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ABSTRACT   
Social media has become an integral part of young People's Daily lives, yet growing evidence suggests It may negatively influence body image and self-esteem, particularly among adolescents living in socioeconomical disadvantaged communities. This dissertation aims to critically explore the impact of social media on body image and self-esteem among young people aged 11 to 18 in low-income areas of the United Kingdom. The research sought to examine how social media contributes to body dissatisfaction and poor self-esteem, identify the mechanisms through which these effects occur, and evaluate implications for health and social care practise, policy and future research.
A qualitative secondary research design was adopted using a systematic literature review and thematic analysis. Peer reviewed literature between 2015 and 2025 was identified through electronic databases, including CINAHL, PsycINFO, PubMed, Scopus and Google Scholar. Studies were selected using predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria and critically appraised using the CRAAP framework to ensure credibility, relevance and quality. 5 high quality studies were analysed to identify reoccurring themes and patterns. 
The findings demonstrated that social media can negatively influence body image and self-esteem through appearance comparison, exposure to unrealistic beauty ideals, social comparison and appearance focused interactions. These effects were found to be amplified among young people living in low-income communities due to existing social inequalities, limited access to mental health support and increased vulnerability to psychological distress. 3 overarching themes emerged: social comparison and body dissatisfaction; psychological well-being and self-esteem; and the influence of socioeconomic disadvantage on vulnerability and resilience.
The study acknowledges limitations associated with secondary research, including reliance on existing evidence, variation in study methodologies and the limited availability of UK-specific research focusing exclusively on disadvantaged adolescents.
The dissertation concludes that social media represents an important public health issue requiring coordinated responses from health and social care professionals, schools, families and policymakers.
Recommendations include strengthening digital literacy education, expanding early mental health interventions promoting positive body image programmed and increasing support for young people in deprived communities. Further UK based longitudinal research is recommended to better understand the long-term relationship between social media use, body image and adolescent well-being.
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1.1 Introduction 
The rapid growth of social media has transformed how young people communicate, learn, and develop their identities. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and face book have become integral to adolescents’ daily lives, providing opportunities for social interaction, self-expression, and access to information (Ofcom, 2024). However, increasing concern has emerged regarding the potential negative effects of social media use on body image and self- esteem among young people, particularly those experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage.
Body image refers to individual’s perceptions, thoughts, and feelings about their physical appearance, while self-esteem relates to a person’s overall sense of self-worth and value (Cash and Smolak, 2019). Research suggests that the exposure to idealised images, appearance-focused content, and social comparison on social media can contribute to body dissatisfaction, low self- esteem, anxiety, and poor mental wellbeing among adolescents (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2023).
This dissertation investigates the impact of social media on body image and self-esteem among young people aged 11-18 living in low-income areas of the United Kingdom. 
Chapter 2 presents the background and literature review, examining existing research and policy developments. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology adopted for the study. Chapter 4 presents and discusses the findings, while Chapter 5 provides recommendations, conclusions, and implications for future research and practice.
1.2 Definitions and Terminology 
Several key concepts underpin this dissertation. Social media refers to internet-based applications that enable users to create, share and engage with content and social networks (Kaplan and Haelein, 2016) Popular platforms include Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, YouTube, and Facebook.
Body image is defined as the subjective perception and evaluation of one’s physical appearance, including thoughts, attitudes, and feelings towards the body (Grogan, 2021). Positive body image is associated with self-acceptance, whereas negative body image may result in body dissatisfaction and psychological distress. 
Self-Esteem refers to an individual’s overall evaluation of personal worth and competence (Rosenberg, 1965). High self-esteem contributes to resilience and wellbeing, while low self-esteem is linked to mental health difficulties and social challenges. 
Low-income areas refer to communities’ characteristics by higher levels of socioeconomic deprivation, limited access to resources, and increased vulnerability to health inequalities (Public Health England, 2021).
The following acronyms are used throughout the dissertation:
· NHS – National Health Service
· ONS - Office for National Statistics 
· PHE – Public Health England 
· WHO – World Health Organisation 
· UK – United Kingdom 
· SES – Socioeconomic Status 
These definitions provide clarity and establish a common understanding of the concepts explored throughout the study.
1.3 Background and Current Context 
The relationship between media exposure and body image concerns has been studied for several decades. Traditional forms of media, including television, magazines, and advertising, have historically promoted narrow standards of attractiveness that influenced perceptions of appearance among young people (Groesz et al., 2002). However, the emergence of social media has intensified these influences by allowing continuous exposure to curated images and peer-generated content.
The widespread availability of smartphones and internet access has significantly increased adolescents’ engagement with social media. According to Ofcom (2024), The majority of UK teenagers use social media daily, with many spending several hours online. While digital platforms offer social and educational benefits, concerns have been raised about their impact on mental health, body dissatisfaction, and self-esteem.
Recent policy discussions in the UK have highlighted the need to protect children and young people from harmful online content. The Online Safety Act (2023) represents a significant step towards improving digital safety. Despite these efforts, evidence suggests that young people in low-income communities may face additional risks due to reduced access to mental health support, digital literacy resources, and protective social factors (Marmot et al., 2020).
Understanding these issues remains important because adolescence is a critical developmental period during which identity, self-esteem and body image are shaped.
1.4 Rationale for Research and Problem Statement 
The increasing prevalence of social media use among adolescents has generated growing concern regarding its potential influence on body image and self-esteem. Although substantial research has explored these relationships, significant gaps remain regarding the experiences of young people living in low-income areas of the UK. Existing studies often focus on general adolescent populations without considering the additional impact of socioeconomic disadvantage.
This research is necessary because young people in deprived communities may experience heightened vulnerability to negative body image, reduced psychological wellbeing, and limited access to support services. Furthermore, social media algorithms frequently promote appearance- focused content, potentially reinforcing unrealistic beauty standards and social comparisons.  
The findings of this dissertation may benefit health and social care practitioners, educators, policymakers, parents, and youth support organisations. By examining the hidden harms associated with social media use, this study aims to contribute to evidence- based interventions and inform future policy and practices.
1.5 Aim and Objectives. 
Research Aim 
To explore the impact of social media on body image and self-esteem among young people aged 11-18 living in low-income areas within the UK.
Research Objectives 
Objective 1: To define and examine the concepts of social media, body image, self-esteem, and socioeconomic disadvantage in relation to adolescent wellbeing.
Objective 2: To analyse existing literature concerning the relationship between social media use, body image perceptions, self-esteem among young people.
Objective 3: To evaluate findings through thematic analysis and identify key factors influencing body image and self-esteem among adolescents living in low-income communities.
Objective 4: To recommend improvements for health and social care practice, education policy development, and future research aimed at reducing the negative impacts of social media on young people’s wellbeing.
These objectives provide a structural framework for achieving the overall aim of the dissertation and addressing identified gaps within the evidence base.
1.6 Conclusion 
This chapter introduced the topic of social media, body image, and self-esteem among young people aged 11-18 living in low-income areas of the United Kingdom. Key concepts and terminology were defined, historical and contemporary context was outlined, and the rationale for the study was established. The chapter highlighted the importance of investigating the potential hidden harms associated with social media use and identified gaps within existing research. The research aim and objectives provide clear direction for the study. Chapter 2 will present detailed review of the literature, theoretical perspectives, policy context, and current evidence surrounding the research topic. 













