK and relevant international studies
	International evidence was included where findings were transferable to the UK public health and social care context.


[bookmark: _Toc237531007]Table 3.7.1.1: Inclusion criteria
(Source: Self-developed)
[bookmark: _Toc238225847]3.7.2 Exclusion Criteria 
	Exclusion Criteria
	Explanation

	Studies published before 2020
	Older studies were excluded because they may not adequately represent current social media platforms, digital behaviours and contemporary mental-health concerns.

	Non-English publications
	These were excluded to maintain consistency in interpretation and avoid potential translation-related errors.

	Blogs, dissertations, informal webpages and non-academic sources
	Such sources were excluded because they generally lack sufficient methodological transparency and academic quality for critical appraisal.

	Studies unrelated to social media, digital environments or mental health
	Evidence that did not address the core concepts of the review was excluded.

	Studies involving irrelevant populations, contexts or outcomes
	Research with no meaningful or transferable relevance to adolescents, young people, young adults or mental-health-related experiences was excluded.

	Publications with insufficient methodological or outcome information
	These studies could not be reliably appraised or included in the data extraction process.

	Duplicate publications or overlapping evidence
	Duplicate studies or publications reporting substantially the same findings were excluded to avoid double counting of evidence.

	Studies with no meaningful contribution to the review objectives
	Evidence was excluded where it did not support understanding of social media, digital experiences or related mental-health outcomes.


[bookmark: _df02bjmiyhn8][bookmark: _Toc237531008]Table 3.7.2.1: Exclusion criteria
(Source: Self-developed)
Inclusion and exclusion criteria were established to ensure the most relevant and current evidence was synthesised. English-language publications were the only ones available for study due to the researchers' command of the English language and the desire to be able to interpret results without being subject to translation bias. Likewise, restricting the publications to the 2020-2025 period guarantees that the review mirrors contemporary trends of social media use, specifically, the shift in digital habits that occurred due to significant changes in the way people use social media since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. These criteria were found to restrict the relevance of some relevant evidence but increased the relevance of the evidence included in the review.
[bookmark: _Toc238225848]3.8 Search Result 
The search process for this systematic literature review followed the PRISMA 2020 (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines. PRISMA provides a clear and organised method for selecting studies and helps make the review process transparent and reliable. It includes different stages, such as identifying studies, removing duplicate records, screening titles and abstracts, assessing full-text articles, and selecting the final studies for the review.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc237530967]Figure 3.1 (PRISMA Flow Diagram)
(Source: Self-Developed)
The literature search was conducted across four electronic databases: PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar. The same search concepts and Boolean operators were applied across each database to identify relevant peer-reviewed studies. Search terms related to social media, mental health, young adults, and the United Kingdom were used to identify relevant studies. The initial search found 100 studies and during the first stage, 10 duplicate studies were removed as they appeared more than once in the search results. After removing duplicates, 90 studies remained for the screening stage.
In the screening stage, the titles and abstracts of the 90 studies were carefully reviewed. The studies were checked against the inclusion and exclusion criteria developed for this research. During this process, 50 studies were excluded because they were not directly related to the research topic, did not focus on young adults, or did not examine the relationship between social media use and mental health. After screening, 40 full-text articles were selected for further assessment. The full-text articles were then reviewed in detail to determine whether they met all the eligibility criteria. During this stage, 5 articles could not be accessed because the full text was unavailable. Therefore, 35 full-text articles were assessed for eligibility. After detailed reading, 5 studies were excluded because they did not report mental health outcomes, involved a different study population instead of original research. Finally, 30 studies met all the inclusion criteria and were selected for the systematic literature review. 
There were three successive stages in the screening procedure. Initially, titles were reviewed to remove clearly irrelevant studies. The remaining articles were subsequently abstracted and checked against the pre-defined inclusion and exclusion criteria to check the relevance of the articles in relation to the research objectives. Finally, the full-text articles were scrutinised in detail to ensure the eligibility of the study population, research design, exposure, outcomes and the publication criteria. All the applications were made on the same basis, which minimised selection bias and ensured consistency in the application of the study selection process. This systematic review was enhanced by a structured screening process, which improved transparency and the credibility of the systematic review. These studies were used for the critical appraisal, data analysis, and thematic synthesis presented in the following chapters. The PRISMA process ensured that only relevant and high-quality studies were included in the review.
[bookmark: _Toc238225849]3.8.1 Quality assessment and data extraction
A design-sensitive, CASP-informed critical appraisal methodology was used to evaluate the methodology quality of the incorporated evidence. Despite the preponderance of qualitative evidence base, confirmation of the studies included found methodological diversity, such as primary qualitative studies, systematic and scoping reviews, mixed-method evidence, computational analysis and conceptual literature. Thus, the fundamental principles of the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) were still maintained in a modified appraisal matrix to be uniformly used in the heterogeneous base of evidence.
The reviewed appraisal criteria were used to assess whether each study had well defined aims, was methodologically and research design-appropriate, had suitable sampling, recruitment or evidence-selection procedures. It was also checked whether it was well-collected or evidence-retrieved, had adequate consideration of researcher influence or possible bias, had considered sufficiently research ethics or methodological integrity. After that, it also checked whether it had rigorous analysis or synthesis and had reported clear findings and had made a discernible contribution to the review question. In cases where a specific methodological design did not apply to an appraisal criterion, such as in the case of participant-specific ethical concerns in a secondary review, it was entered as not applicable instead of being viewed as a methodological weakness.
The overall quality judgements were in high, moderate-high and moderate or low based on the pattern and significance of methodological strengths and limitations detected in the process of appraisal. These groups were an interpretive overview created towards the review and not considered as numerical scores produced by CASP. The findings of the appraisal were employed to aid the interpretation of the evidence and not to cut off the studies based on mere methodological limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc238225850]3.9 Ethical Considerations 
Research ethics involve the principles that guarantee integrity, transparency, and responsible research work in the research process. This study was a systematic literature review with secondary data. Thus, there was no need for ethical approval as there were no participants involved in the study itself. However, only studies that had been appropriately reviewed and approved for publication from a peer review process were included in order to maintain ethical standards. Appropriate citation and referencing have been used to credit the original authors and avoid plagiarism. Moreover, the procedure of literature selection was conducted following the PRISMA guidelines to make the process transparent, objective, and reproducible. Researcher bias was minimised during the review by implementing a set of eligibility criteria and clear documentation of each stage of the selection process. 
All the results were reported transparently and both positive and negative results were reported to avoid selective reporting and to ensure conclusions were based on the available evidence and not the personal interpretation of the researcher. A search process was documented in an audit trail throughout the review, which included documenting decisions about searches made, decisions on which studies to select and the method of data extraction.
[bookmark: _Toc238225851]3.10 Chapter Summary 
In the chapter, the author outlines the research methodology that was applied in the study. It outlines the systematic literature review methodology and provides details about the search strategy, search terms, keywords, databases and inclusion/exclusion criteria of the articles identified. In the chapter, the author also outlines the study selection process according to the PRISMA 2020 guidelines and outlines the search results. In addition, the author outlines the ethical considerations of the study. Overall, this chapter provides a clear and organised method for selecting reliable studies. The next chapter will critically evaluate the quality and strength of the studies included in the systematic literature review. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225852]CHAPTER 4: DATA EVALUATION
[bookmark: _Toc238225853]4.1 Introduction to Chapter 
This chapter significantly outlines the procedure of data extraction and evaluation undertaken for the systematic literature review exploring the impact of social media use on mental health among young adults. A standardised data extraction form was used to extract relevant information from the included studies to ensure consistency and transparency across the review process. The chapter also introduces the whole concept of critical appraisal and discusses the importance of assessing the methodological quality and credibility of the included studies. Overall, it justifies the selection of the critical appraisal skill programme tool that was implemented to evaluate the quality and trustworthiness of the qualitative studies involved in this review. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225854]4.2 Data extraction 
Data extraction is a systematic procedure of collecting relevant information from selected studies utilising a predefined framework to assure transparency, consistency and accuracy throughout the evidence synthesis procedure (Afifi et al. 2023). A predesigned data extraction form has been employed to standardise the information collected from the included studies. The more details of data extraction table is given in the Appendix 1. 
	Data Category
	Description

	Author(s)
	Names of the authors who conducted the study

	Year of Publication
	The year in which the study was published

	Country of Study
	The geographical location where the study was conducted

	Study Design
	Type of qualitative research design used in the study

	Sample Size
	Total number of participants included in the study

	Population Characteristics
	Demographic information of participants, including age, gender and other relevant characteristics of young adults

	Social Media Platform(s)
	Social media platforms investigated (such as Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, X/Twitter, Snapchat)

	Mental Health Outcome(s)
	Mental health outcomes explored, such as anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness, self-esteem and psychological well-being

	Data Collection Method
	Method used to collect qualitative data (such as semi-structured interviews, focus groups, online interviews)

