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ABSTRACT
Social media is widely used by adults in the UK and has become an important space for communication, information sharing and social interaction. Its impact on adults is mixed, with both benefits and risks. Social media can support social connection, reduce loneliness and provide access to health information and peer support. However, it may also contribute to stress, anxiety, poor sleep and negative self-comparison. Recent UK evidence suggests that the type of use matters: frequent posting is associated with increased mental health problems over time, while passive viewing alone shows no clear association with later mental health difficulties (Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett, 2024). Research involving more than 15,000 UK adults found that those who posted daily on social media had slightly higher GHQ scores one year later, indicating greater psychological distress (UCL, 2024). These findings suggest that active social media engagement may be more harmful than passive use for some adults. Nevertheless, social media also offers opportunities for support, self-expression and information exchange. Overall, the impact of social media on adults in the UK depends on how it is used, with both positive and negative effects evident. A balanced understanding of these effects is important for public health, policy and digital wellbeing initiatives.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

This study explores the impact of social media on mental health of adults in the UK. 

1.1. Definition of main concepts of the study: 
This study explores the impact of social media on the mental health of adults in the United Kingdom. The research examines how social media may influence psychological wellbeing, social relationships, daily behaviour, employment experiences and overall quality of life. The study considers both the positive and negative effects of social media use. Online platforms can provide opportunities for communication, emotional support, education and social connection, but they can also create potential risks, including anxiety, depression, social comparison, loneliness and reduced wellbeing (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Kross et al., 2021).
Social media refers to digital platforms and applications that allow individuals to create, share and exchange information, images, videos and other forms of content, as well as communicate and interact with other users. Social media has become an important part of modern society and has changed the way people communicate, access information, maintain relationships and participate in social activities (boyd and Ellison, 2007). Examples include social networking platforms such as Facebook and LinkedIn, messaging applications such as WhatsApp, image and video-sharing platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and YouTube, microblogging platforms such as X (formerly Twitter), and online discussion communities such as Reddit. These platforms are used for a wide range of purposes, including social interaction, entertainment, education, professional networking, marketing, accessing health information and following news.
The rapid development of digital technology has resulted in social media becoming increasingly integrated into everyday life. Smartphones and widespread internet access allow individuals to communicate and access online information at almost any time and from many different locations. Social media is therefore no longer limited to occasional communication but can form part of people's daily routines, relationships and social identities (boyd and Ellison, 2007). Ofcom (2024) highlights the significant role that online services play in the everyday lives of adults in the UK.
The popularity and purpose of social media platforms differ between individuals and demographic groups. Some platforms are primarily used for entertainment and information, while others focus more strongly on communication, professional networking or community participation. YouTube, for example, provides access to entertainment, educational material, health information and professional learning resources. This can have positive effects by allowing individuals to develop knowledge and access information independently. However, online information is not always reliable, and users may also encounter misinformation or harmful material (Ofcom, 2024). Therefore, the availability of information through social media can provide both opportunities and risks.
WhatsApp provides another example of how digital communication can influence social relationships. The platform allows users to communicate directly with family members, friends and colleagues through messages, voice calls and video calls. Such communication may support social connection and help reduce feelings of isolation. This may be particularly valuable for people who live alone, have limited mobility or are geographically separated from family and friends. Social media and online communication can provide opportunities for maintaining relationships and developing social support (Kross et al., 2021). However, digital communication cannot always replace meaningful face-to-face relationships, and excessive dependence on online communication may contribute to reduced participation in offline social activities.
Facebook and similar platforms can also provide opportunities for individuals to participate in online communities. These communities may be particularly valuable for people experiencing health problems, bereavement, disability or mental health difficulties. Online groups can allow individuals to share experiences, seek information and receive emotional support from people with similar experiences. Naslund et al. (2016) suggest that social media can provide opportunities for peer support and may help people experiencing mental health difficulties feel less isolated. Such communities may also reduce feelings of stigma by allowing individuals to communicate with others who understand their experiences.
Despite these potential benefits, social media can also have negative effects on mental health. Research has identified associations between social media use and anxiety, depression and psychological distress, particularly where use becomes problematic or excessive (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). One possible explanation is social comparison. Festinger (1954) proposed that individuals naturally compare themselves with others when evaluating their own abilities, achievements and social position. Social media may increase opportunities for such comparisons because users are repeatedly exposed to carefully selected and often idealised representations of other people's lives (Chou and Edge, 2012).
For example, individuals may see photographs showing successful careers, holidays, relationships, physical appearance or material possessions. However, these representations may not reflect the person's complete or everyday experience. Comparing one's own reality with an idealised version of another person's life may result in feelings of inadequacy, dissatisfaction or low self-esteem. Chou and Edge (2012) found that Facebook users could perceive other people's lives as happier and more successful than their own. This demonstrates how social media content may influence perceptions of personal wellbeing.
Another important concept is problematic social media use. This refers to patterns of use that become difficult to control and begin to interfere with other areas of life. Excessive social media use may affect sleep, physical activity, employment, education, family relationships and face-to-face social interaction. Social media use before bedtime may also contribute to sleep difficulties. Woods and Scott (2016) found associations between nighttime social media use, poor sleep quality, anxiety, depression and low self-esteem. Although their study focused on adolescents, it demonstrates the importance of considering how digital behaviour may influence sleep and psychological wellbeing.
Social media may also influence work and employment experiences. Professional networking platforms can provide opportunities for career development, job searching, professional communication and sharing knowledge. Healthcare and social care professionals may also use social media for professional education and to access health-related information. However, professional social media use creates important responsibilities concerning confidentiality, privacy and professional boundaries. In health and social care, professionals must ensure that information about service users is protected and that online communication remains consistent with professional and ethical responsibilities.
A further important concept in this study is mental health. Mental health refers to a person's psychological and emotional wellbeing and influences how individuals think, feel, behave and interact with others. Mental health is not simply the absence of mental illness. It also involves the ability to cope with everyday challenges, maintain relationships and participate meaningfully in society. Social media may influence these areas in different ways. For some people, online communication can provide emotional support and a sense of belonging, while for others it may contribute to stress, anxiety, loneliness or negative self-perceptions (Kross et al., 2021).
The relationship between social media and mental health is therefore complex. The effects may depend on how social media is used, why it is used, what content individuals are exposed to and their existing social and psychological circumstances. Active use, such as communicating with friends, participating in supportive communities or sharing useful information, may provide social benefits. In contrast, some forms of passive use, such as repeatedly viewing other people's content without meaningful interaction, may increase social comparison or dissatisfaction (Verduyn et al., 2017). However, this distinction should not be treated as absolute, as the effects of social media depend on the specific activity and context (Kross et al., 2021).
Recent UK research provides further support for examining different types of social media behaviour. Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett (2024) examined the relationship between different forms of social media use and mental health among UK adults. Their longitudinal findings indicated that frequent posting was associated with increased psychological distress, whereas viewing content was not independently associated with the same outcome. This suggests that the type of social media activity may be more important than overall time spent online (Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett, 2024).
Overall, this study understands social media as both a potential resource and a potential risk factor for adult mental health. Social media can support communication, social relationships, education, information sharing and emotional support, while problematic use, social comparison and exposure to harmful content may contribute to poorer psychological wellbeing (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Kross et al., 2021). Understanding these different experiences is particularly important in health and social care because professionals increasingly work with people whose daily lives are influenced by digital environments. A balanced understanding of social media can therefore help health and social care professionals recognise potential risks while also identifying opportunities to use digital communication to support health, wellbeing and social connection.