Chapter2: Background Information and Analysis 
2.1 Introduction
This chapter provides the background information and contextual analysis necessary to understand the relationship between social media, body image, and self-esteem among young people aged 11-18 living in low-income areas of the United Kingdom. The purpose of this chapter is to establish the historical theoretical, international and national context surrounding the research topic. Understanding these contexts is essential because social media has become deeply embedded within adolescent life and continues to influence identity development, social relationships, and perceptions of physical appearance.
The chapter begins by examining the historical development of media influences on body image and self-esteem, before exploring key theories that underpin current understanding of social media’s psychological effects. It then considers international perspectives and policy responses before focusing on the UK context, including relevant legislation and public health initiatives. This background provides a foundation for the methodology chapter and supports the interpretation of findings presented later in the dissertation.
2.2 Historical Background 
Concerns regarding the influence of media on body image are not new. Historically, newspapers, television, magazines, and advertising played significant roles in roles shaping societal perceptions of beauty and attractiveness. Throughout the twentieth century, Western media increasingly promoted idealised standards of physical appearance, particularly thinness among females and muscularity among males (Grogan, 2021).
These representations often failed to reflect population diversity and contribution to unrealistic expectations regarding physical appearance.
During the 1960s and 1970s, researchers began examining the relationship between media exposure and body dissatisfaction. Early studies identified links between exposure to idealised images and negative self-perceptions, particularly among adolescent girls (Tiggemann, 2015). By the 1990s, concerns had expanded beyond traditional media to include emerging digital technologies and internet-based communication. 
The development of social networking sites marked a significant turning point. The launch of Facebook in 2004, YouTube in 2005, Instagram 2010, Snapchat 2011, and TikTok internationally in 2018 transformed how young people interact with media content (Keles et al., 2020). Unlike traditional media, social media allows users to create, edit, and share content while receiving immediate feedback through likes, comments, and shares. This interactive nature has increased opportunities for social comparison and appearance-based validation. 
Several organisations have played influential roles in highlighting concerns about body image and adolescent wellbeing. The World Health Organisation (WHO) has consistently emphasised the importance of mental health promotion among young people. Similarly, the Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH) published its influential report #StatusofMind (2017), which identified Instagram and Snapchat as potentially harmful platforms for young people’s mental health and body image.
Research by psychologist such as Festinger (1954), who developed Social Comparisons Theory, and Bandura (1977), who introduced Social Learning Theory, laid the foundations for understanding how media influences self-perception and behaviour. More recently, scholars including Fardouly and Vartanian (2023) have explored the specific mechanisms through which social media contributes to body dissatisfaction and reduced self-esteem.
The COVID-19 pandemic represents another important milestone. During periods of lockdown, social media use increased significantly among adolescents due to school closures and social restrictions (Rideout and Robb, 2021). Increased screen time raised concerns regarding mental health outcomes and intensified discussions about online safety.
Today, social media remains a dominant influence in adolescent development. While digital platforms provide opportunities for social connection and self-expression, concerns regarding body image, self-esteem, cyberbullying, and mental wellbeing continue to attract significant academic, professional, and political attention.
2.3 Theoretical Background 
Several theories provide framework for understanding how social media influences body image and self-esteem among young people. 
Social Comparison Theory 
Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison Theory suggest that individuals evaluate themselves by comparing their abilities, characteristics, and appearance with those of others. Social media platforms provide constant opportunities for such comparisons through images, videos and influencer content. Upward comparisons, where individuals compare themselves with perceived superior others, may contribute to dissatisfaction and reduced self-esteem.
Research by Fardouly et al. (2018) found that adolescents who frequently engaged in appearance- related comparisons on social media reported lower body satisfaction and greater psychological distress. The theory remains highly relevant because social media environments actively encourage comparisons through visible metrics such as likes, followers, and comments. 
However, critics argue the Social Comparison Theory does not fully explain individual differences. Some young people demonstrate resilience despite extensive social media exposure, suggesting that personal, social, and environmental factors also influence outcomes.
Social Learning Theory 
Bandura’s (1977) Social Learning Theory proposes that behaviour is learned through observation, imitation, and reinforcement. Social Media influencers, celebrities, and peers act as role models whose behaviours and appearances may be copied by adolescents.
Studies have demonstrated that exposure to appearance-focused influencers can shape young people’s beliefs regarding beauty, fitness and lifestyle behaviours (Brown and Tiggemann, 2021). Positive reinforcement through online engagement continued conformity to perceived appearance ideals.
A limitation pf Social Learning Theory is that it may underestimate individual agency and critical thinking. Young people do not automatically imitate observed behaviours and may actively challenge unrealistic representations.
Objectification Theory
Objectification Theory, developed by Fredrickson and Roberts (1997), suggests that individuals, particularly females, internalise an observer’s perspective of their bodies and evaluate themselves based on appearances monitoring through photographs and edited images.
Research indicates that self-objectification is associated with body shame, anxiety, eating disturbances, and lower self-esteem (Cohen et al., 2018). The theory is particularly useful for explaining the psychological consequences of image-based social media platforms.
However, critics argue that the theory primarily focuses on female experiences and may not adequately address the growing body image concerns experienced by adolencent boys. 
Uses and Gratifications Theory