	Key Findings
	Main themes, findings and conclusions reported by the study


[bookmark: _Toc237531009]Table 4.2.1: Data extraction table
(Source: Self-developed)
[bookmark: _Toc238225855]4.3 Brief Introduction to Critical Appraisal and Paper Quality Assessment 
Critical Appraisal is an important part of a systematic literature review that enables researchers to evaluate the credibility, rigour, and reliability of the included studies. Qualitative studies on social media usage and their impact on mental health also indicate the necessity to apply rigorous research methods for obtaining reliable results (Anto et al., 2023). Critical appraisal is not only about the identification of the strengths and weaknesses of research methods but also about the determination of the dependability and relevance of the findings. With the help of a systematic paper quality assessment, researchers will be able to reveal potential biases, evaluate transparency in the research process, and judge whether the data collection and analysis procedures were applied appropriately. 
Paper quality assessment involves examination of key methodological aspects, such as research aims, proper research design, recruitment of participants, ethics, and credibility of data analysis. Such a systematic evaluation will contribute to increased confidence in the evidence synthesis as the results will be derived from studies of acceptable methodological quality. Since the current review includes the synthesis of qualitative research exploring the impact of social media use on the mental health of young adults, it is necessary to conduct a comprehensive critical appraisal in order to provide a transparent and reliable basis for the thematic analysis that is discussed in the next chapters.
[bookmark: _Toc238225856]4.4 Critical Appraisal Tools
A number of critical appraisal tools have been created in order to provide a structured framework for assessing the methodological quality of qualitative research. These tools allow researchers to evaluate the credibility, validity, and significance of the individual studies based on their methodological aspects. For example, research design, recruitment of participants, data collection, ethics, data analysis, and presentation of findings. Similarly, previous qualitative evidence syntheses have used structured critical appraisal frameworks in order to improve transparency and consistency of the evaluation of qualitative research (Popat and Tarrant, 2023). Among the existing critical appraisal tools, the “CASP Qualitative Checklist” was selected for the current systematic literature review due to the use of qualitative methods in all included studies. The CASP questionnaire consists of ten questions formulated to evaluate the quality and validity of scientific studies. 
These questions examine whether there are any clearly defined aims of the study, appropriate methodology, adequate recruitment procedure, and well-founded evidence. Using the same criteria for all selected studies will ensure consistency in the process of quality assessment and reduce the chance of any subjective judgment (Plackett et al., 2026). Therefore, the use of the CASP framework will increase transparency, reliability, and credibility of the systematic literature review as a result of the comprehensive methodological assessment of all included studies.
[bookmark: _Toc238225857]4.5 Evaluation of qualitative studies using the CASP tool 
The methodological quality of the studies that were included in this systematic literature review was evaluated based on the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme Qualitative Checklist. The CASP tool is one of the most commonly used tools for the assessment of qualitative health research as it offers a structured means of approaching the assessment of credibility, trustworthiness and methodological rigour of qualitative evidence (Smith et al. 2025). These questions are designed to test the clarity of the research question, the suitability of the qualitative approach, the research design, the recruitment of participants, the data collection process, the researcher's reflexivity, ethical issues, data analysis, the presentation of the results, and the contribution of the study. The CASP checklist was used to evaluate the methodological quality of the studies included in the review in a systematic way and to ensure consistency and transparency in the appraisal process. Further appraisal details for each study are included in Appendix 2.
The CASP Qualitative Checklist was used as the studies included in this review were qualitative studies. This study intended to examine the experiences and perceptions of young adults regarding social media use and its impact on mental health. Hence, an Appraisal tool specifically for qualitative evidence was deemed most appropriate. The CASP is different from other appraisal frameworks used for quantitative research in that it assesses methodological rigour, credibility and transferability of the qualitative results, instead of statistical validity (Humayoun et al. 2024). The tool was therefore used to give a detailed overview of the studies included to determine whether the evidence from these studies was trustworthy and able to support the thematic synthesis carried out as part of this dissertation.
Another reason for choosing CASP its wide use in the healthcare and public health research sector. The CASP checklist has been widely used in the field of mental health, behavioural sciences and digital health intervention studies, where reviewers are encouraged to critically consider methodological choices, rather than just the numeric quality scores (Jung et al. 2022). A qualitative analysis can also point out the strengths and weaknesses of study methods and recognise different contexts that might affect the interpretation. As the CASP system allows a certain degree of flexibility, it is Most of all well suited for a literature review on social media use in young adults, where the young adults' experiences, their emotional reactions and the contextual features that affect their mental health form together a fundamental element for understanding the outcome of mental health.
Although the CASP checklist is widely used, it has a number of weaknesses. Among its main drawbacks is the inability to provide an overall numerical rating of the quality of the study (Shaheen et al. 2023). There is also some subjectivity involved in the evaluation of methodological rigour, researcher reflexivity and the credibility of the data analysis in the checklist, which can lead to slight variations in the evaluation process across different reviewers. In addition, CASP gives high weight to the quality of the report. Therefore, research studies that do not clearly explain their methods can be penalised for not being well described, although they may be carried out with strict research methods. However, these restrictions are compensated for by the structure of the framework to allow for a comprehensive and transparent assessment of qualitative evidence, which makes it a suitable appraisal tool for this systematic literature review.
The overall results of the critical appraisal suggest that the studies included were of moderate to high methodological quality. The majority of studies clearly defined their research question and showed strong congruence between the research question and the chosen qualitative research methods. All researchers in the evidence base had a common goal of examining the lived experiences, behaviour, emotions and perceptions of social media's impact on the mental health and wellbeing of young adults. These research goals helped to build the overall trustworthiness of the evidence, and each study directly answered the questions that were of interest for the purposes of this SLR.
One finding that emerged from most of the studies was the use of qualitative methods that were suitable. Researchers used a variety of qualitative methods because they were interested in learning more about the complex psychological experiences that could not be fully captured with quantitative measures. Semi-structured and in-depth interviews, focus groups and online qualitative discussions were often used to enable participants to articulate their experiences of social media use. These methods resulted in comprehensive and detailed descriptions of the impact of various social media on anxiety, depression, loneliness, self-esteem, body image, and psychological well-being. The methodological congruence between the research goal and the qualitative data collection methods enhanced the credibility and authenticity of the findings presented in the studies included.
The qualitative studies were evaluated using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) Qualitative Checklist. A widely recognised appraisal framework specifically designed for assessing qualitative evidence, particularly in healthcare and public health research, and often used to assess the credibility, relevance and rigour of the qualitative evidence. The CASP differs from other appraisal instruments, such as the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Critical Appraisal Checklist or the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT), in that it does not seek to provide numerical scores of the methodological quality of the study. The checklist covers areas of qualitative research such as clarity of research purpose, suitability of methodology, recruitment strategy, data collection, ethical considerations, the analysis of data, reflexivity, presentation of findings and overall value of research. However, CASP uses the judgement of the reviewers in determining the level of methodological quality which can lead to some subjectivity and prevents direct numerical comparisons of studies.
In general, the qualitative studies in this review were of moderate to high methodological quality. The majority of studies made it clear what they were exploring and used appropriate qualitative methods to explore young people's lived experiences, perceptions and behaviours around social media use and mental health. In a study by Plackett et al. (2026), the study authors had clear research objectives and justified the use of interviews or focus group to explore participants' experiences in depth. Sutcliffe et al. (2026), Anto et al. (2023), Dodemaide et al. (2022), Keles et al. (2024), Lim et al. (2025), Vaingankar et al. (2022), Samari et al. (2022) and Hjetland et al. (20251) had clear research objectives and justified the use of interviews or focus groups to explore participant’s experiences in depth. These methodological decisions were appropriate for the exploratory nature of the research questions and were found to be credible to the results.
The use of the right qualitative data collection methods was noted as one of the major strengths across the studies. Plackett et al. (2026), Anto et al. (2023), Keles et al. (2024), Dodemaide et al. (2022), Cho et al. (2025) and Boixadós et al. (2026) used semi-structured interviews, enabling participants to express their thoughts freely and allowing researchers to delve deeper into new ideas. In addition, Sutcliffe et al. (2026), Vaingankar et al. (2022), Samari et al. (2022) and Hjetland et al. (2021) used focus groups and interviews, allowing for the collection of personal stories as well as social perspectives. Saturation of the data was reported or implied in most studies, meaning that the amount of data gathered was adequate to fully answer the research question.
The other methodological strength was the careful analytical methods used by the majority of researchers. The most common approach applied was reflexive thematic analysis, as shown by Anto et al. (2023), Hjetland et al. (2021), Hurley et al. (2024) and Burton et al. (2023). In other studies, framework analysis (Sutcliffe et al., 2026), inductive thematic analysis (Dooley et al., 2026) or content analysis (Gumpert et al., 2026) was used to identify patterns in the qualitative data, which were appropriate for the purpose. There were several studies that reported coding procedures, researcher discussions and theme refinement to enhance the transparency and trustworthiness of the analytical process. Most studies also reported about the ethical approval and informed consent procedures, which further strengthened the methodological quality.
Themes identified in the studies included were consistent across the studies despite differences in setting and participant characteristics. When participants shared their responses on the evidence base, they expressed both negative and positive effects of social media on mental health. Access to mental health information, peer support, self-expression and social connection were common experiences that were reported as beneficial (Vaingankar et al., 2022; Dodemaide et al., 2022; Sutcliffe et al., 2026). On the other hand, social comparison, cyber bullying, fear of missing out, exposure to negative content and over-use were consistently correlated with anxiety, stress and decreased psychological wellbeing (Anto et al., 2023; Keles et al., 2024; Hjetland et al., 2021; Lim et al., 2025). 
The consistency of these findings in the various different qualitative studies increases the confidence in the overall evidence synthesis. The CASP appraisal revealed a number of methodological limitations, despite these strengths. The number of participants ranged from 11 to 30, with most studies conducting purposive or convenience sampling, which potentially resulted in selection bias and restricted the representativeness of young adults. In addition, many studies have used self-report of the social media use and mental health experiences, which may increase recall bias and socially desirable responses.
There was also evidence of a geographical context limitation. Several studies have been carried out in the United Kingdom (Plackett et al., 2026; Anto et al., 2023; Hjetland et al., 2021; Cho et al., 2025), but others had been done in Australia, Singapore, Spain and Sweden (Vaingankar et al., 2022; Boixadós et al., 2026; Gumpert et al., 2026). Some results may also not be transferable to the UK context due to variations in health systems, cultural perceptions on mental health and social media usage. Further, reflexivity was under-discussed in several studies and limited attention was paid to the background of the researchers and their assumptions and/or relationships with participants that could have impacted data collection and interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc238225858]4.6 Chapter summary 
This chapter is concerned with the evaluation of methodological quality of qualitative studies which are part of the systematic literature review. In addition, this chapter highlighted the significance of critical appraisal of studies in order to ensure the validity and methodological quality of selected studies. Moreover, this chapter addressed the issue of using the CASP Qualitative Checklist as an appraisal tool for the systematic evaluation of methodological quality of selected studies. The next chapter will focus on the thematic analysis of appraised studies on the impact of social media use on the mental health of young adults.



