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CHAPTER 1: Introduction
1.1 Introduction
In the United Kingdom, social media has become an inseparable part of university students, and it influences the communication patterns, identity formation, information sources, and social connections (Plackett et al., 2023). Instagram, Tik Tok, Snapchat, YouTube, and WhatsApp have become the new components of the academic and personal life of students, which is why social media is becoming a significant health and social care concern as opposed to a technological phenomenon. The recent evidence related to the UK and abroad indicates that the correlation is complicated: social media can be beneficial to the sense of belonging, peer support, and emotional connection, but overuse or problematic use of social media can also have a detrimental effect on mental wellbeing depending on its manner, purpose, and frequency of use (Campbell et al., 2022).
The topicality of the issue is increased by the fact that in higher education in the UK, the mental health pressures on students are even more widespread. The House of Commons Library stated that the percentage of students who reported their mental health to their university increased since 2010/11 (under 1 percent) to 2022/23 (5.8 percent), according to confidential surveys, the number of students in distress is significantly higher than is officially registered by universities (Ofcom, 2025). Extended reviews also indicate that transition to independent living, financial stress, new social settings, academic stress, and support systems changes shape the mental health of students (Cogan et al., 2024).
The main objective of this dissertation is to investigate the impact of using social media on self-esteem and mental health of university students in the United Kingdom, as well as to find out those measures that can mitigate adverse psychological effects of using social media. By doing this, it will also provide a better insight as to whether the problem is merely time spent online, or a problematic, comparative, or emotionally dysregulating online interaction. This difference is essential since the recent longitudinal literature indicates that the impact of social media is not merely based on exposure, but, rather, on the type of use, the context of use, and other intervening variables, including self-esteem and social connectedness (Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett, 2024).

1.2 Definitions and Terminology
Within the context of this dissertation, the term social media use denotes interaction with the digital platforms that allow users to create, share, view, and interact with the content and with each other within the networked settings (Fatoş Cengiz, 2024). Recent studies have indicated that these types of use can imply various meanings to mental health, and therefore conceptual clarity is relevant in the first stage (Parry et al., 2022). The self-esteem in this research is a general assessment of the worth or value of a person (Andrade et al., 2023).
In the context of social media literature, the notion of self-esteem is especially applicable since the medium has the potential to enhance appearance-based comparison, social feedback seeking, and perceived peer judgement. The concept of mental wellbeing is broader and more general, and it concerns the psychological and emotional wellbeing of a person, their capacity to withstand the daily stresses, remain in positive functioning, and feel a belonging, satisfaction, or stability (Ansari et al., 2024).
According to WHO Europe, problematic use refers to behaviour that is like addiction such as an inability to control usage and the compromise of other activities due to using social media (WHO Europe, 2024). There are a few acronyms and abbreviations employed in the dissertation. The United Kingdom is known as UK. HEIs abbreviated as Higher Education Institutions. NHS is the abbreviation of National Health Service. ONS is an abbreviation used to refer to Office for National statistics. RSPH is an acronym of the Royal Society of Public Health. Problematic Social Media Use is called PSMU. These acronyms are employed to enhance the readability, particularly when they are addressing the policy, the health of the population, and the higher education evidence applicable to the UK student body (Cogan et al., 2025).
1.3 Rationale for Research
This study presents the pressing issue of the mental health of university students in the UK, which is worsened by the overwhelming influence of social media in their lives. Although social media has such positive effects as connection and self-expression, it also causes anxiety, depression, and self-esteem problems associated with the intensive or harmful use (Khalaf et al., 2023). The available literature has weaknesses because it is based on cross-sectional research and does not focus on students at UK universities, viewing social media use as a one-dimensional exposure instead of its various forms, such as passive viewing and active posting. Furthermore, such important variables as self-esteem, social connectedness, social comparison have not been studied (Limniou et al., 2025). WHO Europe and Ofcom express concern over the increasing rates of social media usage and mental health issues among youths and the need to improve their digital literacy and support.
1.3 Aim and Objectives
Research Aim:
This study intends to examine how self-esteem and mental well-being of university students in the United Kingdom are affected using social media and investigate the available measures to decrease adverse mental health outcomes related to the use of social media.

Research Objectives:
1) To investigate the trends in the use of social media by college students in the UK.
2) To examine the interaction between the use of social media, self-esteem, and mental well-being.
3) To determine current studies, policies, and interventions that can be applied to deal with the psychological effects of using social media among students.
4) To offer evidence-based suggestions to enhance a healthier social media use and enhance student wellbeing.