Uses and Gratifications Theory proposes that individuals actively use media to satisfy personal needs such as entertainment, social interactions, identity formation, and information seeking (Katz et al., 1973). This perspective acknowledges that social media can provide positive outcomes, including social support and community belonging.
Research suggests that adolescents often use social media to maintain friendships, access health information, and express themselves creatively (Valkenburg et al., 2022). This theory provides a more balanced understanding by recognising both risks and benefits.
Overall, these theories collectively demonstrate that social media’s impact on body image and self-esteem is complex and influenced by psychological, social, and environmental factors. While each theory offers valuable insights, none fully explains the experiences of all adolescents, highlighting the need for continued research.
 2.4 International Context
The influence of social media on body image and self-esteem is recognised as a global public health concern. Across many countries, researchers and policymakers have identified increasing rates of body dissatisfaction, anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem among adolescents associated with social media use (WHO, 2024).
In north America, particularly the United States and Canada, extensive research has explored the relationship between social media and mental health. Educational programmes promoting a digital literacy and positive body image have been implemented in schools to help young people critically evaluate online content (American Psychological Association, 2023).
Australia has adopted a proactive approach through the eSafety Commissioner, which provide resources addressing cyberbullying, online safety and digital wellbeing. Australian schools increasingly incorporate digital resilience programmes aimed at helping young people manage social media pressures (Australian Government, 2024).
Several European countries have introduced policies targeting image manipulation and advertising standards. France introduced legislation requiring digitally altered commercial images to be labelled, aiming to reduce unrealistic beauty expectations. Norway implemented regulations requiring influencers to disclose retouched images on social media (OECD, 2023).
In contrast, many low-and middle-income countries face challenges related to limited mental health services, rapid digital expansion, and inadequate regulation of online content. However, increasing awareness has prompted international collaboration through organisations such as WHO and UNICEF.
A useful comparative example can be found between Scandinavian countries and the United Kingdom. Scandinavian nation generally adopts preventative approaches that emphasise wellbeing, digital citizenship, and media literacy within school curricula. Evidence suggests these approaches may strengthen resilience and critical thinking among adolescents (Livingstone and Stoilova, 2021).
Despite policy differences, common international trends include increasing social media engagement among young people, growing concern regarding appearance-related pressures, and recognition of the need for stronger online protections. Global initiatives increasingly focus on promoting digital literacy, safeguarding mental health, and encouraging responsible platform governance.
International experiences demonstrate that while social media presents universal challenges, cultural, economic, and policy context significantly influence outcomes and intervention strategies. 
2.5 National and Local UK Context 
within the United Kingdom, social media use among young people has become widespread. Ofcom (2024) reports that the majority of adolescents access social media daily, with platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and YouTube forming an important part of their social lives. While these platforms provide opportunities for communication and learning, increasing concerns have emerged regarding their impact on mental health, body image, and self-esteem. 
National evidence suggests that body dissatisfaction among young people is increasing. The Mental Health Foundation (2023) reported that concerns regarding appearance are common among adolescents with anxiety, depression, and reduced self-confidence. Yong people from disadvantaged backgrounds may face additional vulnerabilities due to social inequalities and reduced access to support services.   
Several national policies seek to address these concerns. The Online Safety Act 2023 represents a significant development in the UK regulation. The legislation places responsibilities on technology companies to protect children from harmful online content and improve platform accountability. Ofcom has been designated as the regulator responsible for overseeing implementation 
The Department for Education also promotes mental health and wellbeing through guidance encouraging schools to support digital literacy resilience, online safety. Relationship, Sex and Health Education (RSHE) include content addressing online influences, self-esteem, and healthy relationships.
Public health organisations have similarly highlighted concerns regarding body image. The Mental Health Foundation and the Royal Society for Public Heath have called for stronger regulation of digitally altered images, improved education regarding social media use, and greater support for vulnerable young people.
At the local level, responses vary across regions. Many local authorities have developed youth wellbeing programmes digital inclusion initiatives, and school-based mental health support services. Hower, access to resources often differs according to local funding availability and levels of deprivation.
Young people living in low-income areas frequently experience wider social determinants of health, including poverty, educational inequalities, housing challenges, and reduced access to mental health services (Marmot et al., 2020). These factors may increase susceptibility to the negative effects of social media while limiting access to protective support mechanisms.
Consequently, understanding the experiences of adolescents in low-income communities is particularly important. Examining how social media influences body image and self-esteem within this context may help identify strategies for reducing inequalities and improving health outcomes. 
2.6 Conclusion 
This chapter has examined the historical, theoretical, international, and UK contexts relating to social media, body image, and self-esteem among young people. The discussion demonstrated how media influences have evolved overtime, highlighted key theories explaining social media’s psychological effects, and explored global and national responses to emerging concerns. International evidence indicates widespread recognition of the issue, while UK policies increasingly focus on online safety and mental wellbeing. This chapter also highlighted the additional vulnerabilities experienced by young people living in low-income communities. This background provides the foundation for Chapter 3 which outlines the methodology used to investigate the research topic. 