[bookmark: _Toc238225859]CHAPTER 5: DATA ANALYSIS AND SYNTHESIS
[bookmark: _Toc238225860]5.1 Introduction to Chapter 
The current chapter focuses on the analysis and synthesis of the findings that were derived from the selected qualitative studies. The purpose of this chapter is to identify, organise, and interpret the recurring patterns found within the selected evidence in order to meet the research aims and objectives. The methodology used for synthesising the qualitative findings will be described in the current chapter along with an introduction to thematic analysis and the data analysis framework. At the end of this chapter, the main themes identified during the synthesis process will be presented. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225861]5.2 Thematic Analysis
Thematic analysis refers to a qualitative method of data analysis aiming at identifying, organising, and interpreting recurring patterns or themes within a dataset. Thematic analysis is widely used in a systematic literature review in order to synthesise qualitative findings of several studies by focusing on the common experiences instead of numbers. The use of thematic analysis has been considered as an appropriate way of synthesising qualitative evidence about social media usage and mental health (Popat and Tarrant, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc238225862]5.3 Data analysis tool 
These selected articles were analysed through the application of thematic analysis methodology, which is a method that involves systematic identification, organization, and synthesis of the patterns in the qualitative evidence. The application of the methodology was important in facilitating an analysis of the similarities and differences in the evidence so that the appropriate themes relating to the objectives could be developed. The systematic organization of the qualitative evidence ensured the interpretability of the impacts of social media on mental health of youth.
[bookmark: _Toc238225863]5.4 Characteristics of the identified studies
The 30 studies considered for review have been conducted in different geographical regions, indicating the international nature of the research on the association between the usage of social media and mental health status in young adults. Of the 30 studies, there are five studies conducted in the United Kingdom (Anto et al., 2023; Burton et al., 2023; Iflaifel et al., 2023; Plackett et al., 2026; Sutcliffe et al., 2026). There are three studies carried out in Singapore (Vaingankar et al., 2022; Samari et al., 2022; Lim et al., 2025), and three studies conducted in the United States (Dooley et al., 2026; Chhabra et al. 2025; Cho et al., 2025). Two studies were performed in Australia (Dodemaide et al., 2022; Hurley et al., 2024). Other single studies were performed in Spain (Boixadós et al., 2026), Sweden (Gumpert et al., 2026), Ireland (Mahon and Hevey, 2021), Canada (Stunden et al., 2020), and India (Mazumder et al., 2021). Other articles comprised systematic reviews, scoping reviews, narrative reviews, meta-analyses and international investigations of the literature from several countries, such as Zhou et al. (2021), Dane and Bhatia (2023), Popat and Tarrant (2023), Berger et al. (2022), and Ostic et al. (2021).
[bookmark: _Toc238225864]5.5 Emerging Themes from included studies (Analysis of included studies)
Theme 1: Social Media as a Source of Social Connection and Emotional Support
	Theme
	Sub-themes
	Related Studies

	Theme 1: Social Media as a Source of Social Connection and Emotional Support

	Building Social Relationships and Connectedness
	· Vaingankar et al. (2022)
· Dodemaide et al. (2022)
· Longest and Kang (2022)
· Sutcliffe et al. (2026)
· Rayland and Andrews (2023) 

	
	Online Peer Support and Sense of Belonging
	· Rayland and Andrews (2023)
· Lim et al. (2025)
· Vaingankar et al. (2022)
· Plackett et al. (2026)

	
	Emotional Expression and Coping

	· Dodemaide et al. (2022)
· Anto et al. (2023)
· Dooley et al. (2026)
· Samari et al. (2022)
· Husnic et al. (2025) 

	
	Positive Wellbeing and Psychological Benefits
	· Ostic et al. (2021)
· Vaingankar et al. (2022)
· Keles et al. (2024)
· Chhabra et al. 2025
· Weinstein et al. (2021) 


Subtheme 1: Building Social Relationships and Connectedness
The included studies show that social media aids young adults in creating and sustaining quality social relationships. Communication among friends, relatives, and larger groups is possible despite any geographical location through social media use. According to Vaingankar et al. (2022), social media played an important role in encouraging interactions and improving mental wellbeing through enhanced social connections. In the same way, according to Dodemaide et al. (2022), online interaction was effective in reducing loneliness and enhancing emotional support. Longest and Kang (2022) stated that the use of social media facilitated social support among youth during the coronavirus pandemic. In the same vein, Sutcliffe et al. (2026) and Rayland and Andrews (2023) stressed the importance of online platforms for sustaining relationships and establishing a connection. 
Subtheme 2: Online Peer Support and Sense of Belonging 
The reviewed studies show that social media offers young adults peer support and a strong feeling of belonging. People can connect with others through online communities where they exchange information, seek advice, and offer encouragement to one another because they are going through the same issues concerning their mental health. Rayland and Andrews (2023) found out that online peer support minimized isolation among people. Similarly, Lim et al. (2025) noted that mental health forums provided individuals with safe places where they could freely discuss things. Plackett et al. (2026) added that discussing social media experiences increased trust and support.
Subtheme 3: Emotional Expression and Coping 
Based on the reviewed studies, social media becomes a tool for young adults to share their emotions and deal with mental problems. The majority of individuals post their experiences, feelings, and issues that they have, as this allows getting emotional support from others. According to Dodemaide et al., (2022), social media became an instrument of fostering communication about emotional wellness. The same finding was observed by Anto et al., (2023), who noted that talking about anxiety and experiences online could reduce emotional distress. The same idea was presented by Dooley et al., (2026), who mentioned the positive role of digital interventions for mental wellness in fostering healthy coping skills.
Subtheme 4: Positive Wellbeing and Psychological Benefits
The reviewed studies indicate that social media allows young adults an outlet for expressing their emotions and handling mental health problems. The individuals post their emotions, experiences, and daily problems on these sites, thus receiving emotional support from other people. Dodemaide et al. (2022) observed that the use of online resources stimulated the expression of emotional wellbeing. In the same way, Anto et al. (2023) mentioned that posting about anxiety and personal experiences on social media decreased emotional stress. Moreover, Dooley et al. (2026) stated that the use of digital mental health interventions enabled healthy coping. Finally, Samari et al. (2022) and Husnic et al. (2025) concluded that the use of online experiences provided emotional relief and self-expression. 
Theme 2: Negative Psychological Effects of Social Media
	Theme
	Sub-themes
	Related Studies

	Theme 2: Negative Psychological Effects of social media
	Anxiety, Depression and Emotional Distress
	· Anto et al. (2023)
· Hurley et al. (2024)
· Boer et al. (2021)
· Chhabra et al. 2025
· Saheb et al. (2024) 

	
	Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), Addiction and Excessive Use
	· Boer et al. (2021)
· Ostic et al. (2021)
· Kolhar et al. (2021)
· Keles et al. (2024)
· Mazumder et al. (2021) 