1.2. Rationale of the study: 
     Social media is now a routine part of life for many UK adults, who use platforms like Facebook, Instagram, X and TikTok to communicate, share information and follow news. With widespread smartphone and internet access, usage has grown rapidly, becoming a major form of social interaction (Winstone et al., 2021; Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett, 2024).  
    Social media offers several benefits. It helps adults stay connected with friends and family, provides emotional support through online communities, and can enhance life satisfaction by increasing perceived social support (Oh, Ozkaya and LaRose, 2014). It is also useful for professional networking and accessing health information.
     However, research also highlights risks. Heavy use is linked to anxiety, depression and psychological distress (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). A UK longitudinal study found that frequent active posting can worsen mental health (Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett, 2024). Adults may experience lower self-esteem from social comparison, and issues such as misinformation, online harassment and long screen time can further affect well-being (Pantic, 2014).
     This study is important because, although social media offers clear benefits, its rising use among UK adults raises concerns about mental health. Understanding both positive and negative effects can help promote healthier habits and inform public health strategies (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Karim et al., 2020).

1.3. Aim of the study: 
The aim of this study is to explore how social media affects adults in the United Kingdom. It will look at how social media influences positively and negatively mental health, relationships, daily behaviour, work, and overall well-being. 

1.4. Objectives of the study:          
         To examine the impact of social media on adults in the United Kingdom.
         To identify the positive effects of social media, such as communication and social   
          connection.
        To investigate the negative effects, including mental health issues, misinformation, and   
         online harassment.
        To explore how social media influences adults’ behaviour, relationships, and well-being.
        To suggest ways to promote healthier and safer social media use among adults in the 
        UK.

CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND

This chapter explains the impact of social media on adults in the UK. It looks at how social media has changed, the main ideas used to study it, and what recent research says about its effects. It also sets out the wider international context and the UK context.

2.1. Historical background
Social media has become a normal part of adult life. It is now used for communication, information sharing, entertainment, and social connection. Over time, social media has moved from being a simple online networking tool to a major part of everyday behaviour (Kross et al., 2021). Platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, X, TikTok, and LinkedIn are now embedded in daily routines, shaping how adults interact with friends, family, colleagues, and the wider world.
For adults, social media has changed the way people stay in touch, follow news, and present themselves to others. It has also created new concerns about stress, privacy, and overuse. Recent research shows that the effects of social media are not always the same for everyone, because they depend on how people use it and what kind of content they interact with (Yu et al., 2024). Some adults use social media mainly for staying connected with loved ones, while others use it for work, news, or entertainment. This variety in use patterns means that the impact of social media can be very different from one person to another.
The growth of smartphones and mobile internet has made social media even more accessible. Adults can now check their feeds at any time, whether they are at home, at work, or on the move. This constant access has changed how people manage their time and attention. It has also raised questions about whether social media helps or harms adult wellbeing. Some studies suggest that social media can support mental health by reducing loneliness and providing social support. Others warn that excessive use can lead to stress, anxiety, and poor sleep (Kross et al., 2021).