Chapter3: Methods and Search Strategy 
3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodology use to investigate the impact of social media on body image and self-esteem among young people aged 11-18 living in low-income areas within the United Kingdom. A desk- based literature review was selected as the most appropriate research approach because it enabled the collection and analysis of existing academic evidence relating to the research topic. The academic methodology poster provided a visual summary of the research process, while this chapter expands upon each stage in greater detail. The methods described within this chapter were used to identify, evaluate, and analyse sources that formed the basis of the thematic findings presented in chapter 4.
3.2 Search Strategy 
A structured search strategy was developed to ensure that relevant and high-quality literature was identified. Keywords were derived directly from the dissertation title, research aim, and objectives. Primary search terms include “social media”, “body image”, “self-esteem”, “adolescents”, “young people”, “teenagers”, “mental health”, “Social comparison”, “low-income communities”, “socioeconomic disadvantage”, and “United Kingdom”. Additional professional and academic terms such as “body dissatisfaction”, “psychological wellbeing”, “digital media”, and “online platforms” were also incorporated. 
Boolean operators were used to improve search accuracy and relevance. The operator AND was used to combine key concepts, for example “social media AND body image AND adolescents”. The operator OR was used to broaden searches by including synonyms such as “young people OR adolescents OR teenagers”. The operator NOT was occasionally used to exclude unrelated studies.
A search log was maintained throughout the research process to record keywords, databases used, search dates and the number of results obtained. This structure approach ensured transparency and consistency while allowing the search strategy to be refined when necessary 
3.3 Searching for information
The literature search was conducted using a range of academic databases and reputable websites. The primary database includes Google Scholar, Pub Med, ScienceDirect PsycINFO, the University of Wales Trinity St David (UWTSD) online library. These databases were selected because they provide access to peer-reviewed journal articles, Systematic reviews, government reports, and evidence-based publications relevant to health, social care, psychology, and adolescent while being.
Several filters were applied to narrow the search results. Publications were limited to those published between 2015 and 2025 to ensure currency and relevance. Peer reviewed journal articles were prioritised, although selected government reports and publications from recognised organisations search as the World Health Organisation (WHO), Ofcom, and the mental Health Foundation were also included due to their authority and relevance.
The search process required several adjustments. Initial searches produced large number of results relating to social media and mental health generally. Therefore, additional terms such as “body image”, “self-esteem”, “adolescents”, and “United Kingdom” were added to improve specificity. A source tracking table was created to record key findings, Research methods, strengths, limitations, and relevance to research question. This helped organise and compare the literature effectively.
3.4 Research Validation 
To ensure the quality and credibility of the literature included within this dissertation, a systematic validation process was adopted. Initially, articles were skimmed by reviewing titles, abstracts, introductions, and conclusions to determine their relevance to research topic. sources that did not directly address social media body image, self-esteem, or adolescent populations were excluded.