	
	Cyberbullying and Harmful Online Experiences
	· Samari et al. (2022)
· (Jacobs and Leeder, 2026)
· Biernesser et al. (2020)
· Weinstein et al. (2021)
· Mahon and Hevey (2021) 

	
	Stress, Loneliness and Sleep Disturbance
	· Kolhar et al. (2021)
· Hurley et al. (2024)
· Longest and Kang (2022)
· Saheb et al. (2024)
· Mazumder et al. (2021) 


Subtheme 1: Anxiety, Depression and Emotional Distress
The reviewed studies show that excessive or uncontrolled use of social media is perceived to contribute to increased anxiety, depression, and emotional disturbances among young adults. Exposure to negative content and pressure on social media platforms, as well as unrealistic expectations, can influence emotions of users. According to Anto et al. (2023), high use of social media platforms resulted in increased anxiety among university students. In addition, Boer et al. (2021) found that problematic use of social media had a negative impact on the mental wellbeing of adolescents. Hurley et al. (2024) found out that there is a connection between the use of social media, stress, and mental problems. In addition, Chhabra et al. 2025 and Saheb et al. (2024) pointed out that excessive online behavior can cause emotional and psychological troubles.
Subtheme 2: Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), Addiction and Excessive Use
Based on the studies, it can be noted that excessive social media use and the fear of missing out (FOMO) have an adverse impact on the mental state of youth. Most of the users are under pressure to always be connected, and this may contribute to the development of addiction and stress. For instance, according to Boer et al. (2021), problematic social media use is related to negative outcomes for mental health. In addition, as per Kolhar et al. (2021), the excessive use of social media had adverse effects on the quality of sleep and daily activities. The same results were found by Ostic et al. (2021) in their research concerning poor psychological well-being.
Subtheme 3: Cyberbullying and Harmful Online Experiences
Cyberbullying and negative experiences in the Internet environment affect the psychological well-being of adolescents. The use of negative comments and harassing and threatening messages on the Web leads to additional stress, increased anxiety levels, and self-esteem issues. According to Samari et al. (2022), many young people feel emotionally distressed due to negative online interactions. In turn, (Jacobs and Leeder, 2026) stressed the role of cyberbullying and online pressure for psychological well-being. Moreover, Biernesser et al. (2020) revealed the possibility of self-injury risks in vulnerable people exposed to negative online materials. Additionally, Weinstein et al. (2021) and Mahon and Hevey (2021) revealed negative effects on emotional state caused by negative online experiences and appearance pressures.
Subtheme 4: Stress, Loneliness and Sleep Disturbance
From the studies, it is clear that high social media use is associated with increases in stress, feelings of loneliness, and problems with sleep among young adults. High amounts of time spent on social media platforms cause a decrease in direct communication between people and impacts the ability to sleep properly, which may be associated with negative effects on the mental well-being of people. According to Kolhar et al. (2021), high social media usage is connected to less time slept and less time for social interactions. Hurley et al. (2024) have shown that high social media use increases the levels of stress and emotions. Moreover, Longest and Kang (2022) state that low social support through online communication may be linked with loneliness.
Theme 3: Identity Formation, Self-Presentation and Social Comparison
	Theme
	Sub-themes
	Related Studies

	Theme 3: Identity Formation, Self-Presentation and Social Comparison
	Online Identity and Self-Presentation
	· Hjetland et al. (2021)
· Dodemaide et al. (2022)
· Husnic et al. (2025)
· Mahon and Hevey (2021)
· Keles et al. (2024) 

	
	Social Comparison and Validation Seeking
	· Samari et al. (2022)
· Boer et al. (2021)
· Anto et al. (2023)
· Ostic et al. (2021)
· (Jacobs and Leeder, 2026) 

	
	Body Image and Appearance Concerns
	· Dane and Bhatia (2023)
· Mahon and Hevey (2021)
· Berger et al. (2022)
· Keles et al. (2024)
· Gumpert et al. (2026) 

	
	Self-esteem, Confidence and Personal Growth
	· Vaingankar et al. (2022)
· Dodemaide et al. (2022)
· Ostic et al. (2021)
· Weinstein et al. (2021)
· Keles et al. (2024) 


Subtheme 1: Online Identity and Self-Presentation
From the selected articles, it is clear that social media significantly influences the development of online identity and self-presentation among young adults. Many users make conscious decisions about their posts as an effort to project a good image and win approval. According to Hjetland et al. (2021), young adults were very conscious about how they present themselves on the various social media platforms. On the same note, Dodemaide et al. (2022) indicated that online self-expression positively or negatively affected one’s confidence and social interactions. Moreover, Husnic et al. (2025) emphasized that sharing of personal experiences online was essential in building digital identity.
Subtheme 2: Social Comparison and Validation Seeking
The reviewed studies indicate that social media usage promotes social comparison and makes young people strive for attention by receiving likes, comments and followers. Social media constantly exposes users to perfect pictures and lifestyles which can make unrealistic demands and decrease self-confidence. The study conducted by Samari et al. (2022) discovered the relationship between social comparison on social media and development of negative feelings and dissatisfaction. In addition, Boer et al. (2021) noted the connection between the poor well-being and problematic use of social media as well as social comparison. Anto et al. (2023) found out that validation seeking leads to increase in anxiety in college students. Finally, Ostic et al. (2021) and (Jacobs and Leeder, 2026) noted that too much validation seeking and social comparison can lead to low self-esteem and psychological well-being.
Subtheme 3: Body Image and Appearance Concerns
The reviewed studies show that social media usage can affect the way young adults perceive their body image and physical appearance. Due to edited images and the beauty standards prevailing on such platforms, users generally feel dissatisfied with their physical appearances and low self-esteem levels. The relationship between social media usage and body image issues and eating disorders has been shown by Dane  Bhatia (2023). The same connection has been established by Mahon and Hevey (2021) between appearance-based content and body image of adolescents along with their coping strategies. Keles et al. (2024) and Berger et al. (2022) have pointed out the impact of unrealistic beauty standards on self-image and negative self-perception.
Subtheme 4: Self-esteem, Confidence and Personal Growth
Based on the studies, it is possible to say that the use of social media positively influences self-esteem and self-confidence. In particular, positive communication and constructive social networks increase self-confidence, whereas negative comments may harm self-esteem. According to Vaingankar et al., (2022), the encouragement of building online relationships helps improve positive mental and psychological well-being. Moreover, Dodemaide et al. (2022) also state that social media plays an important role for young people to develop self-expression and self-confidence. In addition, according to Ostic et al. (2021), constructive use of social media contributes to psychological well-being. Similarly, Weinstein et al. (2021), as well as Keles et al. (2024), emphasize the positive impact of social media on self-esteem and emotional development.
Theme 4: Digital Mental Health Support, Literacy and Help-Seeking
	Theme
	Sub-themes
	Related Studies

	Theme 4: Digital Mental Health Support, Literacy and Help-Seeking
	Digital Mental Health Interventions
	• Zhou et al. (2021)
 • Dooley et al. (2026)
 • Cho et al. (2025)
 • Gumpert et al. (2026)

	
	Mental Health Literacy through social media
	• Boixadós et al. (2026)
 • Chhabra et al. 2025
 • (Jacobs and Leeder, 2026)
 • Berger et al. (2022)

	
	Barriers to Help-Seeking
	• Plackett et al. (2026)
 • Cho et al. (2025)
 • Iflaifel et al. (2023)
 • Stunden et al. (2020)
 • Lim et al. (2025)

	
	Facilitators of Help-Seeking and Professional Support
	• Plackett et al. (2026)
 • Rayland and Andrews (2023)
 • Dooley et al. (2026)
 • Zhou et al. (2021)
 • Gumpert et al. (2026)



Subtheme 1: Digital Mental Health Interventions 
From the examined studies, it can be concluded that digital mental health interventions serve as readily available sources of assistance for young adults facing psychological problems. According to Zhou et al. (2021), digital mental health interventions are effective in reducing symptoms of anxiety and depression, as well as improving emotional wellbeing. Likewise, Dooley et al. (2026) state that digital mental health programs help young adults develop adequate coping mechanisms and increased involvement with psychological assistance. Cho et al. (2025) found that despite the benefits of digital services, there are certain barriers for using those interventions, which include awareness and access problems. At the same time, Gumpert et al. (2026) revealed that online training programs assist clinicians in assessing and managing patients' mental disorders more efficiently.
Subtheme 2: Mental Health Literacy through Social Media 
Based on the studies, social media may be used as a tool to increase awareness and obtain necessary information related to mental health conditions. Boixadós et al. (2026) claim that the use of social media leads to higher awareness and promotion of positive attitudes towards seeking help. Likewise, Chhabra et al. 2025 argues that social media can be helpful in educating young people on mental health disorders as long as appropriate information is presented. (Jacobs and Leeder, 2026) adds that online platforms provide opportunities for raising awareness of mental health problems. Besides, Berger et al. (2022) emphasize the necessity to use evidence-based information in order to educate young people on mental health issues.
Subtheme 3: Barriers to Help-Seeking 
From the literature review, it is possible to determine that there are many factors which prevent young adults from seeking professional help with mental health conditions through digital platforms. According to Plackett et al. (2026), fear of being negatively judged and uncertainty about discussions connected to social media prevent young adults from seeking help. In the same manner, Cho et al. (2025) find out that lack of awareness, privacy issues, and stigma prevent students from seeking help through digital means. Iflaifel et al. (2023) state that recruitment and engagement remain challenging processes in mental health programs. The same results are revealed by Stunden et al. (2020) and Lim et al. (2025) which is the lack of confidence and concern about online privacy affect participation in mental health forums.
Subtheme 4: Facilitators of Help-Seeking and Professional Support 
According to the reviewed studies, the availability of support from the side of healthcare professionals increases the likelihood of seeking mental health help. Plackett et al. (2026) claim that open discussion of social media use in collaboration with healthcare professionals promotes trusting relationship between a person and healthcare providers. Rayland and Andrews (2023) state that participation in online peer support groups leads to the search of professional help and emotional support. Similarly, Dooley et al. (2026) suggest that digital interventions facilitate participation in mental health programs. Likewise, Zhou et al. (2021) and Gumpert et al. (2026) conclude that availability of online programs and professional assistance contribute to efficiency of mental health programs.