2.2. Theoretical background
A useful idea for this topic is that people use social media for different reasons. Adults may use it to stay informed, to feel connected, or to pass time. This means social media use is active, not passive, because people choose how and when they use it (Kross et al., 2021). This idea helps explain why some adults benefit from social media while others experience negative effects. For example, an adult who uses social media to keep in touch with family may feel more supported, while an adult who uses it mainly for comparison may feel worse about their own life. Another useful idea is social comparison. This means people judge themselves by looking at others. On social media, adults may compare their appearance, work, family life, or success with others. This can affect confidence and mental wellbeing (Kross et al., 2021; Yu et al., 2024). Social comparison can be especially strong on image-focused platforms, where people often present idealised versions of their lives. Adults who spend a lot of time on these platforms may feel pressure to look successful, attractive, or happy, even if this does not match their real experience. A third idea is that repeated exposure to online content can shape how people think and feel. If adults spend a lot of time seeing the same kinds of posts, this may influence what they believe is normal, important, or desirable. This helps explain why social media can have both positive and negative effects (Kross et al., 2021). For example, adults who often see posts about healthy living may feel motivated to exercise or eat better. But adults who often see posts about perfect bodies or luxury lifestyles may feel inadequate or stressed.
These ideas together show that social media is not simply good or bad. Its impact depends on how adults use it, what they see online, and how they interpret what they see. This makes it important to study social media use in detail, rather than just looking at how much time people spend online.

2.3. International concept
Social media is used by adults across the world. It is now important for communication, business, news, and entertainment in many countries. Because of this, researchers in different countries have studied its effect on mental health and wellbeing (Kross et al., 2021). In the United States, Europe, Asia, and other regions, social media has become a key part of how adults live and work.
Recent academic studies show mixed findings. Some people benefit from connection and support, while others experience stress, anxiety, poor sleep, and reduced wellbeing (Kross et al., 2021; Yu et al., 2024). This shows that social media is a global issue, not just a UK issue. In some countries, social media is seen as a valuable tool for staying connected with family and friends, especially for people who live far apart. In other contexts, social media is linked with misinformation, online bullying, and mental health problems.
International research also shows that the effects of social media can vary by age, gender, culture, and social context. For example, younger adults may use social media differently from older adults, and this can affect how it impacts their wellbeing. Some studies suggest that social media can be especially helpful for adults who feel isolated or have limited social contact in their daily lives. Other studies warn that heavy use can lead to addiction, poor sleep, and reduced productivity (Kross et al., 2021).
This global picture is important because it shows that the UK is part of a wider trend. Adults in the UK face similar opportunities and risks as adults in other countries. This makes it useful to compare UK findings with international research, to see what is unique about the UK context and what is part of a broader pattern.

2.4. UK context
In the UK, social media is widely used by adults. Research using UK adults found that different forms of social media use are linked to different mental health outcomes. In particular, frequent posting was linked with more mental health problems over time, while simple viewing did not show the same pattern (Yu et al., 2024). This finding comes from a large longitudinal study of over 15,000 UK adults, which followed people over time to see how their social media use related to their mental health.
This suggests that active use may have a stronger effect than passive use. Adults who post more often may feel more pressure to perform, compare themselves with others, or manage how they appear online. This can affect mental wellbeing, especially if social media use becomes part of daily routine rather than occasional activity (Yu et al., 2024). The study found that adults who posted daily had higher levels of mental health problems one year later, compared to adults who rarely posted.
Other UK research also shows that many adults are concerned about the effects of social media. Surveys have found that a significant proportion of UK adults believe social media has a negative effect on their mental health. Common concerns include stress, anxiety, poor sleep, and feeling overwhelmed by information (YouGov, 2026). These findings suggest that social media is not just a personal issue, but a public health concern in the UK.
At the same time, social media also has benefits for UK adults. It can help people stay connected with family and friends, especially during times when face-to-face contact is limited. It can also provide access to news, support groups, and community information. This means that the impact of social media in the UK is complex, with both positive and negative aspects.

2.5. Local context
In London, adults may be especially affected because daily life is fast, busy, and highly connected. Social media can help people keep in touch, find opportunities, and stay informed. However, it may also create more pressure, comparison, and information overload. London is a diverse and dynamic city, with many adults working in high-pressure jobs and using social media for both personal and professional purposes.
This makes it important to study how social media affects adults in the UK, especially in city settings such as London. The experience of adults in London may differ from adults in other parts of the country because of work pressure, lifestyle, and digital engagement. For example, adults in London may use social media more for networking, career development, and staying up to date with news and events. This could increase both the benefits and the risks of social media use.
Local context also matters because different areas may have different levels of digital access, social support, and community resources. Adults in urban areas like London may have more opportunities to use social media, but they may also face more stress and competition. Understanding these local differences can help researchers and policymakers design better support for adults who use social media.