A Source Tracking Table was used to record and evaluate the literature included in this study. It summarises the key details, quality and relevance of each source, supporting a systematic approach to the literature review.
	Author & Year
	Article Title
	Type of Study
	Research Method & Sample Size
	Strengths & Limitations
	Main Findings
	Keywords & Codes
	Notes and Comments

	Holland & Tiggemann (2016)
	A Systematic Review of the Impact of the Use of Social Networking Sites on Body Image and Disordered Eating Outcomes
	Systematic Review 
	Review of 20+ empirical studies involving adolescents and young adults 
	Strengths: High-level evidence synthesises multiple studies. 
Limitations: Mainly female participants; cannot establish causality.

	Social networking site use is consistently associated with body dissatisfaction, appearance comparison and disordered eating behaviours. 
	Social media; Body image: Appearance comparison; Body dissatisfaction 
	Strong foundation article supporting the overall relationship between social media and body image.

	Fardouly & Vartanian (2016)
	Social media and Body Image Concerns: Current Research and Future Directions 
	Narrative Literature Review 
	Reviews current psychological research on social media and body image 
	Strengths: Explains theoretical mechanisms.
Limitations: 
Not a systematic review 
	Appearance comparison and self-objectification explain how social media lowers body satisfaction and self-esteem.
	Self-esteem; Social Comparison; Body image; Self-objectification 
	Supports Social Comparison Theory used throughout the dissertation.