Theme 5: Strategies for Healthy Social Media Engagement and Future Practice 

	Theme
	Sub-themes
	Related Studies

	Theme 5: “Strategies for Healthy Social Media Engagement and Future Practice”
	“Digital Literacy and Responsible Social Media Use”
	• Boixadós et al. (2026)
 • Chhabra et al. 2025
 • (Jacobs and Leeder, 2026)
 • Berger et al. (2022)

	
	“Self-Regulation and Healthy Coping Strategies”
	• Samari et al. (2022)
 • Dodemaide et al. (2022)
 • Mahon and Hevey (2021)
 • Anto et al. (2023)
 • Lim et al. (2025)

	
	“Role of Families, Universities and Healthcare Professionals”
	• Plackett et al. (2026)
 • Dooley et al. (2026)
 • Cho et al. (2025)
 • Burton et al. (2023)
 • Gumpert et al. (2026)

	
	Policy Recommendations and Future Research Directions
	• Karim et al. (2020)
 • Zhou et al. (2021)
 • Dane and Bhatia (2023)
 • Popat and Tarrant (2023)
 • Berger et al. (2022)



Subtheme 1: Digital Literacy and Responsible Social Media Use 
According to the reviewed literature, the enhancement of digital literacy leads to more secure and responsible use of social media by young adults. Education in mental health enables users to recognize the harmful content and make reasonable decisions in regard to their social media usage. Thus, as it was stated by Boixadós et al. (2026), enhanced mental health literacy contributes to better recognition of healthy online behaviors in young people. Similar results were obtained by Chhabra et al. 2025 and (Jacobs and Leeder, 2026), who note that education and awareness campaigns contribute to responsible use of social media and reduce risks for mental health. Berger et al. (2022) emphasize the significance of evidence-based education in improving digital wellbeing.
Subtheme 2: Self-Regulation and Healthy Coping Strategies 
The examined literature indicates that self-regulation can help minimize the negative impacts of social media usage by young adults. Those people, who control their screen time and online activities, have improved mental wellbeing. According to Samari et al. (2022), healthy coping strategies such as limited use of social media and avoidance of harmful interactions online reduce emotional distress. The same concept is supported by Dodemaide et al. (2022), who argue that moderate usage of social media increases emotional wellbeing. In addition, self-awareness and positive coping mechanisms offered by Mahon and Hevey (2021), Anto et al. (2023) and Lim et al. (2025) also minimize anxiety and stress.
Subtheme 3: Role of Families, Universities and Healthcare Professionals 
The studies indicate that support from families, educational institutions, and healthcare professionals plays a vital role in encouraging healthy use of social media. Thus, as Plackett et al. (2026) indicate, healthcare professionals must raise the issue of social media usage when consulting their patients regarding mental wellbeing. In turn, Dooley et al. (2026) and Cho et al. (2025) recommend that universities can facilitate the access to digital mental health services. The same recommendation is provided by Burton et al. (2023) and Gumpert et al. (2026).
Subtheme 4: Policy Recommendations and Future Research Directions
The policy recommendations should focus on safe use of social media and improvement of young people's mental wellbeing. As it was argued by Karim et al. (2020) and Zhou et al. (2021), it is essential to implement evidence-based interventions and digital mental health programs. Similar recommendation was offered by Dane and Bhatia (2023) and Popat and Tarrant (2023), who call for conducting research on the long-term psychological impacts of social media use. Cooperation of researchers, policymakers, and healthcare professionals is needed in order to improve effectiveness of strategies for improving young adults' mental wellbeing, as it was recommended by Berger et al. (2022).
[bookmark: _h7gk88ci19iv][bookmark: _Toc238225865]5.5.1 Critical Synthesis of Findings and Applicability to the UK Context 
In relation to each theme, the evidence indicates that the connection between social media and young adults' psychological well-being is complex and cannot be regarded as either positive or negative. Agreement was reached in all studies regarding the fact that social media could enhance social connectivity, peer support, emotional expression and access to information about mental health. Similarly, the studies conducted in various geographical regions suggested that online communities could reduce isolation and provide an opportunity to get emotional support, while the studies carried out in the UK, such as those by Sutcliffe et al. (2026), Plackett et al. (2026), and Anto et al. (2023), offered some additional evidence on the topic of social connectedness, support, and emotional expression. However, there was an agreement in relation to the potential threats too, which included anxiety, depression, emotional distress, FOMO, cyberbullying, sleep disturbance and problematic use.
Therefore, in spite of the opposing nature of the findings, they do not necessarily contradict each other, since both positive and negative outcomes seem to depend on how social media is used, why it is used and in what environment. Involvement in active interactions with supportive peers can help in building one's sense of belonging, while the passive use of social media with regard to the idealised images and lifestyles can make individuals engage in social comparisons and negatively impact their self-esteem. Similarly, the digital environment can contribute to mental health literacy and seeking professional help, but at the same time create barriers because of privacy issues, stigma, misinformation, and uncertainty about the credibility of online information. Hence, it can be concluded that the quality and intentionality of involvement are much more important than mere social-media use.
The geographic distribution of the evidence deserves special attention, as only five out of 30 papers were written in the United Kingdom, which included the research of Anto et al. (2023), Burton et al. (2023), Iflaifel et al. (2023), Plackett et al. (2026) and Sutcliffe et al. (2026). Therefore, results gained in Singapore, the United States, Australia and other countries cannot automatically be translated into the UK context because of differences in the attitude towards mental health, social-media use patterns, educational environment, healthcare provision and help-seeking practices among participants. 
However, similarities of the topics found in the evidence from different countries allow making an assumption that some underlying mechanisms, such as social comparison, social connectedness, peer support and problematic use, could be widely relevant. Thus, the international evidence should be understood as supportive and cautiously translatable, rather than as direct evidence about the effect of social media on young adults in the United Kingdom. Consequently, conclusions and recommendations regarding the UK population should be based mainly on five UK-based studies, while the rest of the evidence will help in recognising general patterns of research.
[bookmark: _Toc238225866]5.6 Chapter Summary 
The current chapter outlined the analysis of themes found in the chosen articles and their relevance to the influence of social media usage on the mental wellbeing of young adults. According to the results of the analysis, it has been revealed that social media enables the creation of social relationships, receiving of emotional support and mental health information; however, it can be the source of such psychological issues as anxiety, depression, stress, social comparison and others if its use is excessive. Besides, the necessity of digital interventions in mental health, increased mental health literacy, and timely help seeking has been identified.
[bookmark: _Toc238225867]CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION
[bookmark: _Toc238225868]6.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the findings of the systematic literature review concerning the influence of social media use on the mental health of young adults in the UK. The purpose of this chapter is to interpret the findings described in previous chapter and to compare them with previous studies, relevant theories, and research objectives. The findings are discussed in relation to the five themes identified in the thematic analysis in order to provide clear insight into the impact of social media use on mental health. Comparison of the findings with existing literature allows identifying similarities and differences and the related implications for public health and social care practice.
[bookmark: _Toc238225869]6.2 Discussion of Key Findings
[bookmark: _Toc238225870]6.2.1 Theme 1: Social Media as a Source of Social Connection and Emotional Support
The review reveals that social media may be related to social connection, emotional support and sense of belonging for young adults. It was identified as maintaining relationships during loneliness and social isolation (Hillyer, 2021) or for emotional encouragement (Lim et al., 2020). Likewise, Khalaf et al. (2023) found that social connectedness and peer support were related to responsible use, and Bekalu et al. (2023) noted that more active and meaningfully interacting with peers might be more advantageous than passively browsing. These results are not all rosy, however. However, Merino et al. (2024) found some potential drawbacks with overusing or passively using online relationships, and Goodwin and Lyons (2024) indicated that over-reliance on online relationships can lower face-to-face interaction and heighten psychological vulnerability. This gap highlights that the impact of social media is not just about the presence or absence of social media, but how, why and in what context it is used.
This variation can be explained through the use of Uses and Gratifications Theory as users have different social and emotional needs that they might seek to fulfill when using social media (Bhatiasevi, 2024). This suggests that the positive social exchanges of passive consumption or overreliance on communication and participation may be less than the positive social exchanges for active communication and supportive participation. The results therefore indicate a connection between purposeful engagement with positive social experiences, but not necessarily a positive impact of social media.
[bookmark: _Toc238225871]6.2.2 Theme 2: Negative Psychological Effects of Social Media
The findings of the review have shown that the excessive and unhealthy use of social media was linked to several negative psychological effects among young adults in the UK. It was reported consistently that long-term social media use is associated with anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness, low self-esteem, and emotional distress. The factors that contributed to the negative effects on mental wellbeing were social comparison, cyberbullying and FOMO (fear of missing out). Valkenburg et al. (2024) have found out that the effects of social media vary according to usage patterns. Though social media provides opportunities for communication, excessive and passive use could lead to increased psychological vulnerability. 
Merino et al. (2024) found that frequent exposure to idealised content made young adults compare themselves with others, which resulted in dissatisfaction with their appearance, achievements and lifestyle. Similarly, Ali and Alshamrani (2023) reported that cyberbullying had a great negative effect on mental health and increased symptoms of anxiety, depression and emotional distress. Additionally, Zhu et al. (2023) observed that spending a lot of time using social media was associated with poor sleep quality, decreased concentration and lower psychological wellbeing. Furthermore, Prizeman et al. (2023) found that problematic social media usage increased the risk of depression and emotional distress among young adults.
These results also support the Social Comparison Theory that asserts that individuals always make comparisons with other people when assessing their lives (Butts, 2024). In social media, people are frequently presented with selectively chosen images and accomplishments that set unrealistic benchmarks. This can result in low self-respect and poor feelings. Nevertheless, certain research have posited that the psychological impact of social media consumption varies from person to person. Goodwin and Lyons (2024) asserted that mental health relies on the way social media is consumed rather than on the duration of this activity. 
Active communication in a supportive community can reduce the risk of psychological damage while passive browsing is connected with mental problems. Such disparities might depend on the level of an individual's resilience, personality traits, digital literacy and mental health. The results are crucial for the fields of public health and social care. Medical professionals, universities and the government need to encourage proper social media consumption among young adults and warn them about the dangers of cyberbullying, social comparison and too much screen time. Programs aimed at mental health awareness should promote positive digital habits and emotional resilience.
[bookmark: _Toc238225872]6.2.3 Theme 3: Identity Formation, Self-Presentation and Social Comparison 
Review shows that social media creates opportunities for young adults to develop their identity, self-expression and self-presentation. Pérez-Torres (2024) also revealed that people are able to share their experiences and express themselves on the internet, and Wah (2025) and Zhang et al. (2023), also highlight the role of digital interaction in the formation of identity. But opportunities exist alongside pressures set up by idealised online representations. Castellanos Silva (2023) related exposure to selective online content to unrealistic expectations and dissatisfaction, indicating a possible dual process of identity development through positive self-expression and negative comparisons.
Social Comparison Theory accounts for this difference by stating that people compare themselves against others in regard to their capabilities, appearance and accomplishments (Butts, 2024). Social comparison, or validation-seeking, was correlated to negative emotions, reduced wellbeing, anxiety and reduced self-esteem by Samari et al. (2022), Boer et al. (2021), Anto et al. (2023), Ostic et al. (2021) and O'Reilly (2020). But there are also positive outcomes that are identified by the evidence. Positive correlations between positive social media use with self-expression, confidence and psychological health were found by Vaingankar et al. (2022), Dodemaide et al. (2022), Ostic et al. (2021), Weinstein et al. (2021) and Keles et al. (2024).
The differences imply that social comparison has a differential impact on all users. The result might vary with the content presented, how users perceive the idealised representations, and the way they engage with the content (constructive vs comparative). Thus, social media should not come off as destructive to self-esteem or identity. Digital literacy in the UK public health and social care practice should instead be more about fostering a critical awareness of unrealistic content, validation-seeking and healthy self-presentation.