2.6. Summary
Social media is now a major part of adult life in the UK. Recent peer-reviewed studies show that its effects can be both positive and negative, depending on how it is used. This makes it an important topic for research, especially for understanding its impact on adult wellbeing. The evidence suggests that active use, such as frequent posting, may be more strongly linked with mental health problems than passive viewing. At the same time, social media can also support connection, information sharing, and community engagement.
This chapter has shown that social media is a complex and evolving phenomenon. It has changed how adults communicate, work, and spend their free time. It has also raised new questions about mental health, privacy, and digital wellbeing. The next chapter will explain how this study was carried out, including the methods used to collect and analyse the data.



CHAPTER 3: METHODS

This chapter explains the methodology used in this study, including the approach to data collection, the method of data analysis, and the ethical considerations relevant to the research process. The chapter is designed to show how the study was carried out in a systematic and transparent way.
 
3.1 Research design
This study adopted a secondary research design, using a systematic review of existing academic literature to explore the impact of social media on adults in the UK. A secondary research approach is appropriate where the aim is to synthesise published evidence rather than collect new primary data. This design enabled the researcher to identify patterns, compare findings, and draw conclusions from existing studies on social media use, mental health, wellbeing, and online behaviour.
3.2 Data collection
Data were collected through a targeted literature search of academic databases and relevant online sources. Search terms included combinations of social media, UK adults, mental health, wellbeing, screen time, and digital behaviour. Studies were selected using clear inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Included sources were those published in English, focused on adults in the UK, directly relevant to the research question, and published within the last ten years. Excluded sources were studies that focused only on children or adolescents, were not UK‑based, lacked sufficient academic quality, or were published before 2016.
The literature search used only peer‑reviewed journal articles based on primary research carried out in the UK. This ensured that the evidence base was credible, current, and relevant to the topic under investigation.

3.3. PRISMA 
Methodology: Search and Selection Process 
 This review followed the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework to ensure a transparent and reproducible search process. Records were identified through a search of the ProQuest database, before being screened by title and abstract to remove studies unrelated to the review's focus. Full-text articles were then assessed for eligibility against pre-defined criteria, and studies were excluded where they used secondary rather than primary research, were not conducted within a UK population, did not align with the review's objectives, or focused on children rather than adults. This staged process, illustrated in the PRISMA flow diagram below, resulted in a final set of ten studies included in the review, ensuring that only relevant, methodologically appropriate, and UK-based adult-population research informed the analysis. 

3.4. Flow Diagram 
 [image: ]



3.5. Data analysis
The selected literature was analysed using a thematic approach. Thematic analysis involves identifying repeated ideas, concepts, and patterns across different sources and grouping them into meaningful themes. In this study, the analysis focused on both the positive and negative impacts of social media on adults in the UK. Key themes included social connection, access to information, mental health, self-esteem, sleep disruption, and exposure to harmful content.
Each source was read carefully, and key findings were extracted and compared. Similar findings were grouped together, while conflicting evidence was noted and considered. This process made it possible to build a balanced interpretation of the literature and present the findings in a clear and structured way.

3.6. Ethical considerations
Because this study used published secondary sources, it did not involve direct participation by human subjects and therefore did not require primary data collection. As a result, the ethical risk was minimal. However, ethical research practice was still essential throughout the study.
All sources were used responsibly and cited accurately in accordance with Harvard UWTSD referencing conventions. The researcher avoided plagiarism by properly acknowledging the ideas and findings of other authors. In addition, care was taken to represent the evidence fairly and avoid selective reporting. Using reputable and scholarly sources also helped to maintain the integrity and reliability of the study.
3.7. Summary
Overall, the methodology used in this study provided a structured and appropriate way to explore the impact of social media on adults in the UK. The secondary research design, thematic analysis, and ethical use of published sources together supported a clear and credible investigation of the topic.
.
CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION




Table of evidence
 


	Author(s)
	Year
	Aim
	Methods
	Sample Size
	Key Findings

	Young, Kolubinski & Frin 
	20
20 
	Investigate whether attachment style moderates the relationship between problematic social media use and mental health/wellbeing 
	Cross-sectional correlational study; questionnaires on attachment style, problematic social media use, wellbeing and life satisfaction 
	124 adults (M age = 30.58) 
	Problematic social media use linked to lower wellbeing/life satisfaction; effects strongest for high anxious/low avoidant attachment 

	Ng Fat, Cable & Kelly 
	20
21 
	Examine associations between social media use and alcohol consumption among young people in the UK 
	Longitudinal cohort study; Understanding Society survey data; regression analyses 
	4,093 aged 10-15; 2,689 aged 16-19 
	Heavier social media use associated with more frequent/binge drinking; use predicted increased drinking frequency over time 

	Lambert et al. 
	20
22 
	Investigate whether a one-week social media break improves mental health/wellbeing 
	RCT; one week of cessation vs. normal use 
	154 adults (M age = 29.6) 
	Cessation significantly improved wellbeing and reduced depression/anxiety symptoms 

	Di Cara, Winstone, Sloan, Davis & Haworth 
	20
22 
	Profile mental health/wellbeing characteristics of young adults across different platforms 
	Cross-sectional analysis; ALSPAC data 
	4,083 (sub-sample 2,991) 
	Users not homogeneous; YouTube linked to poorer mental health, Instagram/Snapchat to better wellbeing 

	Anto et al. 
	20
23 
	Explore the impact of social media on anxiety among UK university students 
	Qualitative; semi-structured interviews; thematic analysis 
	29 students 
	Reduced anxiety via connection/support; increased anxiety via comparison, FOMO, stress, procrastination, cyberbullying 

	Woodward, M.J., McGettrick, C.R., Dick, O.G., Ali, M. and Teeters, J.B.
	20
25
	To examine how time spent on different social media platforms is associated with mental health in young adults.
	Cross-sectional online survey assessing self-reported time on TikTok, Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, Snapchat, and Reddit, and mental health outcomes.
	575 young adults
	Time spent on specific platforms showed different associations with mental health; overall time was an inconsistent predictor, suggesting platform-specific effects matter more than total time.