	Cohen, Newton-John & Slater (2018)
	The Relationship Between Facebook and Instagram Appearance-Focused Activities and Body Image Concerns in Young Women
	Quantitative Cross-sectional Study
	Questionnaire survey of young women 
	Strengths: Platform- specific evidence.
Limitations: Female-only sample and cross-sectional design.
	Appearance-focused activities on Instagram and Facebook increase body dissatisfaction through appearance comparison.
	Instagram; Facebook; Appearance comparison; Body dissatisfaction
	Demonstrates that image-based platforms have greater negative effects than general social;

	Kelly et al. (2019)
	Social Media Use and Adolescents Mental Health: Findings from the UK Millennium Cohort Study  
	Longitudinal cohort Study 
	Uk Millennium Cohort Study of approximately 10,000 adolescents aged 14
	Strengths: Large nationally representative UK sample. 
Limitations: Older evidence and fewer UK studies.

	Social media contribute to muscularity ideals, body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem in boys.
	Male body image; Muscularity; Self-esteem; social media 
	Adds balance by demonstrating that body image concerns affect both boys and girls.

	Griffiths Murray & Touyz (2015)
	Disordered Eating and the Muscular Ideal in Male Adolescents 
	Literature Review 
	Review of Studies on adolescents’ males 
	Strengths: Addresses an under- research group 
Limitations: Older evidence and fewer UK studies  
	Social media contributes to muscularity ideals, body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem in boys 
	Male boy image; Muscularity; Self- esteem; social media 
	Adds balance by demonstrating that body image concerns affect both boys and girls.



The CRAPP test (Currency, Relevance, Authority, and Purpose) was applied to assess the reliability of each source. Currency was particularly important because social media trends change rapidly. Relevance ensured that sources addressed the research question. Authority was assessed by considering the qualifications of authors, publication journals and institutional afflictions. Accuracy was evaluated by examining research methods, evidence, and citations. Purpose involved identifying potential bias or commercial influence.
For example, peer-reviewed studies published in recognised journals were prioritised over opinion-based articles because they demonstrated stronger methodological rigour and academic credibility.























Summery Table
	
	Author & Year
	Article Title
	Article Summary
	Keywords / Codes

	Article 1
	Holland, G. & Tiggemann, M. (2016)
	A Systematic Review of the Impact of the Use of Social Networking Sites on Body Image and Disordered Eating Outcomes 
	Systematic review examining the relationship between social networking sites, body dissatisfaction, appearance comparison and disordered eating. 
	
Social media, Body image, Adolescents, Appearance Comparison 

	CRAAP Notes
	Currency             Published within the last 10 years 
Relevance           Directly relevant 
Authority              Published in Body Image 
Accuracy              Systematic review 
Purpose               Informative and evidence-based 
	CRAAP Score
5/5

	

	Article 2
	Fardouly, J. & Vartanian, L.R. (2016)
	Social media and Body Image Concerns: Current Research and Future Directions
	Review evidence linking social media use with body dissatisfaction, appearance comparison and reduced self-esteem.
	Instagram, Self- esteem, social comparison


	CRAAP Notes
	Currency 
Relevance 
Authority 
Accuracy 
Purpose 
	CRAAP Score
5/5

	

	Article 3
	Cohen, R., Newton-John, T. &Slater, A. (2018)
	The Relationship Between Facebook and Instagram Appearance- Focused Activities and Body Image Concerns 
	Investigates how appearance-focused activities on Facebook and Instagram affect body image and self-esteem,
	Instagram, Appearance comparison, Self-esteem


	CRAAP Notes
	Currency 
Relevance
Authority 
Accuracy 
Purpose 
	CRAAP Score
5/5

	




	
Article 4

	Kelly, Y. et al. (2019)
	Social Media Use and Adolescent Mental Health 
	Large UK longitudinal study demonstrating associations between heavy social media use and poorer mental wellbeing 
	
Mental health. 
UK adolescents, Wellbeing 

	CRAAP Notes
	Currency 
Relevance 
Authority 
Accuracy 
Purpose 
	CRAAP Score
5/5

	

	
	
	

	Article 5
	Ofcom (2024)
	Children and Parents: Media Use and Attitudes Report 2024
	National report examining digital media and online behaviour among UK children and adolescents. 
	UK statistics, social media use, Adolescents. 