1.5 Conclusion
This chapter provided the dissertation topic, outlined its main ideas, and justification of the study, as well as offered the purpose and objectives of the research. It has been revealed in the discussion that nowadays social media is a rather regular aspect of the student life of the United Kingdom, but the connection between it and self-esteem and mental wellbeing is controversial, ambiguous, and very important. Chapter two will give the background information and analysis around which the dissertation will be based. It shall investigate this issue further by addressing its historical background, theory, and international and UK context. Thus, Chapter 2 will develop the conceptual and contextual foundations of the methodological decisions and thematic analysis that will be carried out further in the dissertation.

CHAPTER 2 – Background Information and Analysis
2.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the background information that is required when analyzing the subject of social media use and how it has influenced the mental health and wellbeing of university students in the United Kingdom. This chapter will discuss the trend in the intersection of social media use and psychological wellbeing over the years, tracing the developments in the field. It will also comment on the main theoretical perspectives applied to explain this phenomenon. The chapter provides the framework of the research approach and thematic analysis presented in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 by describing these aspects. This chapter does not actually get into the findings themselves, but it gives critical background to comprehend the overall implication of using the social media within the academic setting.

2.2 Historical Background
Development of the Topic
The social media is a new form of digital communication that became a revolution in the first half of the 21st century and began with websites like Friendster, MySpace, and Facebook in the early 2000s (Sinha, 2025). These sites enabled users to make online profiles, communicate and share content with each other, thereby changing communication and relationship patterns among people. With the proliferation of smartphones in the 2010s, social media apps such as Instagram, Twitter, and Snapchat helped to entrench the purpose of social media in everyday life. Nonetheless, it did not happen until the emergence of such platforms as TikTok in the late 2010s when the role of social media has grown beyond merely facilitating communication to influence identity formation, self-expression, and community building.
As social media was getting deeper into people’s lives, especially among university students, issues started to emerge about its effect on mental health. In the study by Lopes et al. (2022), the authors could observe the correlations between social media use and the adverse emotional outcomes, such as anxiety and depression. The development of literature has been to move beyond the degree of social media use to examine more detailed issues, including passive versus active engagement and the issue of social comparison.

Significant Historical Figures and Contributions
Beyari (2023) emphasized the correlation between the emergence of the use of social media and the higher rates of mental health challenges among the youth. Research conducted by Beyari indicated that emotional wellbeing among adolescents had decreased with the introduction of smartphones and social media because the researcher argued that excessive screen time could have replaced other more traditional interactive forms. Other authors like Merino et al. (2024) have also contributed to the knowledge on the mental health dangers of social media, particularly its contribution to the development of anxiety, body dissatisfaction, and depression among university students.
The results formed the basis of the current discussion concerning the necessity of more specific interventions and digital literacy courses to reduce the negative impact of social media on the mental health of students. Most recently, international organizations such as WHO Europe have also issued an appeal to act, citing social media as an influential factor in causing mental health problems in youth (WHO Europe, 2024). Their suggestions are aimed at enhancing digital literacy, creating healthier online spaces, and encouraging healthier social media usage to facilitate the mental health of young adults in educational institutions.

2.3 Theoretical Background
There are also several theories that play a crucial role in studying the influence of social media on mental health. Among the concepts on which it is built is the Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954), according to which the social and personal value of people is defined depending on the comparisons they make with others.  Recent research has revealed that social comparison in the social media correlates with anxiety, depression, and dissatisfaction of the body, especially in young adults. The other applicable theory is the Self-Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985) which emphasizes the significance of autonomy, competence and relatedness in promoting psychological wellbeing. Social media may increase feelings of relatedness by providing social interaction and community building but may negatively affect autonomy and competence when the users feel compelled to show an idealized image of themselves or are validated by receiving likes and comments.

Application of Theories
Social Comparison Theory has been extensively used when examining social media. As an example, according to a study by Aubry, Quiamzade and Meier (2024), participants who most actively practiced upward social comparison on Instagram stated that they had more anxiety and lower self-esteem, which confirms the idea that social media increases the adverse effects of self-comparison with other people. Equally, Wei, Chen and Liu (2021) used the Self-Determination Theory to understand the reasons why social media use may result in emotional fatigue, especially when users experience a sense of failure to control their online selves.

Critical Evaluation
Although these theories are quite insightful, they also possess shortcomings. An example of these theories is the Social Comparison Theory, which presupposes that everyone will make a social comparison identically, without considering the contribution of individual differences to the utilization of social media (Nattavudh Powdthavee, 2023). Not every user is impacted by upward comparisons equally, as some users can be motivated or even validated by online interactions; some can experience emotional distress.
On the same note, Self-Determination Theory might not capture all the intricacies of the social media usage in which certain types of interaction, like passive viewing, are unlikely to bring about self-expression or validation, but, nonetheless, have an impact on wellbeing. The use of these theories in the study of social media has raised controversy on the precise ways in which social media influences mental health.