	Taylor, Yankouskaya & Panourgia 
	20
24 
	Examine relationship between social media use, loneliness and psychological distress in emerging adults 
	Cross-sectional survey; PAUM, UCLA Loneliness Scale, DASS-21; regression & SEM 
	288 emerging adults 
	Passive use linked to higher anxiety/depression/stress; loneliness mediated the relationship 

	Yu, Dykxhoorn & Plackett 
	20
24 
	Investigate impact of viewing vs. posting on mental health 
	Longitudinal observational; Understanding Society data 
	15,836 UK adults 
	Frequent posting predicted more mental health problems a year later; viewing alone not significantly associated 

	Matthews, Arseneault, Bryan, Fisher, Gray, Henchy, Moffitt & Odgers 
	20
25 
	Investigate social media use, online experiences and loneliness 
	Cohort study; E-Risk Longitudinal Twin Study 
	1,632 young adults (M age = 26) 
	Overall online time linked to loneliness, not social media use itself; WhatsApp linked to lower loneliness, Reddit/dating apps/victimisation to higher 

	Wallinheimo & Evans 
	20
25 
	Investigate mechanisms linking circadian preference to problematic smartphone/social media use 
	Cross-sectional; validated measures of addiction, anxiety, depression, loneliness, sleep quality 
	407 young adults aged 18-25 
	Loneliness partially mediated smartphone use; loneliness and anxiety fully mediated social media addiction 



4.1. Results
This chapter presents the findings from the review of 10 studies on social media use and mental health among young adults and adults. The results are organised into four key themes, followed by a detailed discussion of the main patterns, implications for healthcare practice, and the strengths and limitations of the review. The aim is to provide a clear and balanced understanding of how social media affects mental health, based on current peer-reviewed evidence.