[bookmark: _Toc238225873]

6.2.4 Theme 4: Digital Mental Health Support, Literacy and Help-Seeking 
The findings of this study revealed that social media could improve access to mental health information and encourage help-seeking behavior among young adults. The results of the included studies showed that digital platforms are easily accessible and include various online support groups and educational materials that raise the awareness of typical mental health issues. The findings also indicate that digital platforms decrease stigma, enabling young adults to openly discuss their mental problems and seek support from peers and healthcare providers. Naslund et al. (2020) claim that social media have become an important platform that contributes to delivery of mental health information and improvement of peer support, especially for young adults who tend to avoid traditional mental health services. Similarly, Pretorius et al. (2022) state that online mental health communities make it possible for users to exchange experiences and raise the level of mental health literacy. Social media could facilitate the access to psychological support for individuals using reliable mental health content provided by healthcare providers.
Also, some studies expressed different opinions about social media. For example, Vogel et al. (2021) emphasise that social media not only improve access to mental health information but also vary greatly in terms of quality of the content. Misleading and lying advice can cause more confusion and hamper professional treatment of the disorder. As reported by Naslund et al. (2020), online help should complement conventional mental health facilities for people with serious mental problems. This information is important for public health and social care in the United Kingdom. Health care institutions, universities, and policymakers must increase digital mental health literacy of young adults. They should be taught how to identify reliable sources of online content and encouraged to seek professional help timely. Besides, social media companies should cooperate with healthcare providers to promote evidence-based mental health content and decrease the spread of misinformation.
[bookmark: _Toc238225874]6.2.5 Theme 5: Strategies for Healthy Social Media Engagement and Future Practice 
This theme determined from the literature concerns strategies which promote healthier social media engagement while minimizing the major risks to mental health among the young adults. The reviewed studies continuously show that the objective must be to eliminate social media use thus encouraging balanced, responsible, and purposeful engagement. Since social media has become hugely adopted into everyday lives of young adults in the UK, public health interventions must focus on enhancing digital wellbeing instead of discouraging technology use (Atayee-Bennett, 2025). A recurring strategy mostly highlighted towards the literature is the promotion of self-regulation and digital literacy. Young adults who understand algorithms, online comparisons, and persuasive platform designs influence behaviour are properly equipped to make better and effective decisions related to their online activities. 
Restricting screen time, the amount of passive scrolling, the ability to block bad notifications, and taking regular screens off breaks are all linked to better psychological wellbeing (George et al. 2023). Along with that, places where the proper environment is fostered with active involvement by fostering critical thinking through meaningful conversations, connecting with supportive online communities, and allowing for a more immersive experience of educational material also seem to yield more emotional benefits as a result. 
Another approach is to improve mental health education in schools, universities and in the community. Public health professionals and social care practitioners can create awareness campaigns to raise awareness on the topics of cyberbullying, fear of missing out (FOMO), unhealthy social comparison and the need to balance online and offline time amongst young adults (Sarkar and Hada, 2025). 
The early detection of someone who is psychologically distressed from using social media and problematic social media may be able to provide them with timely counselling and/or digital wellbeing programmes. In addition, partnership efforts between health caregivers, schools, families, and social media companies have to be continued for the development of friendlier social media, where better reporting mechanisms, content moderation, and easy-to-access mental health services would help to safeguard social media through this.
[bookmark: _Toc238225875]6.3 Strengths and Limitations
There are a number of strengths to this review. The systematic literature review design ensured the systematic identification and synthesis of the evidence, and the inclusion and exclusion criteria helped to ensure transparency and consistency. Expansion of evidence coverage was achieved by searching PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar, and a traceable study-selection process was achieved by following the PRISMA guidelines. In addition to evaluation of methodological quality prior to thematic synthesis, CASP appraisal was used to support evaluation. In addition, theoretical approaches were incorporated into the discussion, such as Uses and Gratifications Theory and Social Comparison Theory, improving the interpretation of the results and their implications for public health and social care practice. 
However, the conclusions are limited in their strength due to limitations from the review process. The search process may have limited the search results to English language publications, which could lead to language bias. The databases chosen also may not have included relevant studies that were indexed in other databases. In addition, the review covered evidence from the other countries with only five studies carried out in the UK, there was limited transferability of the international evidence to the UK context. Comparability is also limited by differences in procedures for study populations, designs, measures and reported outcomes. 
It is primarily based on secondary evidence, so that the review is unable to independently verify participants' experiences. Lastly, the conclusions are correlative. They suggest that the data are related to one another, but they do not necessarily mean there is a cause-and-effect relationship. The restrictions of these limitations should be kept in mind when drawing conclusions, which should be used to describe patterns and relationships between social media use and mental health, but not to make causation claims.
[bookmark: _Toc238225876]6.4 Chapter Summary 
This chapter examined the major findings from the systematic literature review by relating the findings to previous literature, theories, and the objectives of the research. It was observed that the use of social media among young adults in the UK is both positively and negatively associated with the mental health of young adults. The chapter focuses on some of the significant aspects of using social media, including social connectivity, emotional support, identity development, digital mental health interventions, and the psychological dangers of excessive or improper use of social media. Overall, the discussion demonstrates that the impact of social media on the mental health of young adults is complex, highlighting the need for balanced social media use and evidence-based strategies.