2.4 International Context
Global Perspective
The connection of social media with mental health is an international issue and most nations are reporting the increase of anxiety and depression among the youth in connection with digital usage. Indicatively, a study by Colak (2024) in the United States, has indicated that mental health disorders among teenagers have significantly risen as the use of smartphones and social media have emerged. This has been seen in Canada, Australia, and some parts of Europe, including the UK where the Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH) has sounded the alarm over the dangers of the digital spaces (RSPH, 2024). The growing popularity of social media sites has been identified by the World Health Organization (WHO) as the cause of the growth of mental health issues among adolescents worldwide (WHO, 2024).

Comparative Analysis
Countries have taken different perspectives in managing the social media psychohealth effects. In the UK, universities have started to combine digital wellbeing initiatives with the traditional mental health services as a means of enabling students to manage their online presence and minimize the adverse effects. On the other hand, in Scandinavian nations, such as Sweden and Denmark, the use of social media is more controlled, and the focus on digital literacy and psychological assistance became part of the national health care.

Case Studies
In Finland, the government has come up with holistic policies which are meant to encourage digital wellbeing, especially the education sector. Digital literacy programs are integrated into the curriculum of schools to teach students the healthy online practices, privacy, and the psychological effects of using social media. The Finnish model focuses on the need to encourage critical thinking regarding the content that students are exposed to over the internet, and a tendency toward mitigating the negative impacts of heavy usage of social media. Because of this, specific measures should be taken to resolve the discrepancies and make sure that every student, irrespective of their background, is able to enjoy the benefits of such initiatives (RSPH, 2024).
Equally, in Australia, universities have gone a step further and established partnerships with mental health charities, and instituted campaigns aimed at mitigating negative social media consumption among the students. The colleges are trying to promote healthier habits on the Internet by fostering alternatives to spending too much time on social media, including physical exercises, hobbies, or going out with friends and family. In that way, further studies are required to learn about the effectiveness of these interventions over the long term and how they can be modified to serve the needs of diverse student groups in a more efficient way (Campbell et al., 2022).
These case studies depict the international initiative to respond to the mental health implications of using social media among students. Although the active attitude of Finland towards education about digital wellbeing represents a successful example of how to enforce social media literacy into the education system, it also reveals the difficulty of providing equal access to the resources. In the meantime, the interventions offered by the Australian universities underline the significance of joint actions between institutions of higher learning and mental health agencies but also highlight the necessity of more successful, long-lasting measures to eliminate the root causes of problematic social media use.

2.5 National/Local UK Context
UK Perspective
The issue of mental health among university students in the UK has grown to be a concern. The Ofcom (2025) report states that social media is a prominent characteristic of the lives of 1624-year-olds, and 97 percent of students claim to use social media regularly. This extensive practice has led to calls by the public health bodies to reflect more on the digital wellbeing in universities. The increase of mental health issues has resulted in such initiatives as the Student Mental Health Charter by Universities UK that will help to enhance mental health and digital literacy of students (GOV. UK, 2026).

Policy and Regulation
The UK government has acted in relation to the increasing concerns by releasing the Digital Economy Act 2017, which contains the acts to safeguard children and youngsters on the internet (for, 2026). The UK companies have been introduced to a social media code of practice to make sure that the platforms are more responsible when it comes to the effects of their content on young audiences, particularly in relation to mental health (Haime and Biddle, 2026). Nevertheless, the criticism of this regulation is that it is not enforced, and people think that more aggressive actions should be taken to address the adverse outcomes of social media on the wellbeing of students (Ajewumi et al., 2024).

Local Context
At the local level, universities have devised their solutions to curb the psychological health hazards of social media use. To illustrate, there are workshops on social media literacy in some institutions, and peer-to-peer support networks are being launched in others to promote positive online interactions (Plackett et al., 2023). The success of such undertakings however, according to Campbell et al. (2022), differs greatly across different institutions, with some students not feeling supported or even not aware of the resources at their disposal.

2.6 Conclusion
The chapter has examined the historical, theoretical, international, and national setting of the interaction between social media use and mental health. It has followed the history of social media, described applicable theories (Social Comparison Theory and Self-Determination Theory), and discussed responses to the problem on a global and UK-specific level. The evidence shows that although social media has great potential in connecting people, it poses serious mental health threats especially on university students. The chapter has also identified the knowledge gaps in the current body of literature and the disjointed nature of the policy environment, which requires more specific interventions and digital literacy programs. The next chapter will describe the approach to be adopted in this research, which will explain how these gaps will be addressed and how the use of social media will further affect the mental wellbeing of students.



image1.jpeg
Prifysgol Cymru

Y Drindod Dewi Sant
University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