4.2. Identified Themes
Theme 1: Social media use and psychological distress
A dominant theme across the literature is the relationship between social media use and psychological distress, including anxiety, depression and stress. Several studies found that problematic or passive social media use was associated with poorer mental health outcomes. This suggests that not all social media use is the same, and that certain patterns of use may be more harmful than others. Taylor et al. (2024) found that passive social media use was linked to higher anxiety, depression and stress among emerging adults, while loneliness acted as a mediator between social media use and psychological distress. Passive use refers to activities such as scrolling through feeds, viewing other people's posts, and consuming content without interacting. This type of use may encourage social comparison, where individuals compare their own lives to the idealised versions presented by others online. Over time, this can lead to feelings of inadequacy, low self-esteem, and increased psychological distress.
Similarly, Young, Kolubinski and Frings (2020) reported that problematic social media use was associated with lower wellbeing and life satisfaction, particularly among individuals with insecure attachment styles. Problematic use refers to patterns of social media engagement that interfere with daily life, such as spending excessive time online, feeling unable to control use, or experiencing negative emotions when unable to access social media. Individuals with insecure attachment styles may be more vulnerable to these effects because they may rely more heavily on online interactions for emotional support and validation.
Wallinheimo and Evans (2025) also identified anxiety as a significant factor in problematic social media and smartphone addiction, suggesting that young adults may use social media as a coping mechanism for emotional difficulties. This finding highlights the complex relationship between social media use and mental health. While social media can provide a temporary escape from stress or negative emotions, excessive use may ultimately worsen mental health by creating dependency and reducing opportunities for offline coping strategies.
However, findings are not entirely consistent. Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn (2023) found little evidence that greater social media use predicted poorer mental health among adolescents over time, suggesting that the relationship may be more complex than previously assumed and influenced by other factors. This study used longitudinal data, which follows the same individuals over time, making it more reliable for understanding causal relationships than cross-sectional studies. The mixed findings across studies indicate that the impact of social media on mental health may depend on a range of factors, including individual characteristics, patterns of use, and the social context in which engagement occurs.
Theme 2: Loneliness and social connectedness
A second recurring theme concerns loneliness and social connectedness. Several studies demonstrate that loneliness plays a central role in explaining the relationship between social media use and mental health. This suggests that social media may not directly cause poor mental health but may influence feelings of social isolation that subsequently affect wellbeing.
Taylor et al. (2024) concluded that loneliness significantly mediated the relationship between passive social media use and psychological distress. This means that passive social media use was associated with increased loneliness, which in turn was linked to higher levels of anxiety, depression and stress. This finding is consistent with the idea that passive use may reduce opportunities for meaningful social interaction, leading to feelings of isolation and disconnection.
Likewise, Wallinheimo and Evans (2025) found that loneliness was a key mediator linking problematic smartphone and social media use with poorer wellbeing. Individuals who reported higher levels of problematic use also reported greater loneliness, which was associated with lower overall wellbeing. This suggests that interventions aimed at reducing problematic social media use may also help to reduce loneliness and improve mental health outcomes.
Matthews et al. (2025) similarly highlighted the importance of online experiences rather than social media use alone, finding that certain platforms such as WhatsApp were associated with lower loneliness, while online victimizations, dating applications and Reddit use were linked to greater loneliness. This finding indicates that the type of platform and the quality of online interactions matter more than the amount of time spent online. Platforms that facilitate direct communication and social support, such as WhatsApp, may help to reduce loneliness, while platforms associated with negative experiences, such as online victimization or dating apps, may increase feelings of isolation.
In contrast, Plackett et al. (2023) found no evidence that social connectedness mediated the association between social media use and mental health among young adults. This suggests that the relationship between social media use, loneliness and mental health may be more complex than a simple causal pathway. Other factors, such as individual differences, offline social support, and the quality of online interactions, may also play important roles in shaping mental health outcomes.
These mixed findings suggest that the impact of social media on loneliness may depend on how platforms are used and the quality of online interactions rather than the amount of use alone. This has important implications for healthcare practice, as interventions aimed at reducing loneliness may need to focus on promoting positive online experiences and meaningful social connections, rather than simply reducing time spent on social media.
Theme 3: The importance of type and purpose of social media use
Literature consistently indicates that how social media is used may be more important than how much it is used. This challenges the common assumption that all social media use is equally harmful or beneficial. Instead, the evidence suggests that different patterns of use can have different psychological consequences.
Taylor et al. (2024) distinguished between passive and active use, finding that passive browsing was associated with poorer mental health outcomes, whereas active engagement showed fewer harmful effects. Active use refers to activities such as posting content, commenting on others' posts, and engaging in direct communication. This type of use may provide opportunities for social connection, self-expression, and emotional support, which can have positive effects on mental health.
Similarly, Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett (2024) demonstrated that frequent posting on social media predicted worse mental health outcomes one year later, while merely viewing content was not associated with increased psychological distress. This finding is somewhat surprising, as it suggests that active use, in the form of frequent posting, may be more harmful than passive viewing. However, the authors note that frequent posting may be associated with pressure to present a perfect image, fear of negative feedback, and increased social comparison, which could explain the negative effects on mental health.
Anto et al. (2023) further highlighted the dual nature of social media use, reporting that students experienced positive benefits through communication, support and social connection, but negative effects through fear of missing out, comparison with others and exposure to harmful content. This finding illustrates the complex and multifaceted nature of social media use. While social media can provide valuable opportunities for social support and connection, it can also create risks such as social comparison, fear of missing out, and exposure to negative or harmful content.
Collectively, these findings suggest that different activities undertaken on social media can have different psychological consequences, challenging the assumption that all social media use affects users in the same way. This has important implications for healthcare practice, as interventions aimed at promoting healthy social media use may need to focus on the quality of online interactions and the types of activities undertaken, rather than simply reducing time spent online.
Theme 4: Individual differences and vulnerability factors
Another important theme is that the impact of social media appears to vary between individuals. This suggests that social media effects are highly individualized rather than universal, and that certain individuals may be more vulnerable to negative outcomes than others.
Young et al. (2020) found that attachment style moderated the relationship between problematic social media use and wellbeing, with those displaying high anxious attachment being particularly vulnerable to negative outcomes. Individuals with high anxious attachment may be more likely to seek validation and reassurance through social media, making them more susceptible to the negative effects of problematic use. This finding highlights the importance of considering individual differences when assessing the impact of social media on mental health.
Wallinheimo and Evans (2025) found that anxiety and loneliness explained why some young adults were more susceptible to problematic social media use. Individuals who reported higher levels of anxiety and loneliness were more likely to engage in problematic social media use, which in turn was associated with poorer mental health outcomes. This suggests that interventions aimed at reducing problematic social media use may need to address underlying mental health issues, such as anxiety and loneliness, in order to be effective.
Di Cara et al. (2022) further demonstrated that social media users are not a homogeneous group, showing significant differences in wellbeing across platforms and between sexes. Instagram and Snapchat users tended to report better wellbeing, whereas YouTube users were more likely to report poorer mental health outcomes. This finding suggests that the type of platform and the nature of online interactions may influence mental health outcomes. Platforms that facilitate visual self-presentation and social comparison, such as Instagram and Snapchat, may have different effects on wellbeing than platforms that are more focused on content consumption, such as YouTube.
These findings indicate that demographic characteristics, personality traits and psychological vulnerabilities influence the impact of social media, supporting the argument that social media effects are highly individualized rather than universal. This has important implications for healthcare practice, as interventions aimed at promoting healthy social media use may need to be tailored to the specific needs and vulnerabilities of individual users.
4.3. Discussion
This review identified a complex relationship between social media use and mental health among young adults and adults. Overall, the evidence suggests that social media is neither entirely harmful nor beneficial. Instead, the effects appear to depend on how social media is used, the individual characteristics of users, and the social context in which engagement occurs. Studies consistently demonstrated associations between social media use and psychological outcomes such as anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness and wellbeing, although the strength and direction of these relationships varied across studies.
A key finding was that passive or problematic use of social media was associated with poorer mental health outcomes. Taylor et al. (2024) found that passive social media use increased anxiety, depression and stress, while Young et al. (2020) reported lower wellbeing and life satisfaction among individuals with problematic social media use. Similarly, Wallinheimo and Evans (2025) identified loneliness and anxiety as important factors associated with problematic social media and smartphone use. These findings suggest that excessive or passive engagement with social media may contribute to psychological distress, particularly among vulnerable individuals.
Another important finding was the role of loneliness. Several studies highlighted loneliness as a significant mediator between social media use and mental health. Taylor et al. (2024) demonstrated that loneliness explained the relationship between passive social media use and psychological distress, while Matthews et al. (2025) showed that specific online experiences, such as online victimisation and use of certain platforms, were associated with greater loneliness. These findings indicate that social media may not directly cause poor mental health but may influence feelings of social isolation that subsequently affect wellbeing.
The review also found evidence that the type and purpose of social media use are important. Anto et al. (2023) reported that social media can provide positive benefits through social support, connection and communication, while also creating risks such as social comparison and fear of missing out. Likewise, Yu et al. (2024) found that frequent posting on social media was associated with poorer mental health, whereas simply viewing content was not significantly related to psychological distress. These findings highlight that different patterns of use may have different consequences for mental health.