[bookmark: _Toc238225877]CHAPTER 7: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION
[bookmark: _Toc238225878]7.1 Introduction to the Chapter 
This final chapter of this study represents the recommendations and suggestions that explore the key impact of social media use on the mental health of young adults in the UK. Drawing on the overall findings from the systematic literature review as well as thematic analysis, this chapter demonstrated the implications of the study for the public health and social care practice. It also delivers some practical recommendations to support healthier social media use and enhance mental health outcomes among the young adults. In addition, suggestions for the future research are also presented to address the limitations determined in the present evidence. This chapter also concludes through summarizing the key findings and highlighting the entire contribution of this study. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225879]7.2 Implications of Findings 
The overall findings of this study have significant implications for the public health, social care, education, and digital policy in the United Kingdom. The review described that social media has both the harmful and beneficial impacts on the young adult’s mental health, and relied on the purpose, intensity, and pattern of use. This recommends that the interventions must focus on promoting responsible and healthy engagement instead of discouraging social media. Digital wellbeing and social media behaviours should be included in health promotion and assessment programmes by public health organisations or healthcare practitioners. In order to enhance the wellbeing of students, it is important to offer them programmes and initiatives of digital literacy, resilience and facilitating further access to mental health support services in educational institutions. Social media platforms also need to improve their features to minimise cyberbullying, harmful content and overuse of social media, and promote trustworthy mental health resources.  
[bookmark: _Toc238225880]7.3 Recommendations for Practice 
Based on the overall findings of this research, various recommendations can be recommended to enhance the mental health outcomes among the young adults in the UK. Public health organizations must apply digital welling campaigns which educate the young adults regarding responsible social media use, healthy screen-time habits, and the risks associated with cyberbullying, social comparison, and fear of missing out (FOMO) (Aslan, 2025). In addition, healthcare professionals and social care practitioners must incorporate assessments of social media use into the routine mental health screening to determine individuals at risk of psychological distress (Kanchan and Gaidhane, 2023). Digital literacy courses, skills development programs and counseling services should be made available for students at universities and other educational institutions to assist them to build their online resilient habits. 
In addition, social media platforms must invest more resources and empower them with more effective moderation tools and systems to improve their ability to moderate communities and instances of harmful content, and to facilitate the distribution and promotion of evidence-based mental health resources (Abdelkadir et al. 2025). It is critical that policymakers, health and education sectors and tech companies work together to build a brighter, safer digital world that helps members of society have good mental health and lessen the harms that can come from high social media use. 
Any recommendations should be proportional to the evidence that comes from this review. Educational resources on problematic use, FOMO, cyberbullying, social comparison, and the difference between being active in social media and passive should be made available via public health organisations for targeted digital wellbeing education. This might be integrated into the current student wellbeing arrangements at the university or other educational institution, instead of developing a new service. 
Healthcare or social-care practitioners could routinely inquire of a young person about experiences of social media where it has an impact on their wellbeing while refraining from making assumptions that social media is a root cause of psychological issues. Social-media platforms need to better promote or improve visibility of mental-health resources and strengthen their reporting and moderation of harmful content. Recommendations are a direct outgrowth of the review's conclusion that outcomes are realized based on patterns and purposes of use, and that balanced, informed engagement is encouraged, not protected against, by the recommendations.
[bookmark: _Toc238225881]7.4 Recommendations for Future Research
Future research must build on the findings of this study through addressing the methodological limitations determined in the previous literature. Primary research including young adults in the UK might deliver proper information into the way social media influences mental health within various social and cultural contexts. Longitudinal studies are suggested in order to determine the way patterns of social media use impact psychological wellbeing over time to develop major casual relationships. Upcoming studies must compare the impacts of particular social media platforms including Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and X as every platform provides various forms of user engagement and could influence mental health differently. Along with that, the relationship between social media usage and mental health should be examined using moderators like gender, socioeconomic status, digital literacy and personality traits. Finally, further research on the effectiveness of digital wellbeing interventions and mental health promotion programmes is needed to establish the proof-of-concept of effective strategies to promote health online for young adults and children. 
[bookmark: _Toc238225882]7.5 Conclusion 
This study determines the key impact of social media use on the mental health as well as wellbeing of the young adults in the UK through a systematic literature review. The study targets to find out the way social media influences psychological wellbeing through analyzing the evidence from current peer-reviewed studies. In addition, this study also addressed the question of the way that social media use impacts the mental health of young adults and also considered the implications of these findings in terms of public health and social care practices. The results show that social media has both beneficial and detrimental effects on mental well-being. 
However, when used in a healthy way, social media offers opportunities to connect socially, for emotional support, to express oneself, and to gain information related to mental health, all of which are beneficial to a person's psychological well-being. On the other hand, excessive and inappropriate use was always linked with anxiety, depression, loneliness, stress, low self-esteem, cyberbullying, FOMO and unhealthy comparison into social life. The review also revealed that the effects of social media are dependent upon context use (how long, why, how good, how often). Active and meaningful participation tended to show more positive results than passive consumption exposure to idealized online content.
The review suggests that using social media is a complex and context-specific relationship for mental health and wellbeing for young adults in the UK in response to the research question. For the first objective, various patterns of engagement were identified and for the second, evidence was sought that indicated the connection between specific patterns of engagement and specific psychological outcomes. The third goal was achieved by finding both potential benefits (social connection, emotional support, self-expression and mental-health information) and potential harms (problematic use, comparison, cyberbullying, and FOMO). The final goal was done by the recommendations regarding digital literacy, healthy engagement, professional support and future research. The review does not show causation, however. As a result, its recommendations are based on equitable and evidence-based practices in social-media use and not on a blanket assessment that it is bad or good.
The study also makes a significant contribution to understanding the complex relationship among social media use and mental health within the context of the UK. The findings also highlight the need for collaborative efforts including the public health organisations, healthcare professionals, educational institutions, policymakers, families, and social media companies in order to promote responsible digital engagement and enhance mental health support for young adults. The recommendations represented in this study deliver some practical guidance to improve digital wellbeing initiatives and inform future policy along with the practices. 
However, the study concludes that social media must not be viewed as either totally beneficial or harmful. Rather than, its influence on mental health has shaped the way individuals engage with the digital platforms and also support available to encourage healthy online behaviours. In order to ensure that the peoples are reaping the full benefits of their digital use, it is crucial that both responsible and healthy use of social media and accessible mental health education to minimize the potential for mental health risk associated with digital technology use among youth in the United Kingdom.
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	No.
	Study
	Design
	Population/Data Source
	Social-media/digital focus
	Mental-health/related outcome
	Data collection/analysis
	Key finding

	1
	Plackett et al. (2026)
	Qualitative interview
	28 young adults, 18–25, England
	Social media and primary-care discussions
	Mental-health concerns/help-seeking
	Semi-structured interviews; thematic analysis
	Barriers included low expectations, clinician understanding and time; practical, non-judgmental support facilitated help-seeking.

	2
	Sutcliffe et al. (2026)
	Qualitative
	23 emerging adults
	Social networking sites
	Mental health and online satisfaction
	Focus groups/interviews; framework analysis
	Connection, content, interaction quality, autonomy and competence shaped positive and negative experiences.

	3
	Dooley et al. (2026)
	Qualitative co-design
	University student advisors
	Digital mental-health platform
	Acceptability of digital mental-health intervention
	Meeting records/feedback; inductive qualitative analysis
	Relevance, simplicity, clarity, acceptability and inclusiveness shaped preferred intervention design.

	4
	Gumpert et al. (2026)
	Qualitative
	12 clinicians
	Online BDD training
	Youth BDD assessment/treatment practice
	Semi-structured interviews; content analysis
	Online training increased knowledge and changed practice but lacked sufficient practical skills and peer support.

	5
	Lim et al. (2025)
	Qualitative
	13 people aged 17–25
	Web-based mental-health forums
	Engagement and well-being support
	Semi-structured interviews; TDF/thematic analysis
	Emotions, anonymity, moderators, interactions and mobile design could act as barriers or enablers.

	6
	Boixadós et al. (2026)
	Qualitative
	28 adolescents, 12–16, Barcelona
	TikTok, Instagram, WhatsApp and online mental-health information
	Mental-health literacy
	Semi-structured interviews; thematic analysis
	Youth valued credible, brief, engaging expert/lived-experience content but preferred trusted offline support.

