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1. Working Title 

	The Impact of Social Media on Body Image and Mental Wellbeing in Adolescent Boys: A Critical Literature Review and Infographic.


2. Project Type and Format 

	This project will adopt the infographic and literature review format. A critical literature review will be conducted to examine the impact of social media on body image and mental well-being among adolescent boys. The accompanying infographic will present key findings in an accessible visual format aimed at practitioners, educators, parents, and young people. This format was selected because it combines academic analysis with the dissemination of practical knowledge, allowing complex research findings to be communicated clearly to a wider audience while maintaining academic accuracy. The infographic will translate evidence-based findings into an engaging resource that may support awareness and informed discussion regarding adolescent boys' mental health and body image concerns


3. Rationale and Background 
	
Social media has become a significant part of everyday life for children and young people, with platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and YouTube influencing how adolescents communicate, develop identity, and view themselves (Ofcom, 2024). While social media can provide opportunities for connection, self-expression, and support, increasing concerns have emerged regarding its impact on mental health and well-being (Keles et al., 2020). Existing research has frequently focused on adolescent girls, particularly in relation to body image, eating disorders, and appearance-based pressures (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). However, there is a growing recognition that adolescent boys may also experience significant negative effects associated with social media use, although this area remains comparatively under-researched (Vuong et al., 2021).
Adolescent boys are increasingly exposed to online content promoting unrealistic body ideals, muscularity, fitness culture, and stereotypical forms of masculinity. Social media influencers and online personalities may reinforce expectations surrounding appearance, strength, dominance, and emotional suppression, potentially contributing to body dissatisfaction, low self-esteem, anxiety, and poor mental well-being (Kelly et al., 2018). Emerging online trends, including appearance-focused fitness content and exposure to online masculinity communities, may further intensify appearance-related pressures experienced by adolescent boys during adolescence (Ging, 2019; Vuong et al., 2021; Salomon & Brown, 2019). The manosphere refers to online communities and influencers that often promote rigid and sometimes harmful ideas surrounding masculinity, gender roles, dominance, and male identity, which may negatively influence adolescent boys’ self-image, emotional well-being, and attitudes towards relationships (Ging, 2019).
This topic is important within the field of children and young people’s mental health because adolescent boys are often less likely to seek support for emotional difficulties, and male mental health concerns can be overlooked or expressed differently from those of girls (Seidler et al., 2016). Exploring the relationship between social media, body image, and mental well-being in adolescent boys may help identify gaps within current research, policy, and support services. This project aims to critically examine the existing literature in order to develop a deeper understanding of how social media may influence body image and mental health outcomes in adolescent boys, while also highlighting limitations and areas requiring further research.


4. Aims and Objectives 
	
This project aims to critically explore the impact of social media on body image and mental well-being in adolescent boys through a structured literature review. The review will focus on how exposure to social media content influences body dissatisfaction, self-esteem, and broader psychological wellbeing, with particular attention to emerging influences such as online masculinity content and appearance-based pressures.


To achieve this aim, the following objectives will be addressed:
1. To examine existing research on the relationship between social media use and body image in adolescent boys, with a focus on muscularity ideals and appearance-related pressures. 
2. To critically explore the impact of social media on mental health outcomes in adolescent boys, including anxiety, low mood, and self-esteem. 
3. To analyse the role of online masculinity culture, including influencer content and manosphere-related material, in shaping boys’ identity development and wellbeing. 
4. To identify key gaps and limitations in the current literature, particularly the underrepresentation of male-focused research, and consider implications for future research and practice in children and young people’s mental health. 
This structured approach will allow for a focused and critical synthesis of the existing evidence base, highlighting both established findings and areas requiring further investigation.


5. Literature Overview 

Research examining the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health has expanded significantly over the past decade, with a growing body of evidence suggesting a complex and potentially bidirectional relationship between online engagement and psychological well-being (Odgers & Jensen, 2020). Systematic reviews have consistently reported associations between higher levels of social media use and increased symptoms of depression, anxiety, and psychological distress in adolescents; however, findings across studies remain mixed, with variation in effect sizes and outcomes largely attributed to methodological differences, including reliance on self-report measures and inconsistencies in defining “social media use” (Keles et al., 2020). Cohort-based research similarly identifies associations between social media use and poorer mental health outcomes but also highlights that the impact is not uniform and is shaped by individual vulnerability, context of use, and type of engagement rather than screen time alone (Kelly et al., 2018). This has led to increasing debate within the literature regarding whether social media itself is harmful or whether outcomes are driven by the ways in which adolescents engage with it.