4.3.1. Implications for healthcare practice
The findings have several implications for healthcare professionals. First, practitioners should avoid viewing social media use as universally harmful and instead explore how individuals engage with social media. Assessments of mental health should include discussions about social media habits, including time spent online, types of activities undertaken and experiences such as cyberbullying, social comparison and online support.
Secondly, interventions aimed at reducing anxiety, depression and loneliness may benefit from addressing unhealthy social media behaviors. The evidence from Lambert et al. (2023) suggests that even a short break from social media can improve wellbeing and reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression. Healthcare professionals could therefore encourage patients to develop healthier digital habits and improve their awareness of online behaviors that may affect mental health. Additionally, social prescribing approaches could promote offline social connections to reduce loneliness among young people.
Thirdly, healthcare professionals should consider individual differences when assessing the impact of social media on mental health. As the review has shown, certain individuals may be more vulnerable to negative outcomes due to factors such as attachment style, anxiety, loneliness, and platform preferences. Tailored interventions that address these individual vulnerabilities may be more effective than generic advice to reduce social media use.

4.3.2. Strengths of this review
A major strength of this review is the inclusion of a range of study designs, including qualitative studies, cross-sectional surveys, longitudinal cohort studies and a randomised controlled trial. This provides a broad perspective on the relationship between social media and mental health. The inclusion of large population-based studies, such as the Understanding Society surveys and the ALSPAC cohort, strengthens the reliability and generalizability of some findings. In addition, the review considered both negative outcomes (depression, anxiety, loneliness) and positive outcomes (wellbeing and social connectedness), providing a balanced understanding of the evidence.
Another strength is the focus on recent peer-reviewed studies published between 2015 and 2026. This ensures that the review reflects current evidence and takes into account the rapidly evolving nature of social media platforms and usage patterns. The review also considered a range of platforms, including TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Snapchat, Reddit and WhatsApp, which provides a more comprehensive understanding of how different platforms may affect mental health.

4.3.3. Limitations of this review
There are several important limitations to consider when looking at the findings of this review.
First, many of the studies included in this review used cross-sectional designs, which makes it hard to prove cause and effect. Cross-sectional studies collect data at one single point in time, which means they can show links between things but cannot tell us which came first. Because of this, it is still not clear whether social media use causes poor mental health or whether people who already have mental health problems are more likely to use social media in certain ways. For example, people who are already feeling anxious or depressed may turn to social media as a way to cope, which could explain why there is a link between social media use and mental health problems. Studies that follow people over time or test things in controlled settings are needed to better understand whether social media use actually causes changes in mental health. These types of studies give stronger evidence because they can track changes and test cause and effect.
Second, most studies depended on self-reported measures of social media use, which can be affected by memory problems and inaccurate answers. Self-report measures ask people to guess how much time they spend on social media, what they do online, and how they feel about their use. However, people may not remember correctly how much time they spend on social media, or they may give answers that are not fully honest because they want to look good. For example, people may say they spend less time on social media than they really do because they feel ashamed about using it too much. More objective ways of measuring social media use, such as apps that track screen time or data from the platforms themselves, could give more accurate information in future studies. These methods can record actual time spent on social media without asking people to remember, which would make the results more trustworthy.
Third, there was a lot of difference in how social media use was measured across the studies, which makes it hard to compare them directly. Some studies looked at how often people used social media, such as how many times per day they checked their feeds. Others focused on whether people were passive users who just looked at content or active users who posted and interacted with others. Still others looked at specific platforms, such as time spent on Instagram, TikTok, or Facebook. This difference makes it difficult to draw clear conclusions about the overall effect of social media on mental health, because different measures may be looking at different things. Having standard ways of measuring social media use would help to make findings from different studies easier to compare. For example, researchers could agree on a common set of questions or methods to assess social media use, which would make it easier to see patterns and compare results.
Finally, most studies focused on young adults and teenagers, which limits how well the findings apply to older people. While young adults use social media a lot, older adults are also using social media more and more, and their experiences may be different from younger users. Older adults may use social media for different reasons, such as keeping in touch with family, reading news, or joining online groups. Their mental health may also be affected by different things, such as retirement, health problems, or feeling lonely. Future research should include more age groups to better understand how social media affects mental health at different stages of life. This would help to show whether the findings from studies of young adults also apply to older people or whether different patterns are seen.