	7
	Hjetland et al. (2021)
	Qualitative
	27 adolescents, 15–18, Norway
	Social media use
	Mental health/well-being
	Focus groups; thematic analysis
	Social media supported belonging and connection but also stress, body pressure and displacement of sleep/homework.

	8
	Cho et al. (2025)
	Qualitative component
	College students
	Digital mental-health intervention
	Barriers to mental-health service use
	Participant feedback; thematic analysis
	Nine barriers included distress, time, privacy, cost, stigma, communication and treatment concerns.

	9
	Husnic et al. (2025)
	Computational analysis
	Reddit comments, UK pandemic period
	Reddit/social-media disclosure
	Emotion and inferred mental-health labels
	Social-media dataset; computational labelling/prediction
	Mental-health-related features were examined over COVID-19 policy periods and may improve emotion prediction.

	10
	Anto et al. (2023)
	Qualitative interview
	29 UK university students
	Social-media use
	Anxiety
	Semi-structured interviews; thematic analysis
	Social media could decrease anxiety through connection/escapism and increase it through comparison, FOMO, stress and procrastination.

	11
	Burton et al. (2023)
	Qualitative
	Review examination
	Apparently COVID mental health or body image/social media
	Mental health/body image
	In-depth review
	Social media provides a significant impact on mental health. 

	12
	Keles et al. (2024)
	Qualitative IPA
	11 adolescents, 14–16, England
	Social media during COVID-19
	Mental health
	In-depth interviews; IPA
	Social media produced both beneficial and harmful experiences, with many positive effects reported during the pandemic.

	13
	Iflaifel et al. (2023)
	Qualitative
	23 researchers/PPI partners
	Online/social-media recruitment
	Mental-health research participation
	Interviews/focus groups; thematic analysis
	Online recruitment can widen reach but creates trust, security and data-quality challenges.

	14
	Rayland & Andrews (2023)
	Conceptual paper
	Existing literature/theory
	Social networks as peer-support networks
	Mental-health peer support
	Conceptual discussion
	Social networks may support peer interventions, but effectiveness, moderation and mechanisms require further research.

	15
	Popat & Tarrant (2023)
	Qualitative literature review
	24 qualitative papers; adolescents 13–17
	Social media
	Mental health/well-being
	Literature review; thematic synthesis
	Five themes covered validation, body comparison, connectivity pressure, support and harmful content.

	16
	Hurley et al. (2024)
	Qualitative free-text analysis
	3,298 Australian university students providing responses
	Social-media use
	Stress/mental health
	Survey free text; thematic analysis
	Stress arose through negative self-reflection, overload, negative exposure and addictive use patterns.

	17
	Berger et al. (2022)
	Systematic review
	26 studies; LGBTQ youth 10–24
	Social media
	Health/well-being, identity and support
	Systematic search; qualitative synthesis
	Social media supported LGBTQ connection, identity development and peer support while presenting contextual risks.

	18
	Dane & Bhatia (2023)
	Scoping review
	50 studies; young people 10–24
	Social media
	Body image, eating disorders, poor mental health
	Systematic search; integrated synthesis
	Comparison, ideal internalisation and self-objectification were key pathways between social media and adverse outcomes.

	19
	Saheb et al. (2024)
	Bibliometric/review
	1,540 scholarly documents
	AI and social media
	Includes emotion and mental-health detection
	Bibliometric analysis + thematic literature review
	Ten themes identified, including AI-enabled sentiment and mental-health detection.

	20
	Dodemaide et al. (2022)
	Qualitative survey
	Young adult social-media users
	Social-media use
	Mental health/well-being
	Online survey; inductive thematic content analysis
	Young adults described both benefits and harms and platform-specific experiences.

	21
	Vaingankar et al. (2022)
	Qualitative
	Youth aged 15–24, Singapore
	Social-media use
	Positive mental health
	25 interviews + 11 FGDs; thematic analysis/concept mapping
	Connection, content and expression supported relationships, self-concept, coping and happiness.

	22
	Samari et al. (2022)
	Qualitative
	Youth aged 15–24, Singapore
	Social-media use
	Negative experiences/harm reduction
	11 FGDs + 25 interviews; thematic analysis
	Comparison, harmful comments/content and rumination caused harm; filtering, breaks and cognitive reframing were protective.

	23
	Zhou et al. (2021)
	Systematic review
	45 RCTs; 13,291 participants
	Online mental-health interventions
	Depression, anxiety, stress, insomnia, quality of life
	Seven-database systematic review
	64% of included interventions were reported effective; web self-help was most common.

	24
	Chhabra et al. (2025)
	Scoping review
	70 included documents
	Social-media platform/policy recommendations
	Youth mental health and digital safety
	Database/grey-literature search; inductive content analysis
	Five recommendation themes addressed accountability, transparency, collaboration, safety-by-design and access restrictions.

	25
	Mazumder et al. (2021)
	Qualitative
	Young adults
	COVID-related psychosocial context
	Psychosocial/behavioural effects
	8 FGDs + 2 interviews
	Themes included relationships, behaviour, lifestyle and academic/professional changes.

	26
	Jacobs & Leeder (2026)
	Qualitative survey
	51 UK higher-education students
	Social media during COVID-19
	Psychological resilience
	Online survey; reflexive thematic analysis
	Social media facilitated connection, coping and resilience, although experiences varied.

	27
	Stunden et al. (2020)
	Qualitative
	Youth 17–29 in Canadian postsecondary education
	Digital/internet help-seeking
	Mental-health help-seeking
	12 focus groups; thematic analysis
	Formal services, social factors, literacy, digital tools and low-intensity support influenced help-seeking.

	28
	Biernesser et al. (2020)
	Systematized narrative review
	38 eligible/24 high-quality studies
	Social media
	Deliberate self-harm/suicide risk and protection
	Systematic searching; narrative review; MMAT in original review
	Evidence showed both risk and protective pathways associated with social-media use.

	29
	Weinstein et al. (2021)
	Qualitative
	30 adolescents hospitalised for suicidal behaviour
	Social media/smartphones
	Suicidal behaviour, coping and well-being
	In-depth interviews; thematic analysis
	Participants described triggering content, comparison and stress alongside connection, support and coping resources.

	30
	Mahon & Hevey (2021)
	Qualitative
	29 adolescents aged 15–16, Ireland
	Appearance-related social-media content
	Body image/coping
	Four focus groups; thematic analysis
	Adolescents used behavioural and cognitive coping strategies; boys reported greater positive agency.



[bookmark: _Toc238225886]Appendix 2: CASP-Informed Critical Appraisal of Included Studies
Section A: Are the Results of the Study Valid?
Answer
Yes. Overall, the included qualitative studies demonstrated moderate to high methodological quality. Most studies clearly stated their research aims, employed appropriate qualitative methodologies such as semi-structured interviews and focus groups, and adopted suitable research designs including thematic analysis, framework analysis, interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), and content analysis.
Section B: What are the Results?
Answer
The qualitative studies consistently demonstrated that social media has both positive and negative influences on the mental health and wellbeing of young adults and adolescents. Negative experiences commonly included anxiety, stress, fear of missing out (FOMO), social comparison, cyberbullying, exposure to harmful content, body image concerns, and problematic social media use. 
Section C: Will the Results Help Locally?
Answer
Yes. The findings are highly relevant to healthcare, educational, and community settings in the United Kingdom and other comparable contexts. The evidence demonstrates the need for greater awareness of social media's influence on young people's mental health among healthcare professionals, educators, families, and policymakers. 
	Study
	Q1
	Q2
	Q3
	Q4
	Q5
	Q6
	Q7
	Q8
	Q9
	Q10
	Overall

	1. Plackett et al. (2026)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	2. Sutcliffe et al. (2026)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	3. Dooley et al. (2026)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	4. Gumpert et al. (2026)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	5. Lim et al. (2025)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	6. Boixadós et al. (2026)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	7. Hjetland et al. (2021)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	8. Cho et al. (2025)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Can't tell
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Moderate–High

	9. Husnic et al. (2025)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Moderate–High

	10. Anto et al. (2023)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	11. Burton et al. (2023)
	Yes
	yes
	yes
	yes
	yes
	Yes
	N/A
	yes
	yes
	yes
	High

	12. Keles et al. (2024)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	13. Iflaifel et al. (2023)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	14. Rayland and Andrews (2023)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Moderate
	Yes
	Yes
	Moderate

	15. Popat and Tarrant (2023)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Moderate–High

	16. Hurley et al. (2024)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	17. Berger et al. (2022)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	18. Dane and Bhatia (2023)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Moderate–High

	19. Saheb et al. (2024)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Moderate–High

	20. Dodemaide et al. (2022)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	21. Vaingankar et al. (2022)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	22. Samari et al. (2022)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	23. Zhou et al. (2021)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	24. Chhabra et al. (2025)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	25. Mazumder et al. (2021)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	26. Jacobs and Leeder (2026)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	27. Stunden et al. (2020)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	28. Biernesser et al. (2020)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	N/A
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	29. Weinstein et al. (2021)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High

	30. Mahon and Hevey (2021)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	High
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