A substantial proportion of early research has focused on adolescent girls, particularly in relation to thin-ideal internalisation, appearance-based comparison, and eating disorder risk (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). This has contributed to a gendered gap in the literature, where female experiences of body image pressure are well established, while male experiences remain comparatively under-explored. However, more recent research challenges this imbalance by demonstrating that adolescent boys also experience significant body image concerns, although these tend to manifest differently (Ricciardelli & McCabe, 2004). Rather than a focus on thinness, boys are more likely to internalise muscular ideals, which have been associated with body dissatisfaction and engagement in appearance- and fitness-related behaviours (Salomon & Brown, 2019; Vuong et al., 2021). Importantly, this suggests that the underlying mechanism of social comparison may be similar across genders, even if the specific body ideals differ.
Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) provides a key explanatory framework for these processes, suggesting that adolescents evaluate themselves by comparing their appearance and lifestyle to idealised representations encountered online. However, a key limitation in the literature is that many studies treat social media exposure as a uniform experience, despite evidence that outcomes may depend on the type of content consumed and the degree of internalisation of appearance ideals (Vogel et al., 2014). This raises questions about whether observed associations are driven by exposure itself or by psychological vulnerability to comparison processes.
More recently, attention has shifted towards the role of online masculinity cultures in shaping adolescent boys’ identity development. The “manosphere” describes a network of online communities that promote rigid and often controversial constructions of masculinity, gender roles, and male identity (Ging, 2019). While this literature highlights potential risks associated with exposure to such content, the evidence base remains largely theoretical, with limited empirical research examining how these online environments directly influence adolescent boys’ mental health and body image. This represents a key gap in current understanding, particularly when considered alongside influencer-driven fitness culture, which similarly promotes narrow and appearance-focused ideals of masculinity.
Recent longitudinal research provides some evidence of temporal associations between social media use and body satisfaction in both adolescent boys and girls, suggesting that online engagement may indirectly influence body image through appearance-based comparison processes (Jarman et al., 2024). However, even longitudinal findings remain limited in their ability to establish causality and often rely on broad measures of social media use that fail to capture platform-specific or content-specific effects.
Despite growing interest in this field, the literature remains limited in several important respects. Much of the existing research relies on cross-sectional designs, which restrict causal interpretation, and mixed-gender samples, where male-specific experiences are not analysed in depth (Vogel et al., 2014). In addition, the rapidly evolving nature of social media platforms presents an ongoing challenge for ensuring that findings remain current and reflective of contemporary online environments (Odgers & Jensen, 2020). Overall, while the evidence base suggests meaningful associations between social media use, body image, and mental wellbeing, there remains an ongoing debate regarding mechanisms of effect, gender differences, and the extent to which outcomes are shaped by content type, psychological vulnerability, and patterns of engagement.
6. Methodology / Project Approach 

This project will utilise a critical literature review methodology to explore the impact of social media on body image and mental well-being in adolescent boys. A critical literature review approach has been selected as it enables the synthesis and evaluation of existing research while identifying gaps, contradictions, and methodological limitations within the evidence base, rather than simply summarising findings.
Relevant literature will be identified through systematic searches of academic databases, including PsycINFO, PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar, and the university library database. A combination of keywords and Boolean operators will be used to ensure comprehensive coverage of the literature, including terms such as “social media,” “adolescent boys,” “body image,” “body dissatisfaction,” “mental health,” “masculinity,” “manosphere,” and “social networking sites.”
Inclusion criteria will focus on peer-reviewed journal articles published in English within the last ten years, relating to adolescents and young people. Where relevant, key policy documents and government reports, such as those published by Ofcom, will also be included to provide contextual and population-level data. Studies will be selected based on relevance to the research aim, with attention given to methodological quality, sample characteristics, and the robustness of findings.
The literature will be analysed using a thematic synthesis approach, enabling the identification of key patterns across studies as well as areas of divergence. Themes are expected to include body image and muscularity ideals, social comparison processes, online masculinity cultures, and mental well-being outcomes. This approach will allow for a structured yet critical examination of the evidence base.
Finally, findings will be synthesised into a coherent narrative literature review, which will be complemented by the development of an infographic. The infographic will translate key findings into an accessible visual format for practitioners, educators, and young people, highlighting key risks, protective factors, and evidence-informed implications.
7. Ethical Considerations 

As this project is based on a critical literature review and infographic development, no primary data will be collected, and therefore, formal ethical approval is unlikely to be required. However, ethical principles will still be applied throughout the research process. Academic integrity will be maintained through accurate citation and transparent representation of all sources, ensuring findings are not misinterpreted or taken out of context. Particular care will be taken when synthesising evidence on sensitive topics such as body image, mental health, and masculinity to avoid reinforcing stigma, gender stereotypes, or harm. The infographic will also be designed to present information responsibly and accessibly for diverse audiences
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