4.3.4. Summary
This chapter reviewed 10 studies exploring the relationship between social media use and mental health. Overall, the findings suggest that social media can have both positive and negative effects on wellbeing. Negative outcomes such as anxiety, depression, stress and loneliness were commonly associated with passive, problematic or excessive use, while positive outcomes were linked to social support, communication and meaningful online interactions.


CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION

5.1. Recommendations
Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations can be made to support better mental health outcomes among UK adults who use social media. The findings suggest that the impact of social media depends not only on the amount of time spent online, but also on how people use social media, their reasons for using it and their individual circumstances (Kross et al., 2021; Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett, 2024). Therefore, recommendations should focus on promoting healthier patterns of use rather than simply encouraging people to stop using social media.
First, digital and media literacy should be improved. Adults should be given better information about the possible effects of social media on mental health, including social comparison, unrealistic content, misinformation and harmful online interactions. This is important because Ofcom (2024b) found that many adults had experienced different types of online harm. Better digital literacy could help individuals recognise harmful content and understand that social media does not always show a realistic picture of other people's lives. This may help reduce negative social comparison and unrealistic expectations (Festinger, 1954).
Second, health professionals should consider social media use when supporting people with mental health difficulties. Healthcare professionals could ask individuals about their social media experiences when assessing anxiety, depression, loneliness and psychological distress. However, social media should not automatically be considered the cause of poor mental health. Anto et al. (2023) found that social media could both increase and reduce anxiety, depending on how it was used. Therefore, professionals should consider social media alongside other factors, including relationships, employment, financial difficulties and social isolation.
Third, greater attention should be given to frequent posting and the reasons behind posting. This recommendation is particularly relevant to the findings of this study because Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett (2024) found that frequent posting was associated with increased psychological distress, whereas viewing was not. People who frequently post in order to receive approval, likes or positive feedback may benefit from developing healthier online behaviours. This could include reducing notifications, taking short breaks from posting and developing stronger offline social relationships.
Fourth, social comparison should be addressed through education and awareness. Festinger's (1954) social comparison theory suggests that individuals may compare themselves with others when evaluating their own lives. Social media can increase opportunities for comparison because users often present selected and positive aspects of their lives. This may contribute to feelings of inadequacy, anxiety or low self-esteem. Taylor, Yankouskaya and Panourgia (2024) found relationships between social media use, loneliness and psychological distress. Users should therefore be encouraged to recognise unrealistic online representations and consider how particular accounts affect their wellbeing.
Fifth, social media companies should take greater responsibility for online harms. Ofcom (2024b) identified misinformation, hateful content and other harmful experiences as important concerns for users. Platforms should strengthen systems for reporting harmful content, improve user controls and reduce the promotion of content that may negatively affect mental wellbeing. Greater protection is particularly important for people who may already be vulnerable to anxiety, loneliness or problematic social media use.
Finally, future research should examine the type and purpose of social media use rather than focusing only on total screen time. The findings of this study indicate that posting and viewing may have different relationships with mental health. Future studies should therefore examine activities such as posting, messaging, viewing, social comparison and exposure to harmful content separately. Longitudinal and experimental research would also be useful because associations between social media and mental health do not necessarily demonstrate causation. Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett (2024) provide useful longitudinal evidence, but other factors may still influence psychological wellbeing.

5.2. Conclusion
This dissertation examined the relationship between social media use and mental health among adults in the UK. The findings suggest that social media has both positive and negative effects and that its impact is more complex than simply considering the amount of time people spend online. Social media can provide opportunities for communication, social connection, emotional support and positive experiences (Katz, Blumler and Gurevitch, 1973; Anto et al., 2023). However, it can also expose users to social comparison, harmful content, misinformation, anxiety and loneliness (Festinger, 1954; Kross et al., 2021).
An important finding was that frequent posting was associated with increased psychological distress, while viewing was not (Yu, Dykxhoorn and Plackett, 2024). This challenges the simple assumption that active use is always positive and passive use is always negative. Previous research also suggests that different platforms and different types of use can have different effects on mental wellbeing (Di Cara et al., 2022; Matthews et al., 2025). Therefore, social media use should not be treated as one single behaviour.
The findings also highlight the importance of individual differences. Some people may use social media to maintain relationships and receive emotional support, while others may experience pressure, social comparison or dependence on online approval. This means that there is no single level of social media use that can be considered healthy for everyone. Young, Kolubinski and Frings (2020) and Wallinheimo and Evans (2025) demonstrate how individual characteristics may influence the relationship between social media use and mental health.
Overall, the evidence suggests that how and why people use social media may be more important than simply how long they spend online. Public health approaches should therefore focus on digital literacy, healthy online behaviours, protection from harmful content and support for individuals experiencing negative effects. Further research is needed to establish clearer causal relationships and to identify which interventions are most effective. A balanced and person-centred approach may help adults gain the social benefits of social media while reducing potential risks to their mental health.
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