	CRAAP Notes
	Currency 
Relevance 
Authority             UK communications regulator
Accuracy             National survey 
Purpose              Informative 


	CRAAP Score
5/5

	

	Article 6
	NHS Digital (2023)
	Mental Health of Children and Young People in England 
	National report outlining the prevalence of mental health disorders among children and adolescents in England.
	
Mental health, NHS, Children

	CRAAP Notes 
	Currency 
Relevance 
Authority                NHS Digital 
Accuracy               National dataset
Purpose                 Informative 
	CRAAP Score
5/5

	

	Article 7
	Mental Health Foundation (2023)
	Body Image Report
	Discusses the relationship between body image, self- esteem and mental wellbeing in young people.
	Body image, Mental wellbeing 

	CRAAP Notes 
	Currency 
Relevance 
Authority                 National mental health charity 
Accuracy                Evidence-based report
Purpose                  Educational
	CRAAP Score
5/5

	

	Article 8
	World Health Organisation (2024)
	Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) Study
	International report examining adolescent health behaviours, digital technology use and wellbeing.
	
WHO, Adolescents, Mental wellbeing 

	CRAAP Notes
	Currency 
Relevance 
Authority                WHO
Accuracy               International research
Purpose                 Informative 
	CRAAP Score
5/5

	

	Article 9
	Griffiths, S., Murray, S.B. & Touyz, S. (2015)
	Drive for Muscularity and Body Image in Adolescent Boys
	Explores body dissatisfaction and muscularity concerns amongst adolescent boys using social media.
	Boys Muscularity, Body image


	CRAAP Notes 
	Currency                Still widely cited 
Relevance  
Authority                Peer-reviewed journal 
Purpose                  Information
	CRAAP Score
5/5


	




	

	Article 10
	Grogan, S. (2022)
	Body Image: Understanding Body Dissatisfaction in Men, Women and Children (4th Edition)
	Comprehensive academic text examining body image theories, psychological influence and interventions.
	Body image theory, Self-esteem 

	CRAAP Notes 
	 
Currency 
Relevance 
Authority                Leading academic author 
Accuracy               Evidence- based textbook 
Purpose                    Educational 

	CRAAP Score
5/5


	










	Author & Year
	Article Title
	Type of Study
	Research Method & Sample Size
	Strengths & Limitations
	Main Findings
	Keywords & Codes
	Notes and Comments

	Holland & Tiggemann (2016)
	A Systematic Review of the Impact of the Use of Social Networking Sites on Body Image and Disordered Eating Outcomes
	Systematic Review 
	Review of 20+ empirical studies involving adolescents and young adults 
	Strengths: High-level evidence synthesises multiple studies. 
Limitations: Mainly female participants; cannot establish causality.

	Social networking site use is consistently associated with body dissatisfaction, appearance comparison and disordered eating behaviours. 
	Social media; Body image: Appearance comparison; Body dissatisfaction 
	Strong foundation article supporting the overall relationship between social media and body image.

	Fardouly & Vartanian (2016)
	Social media and Body Image Concerns: Current Research and Future Directions 
	Narrative Literature Review 
	Reviews current psychological research on social media and body image 
	Strengths: Explains theoretical mechanisms.
Limitations: 
Not a systematic review 
	Appearance comparison and self-objectification explain how social media lowers body satisfaction and self-esteem.
	Self-esteem; Social Comparison; Body image; Self-objectification 
	Supports Social Comparison Theory used throughout the dissertation.

	Cohen, Newton-John & Slater (2018)
	The Relationship Between Facebook and Instagram Appearance-Focused Activities and Body Image Concerns in Young Women
	Quantitative Cross-sectional Study
	Questionnaire survey of young women 
	Strengths: Platform- specific evidence.
Limitations: Female-only sample and cross-sectional design.
	Appearance-focused activities on Instagram and Facebook increase body dissatisfaction through appearance comparison.
	Instagram; Facebook; Appearance comparison; Body dissatisfaction
	Demonstrates that image-based platforms have greater negative effects than general social;

	Kelly et al. (2019)
	Social Media Use and Adolescents Mental Health: Findings from the UK Millennium Cohort Study  
	Longitudinal cohort Study 
	Uk Millennium Cohort Study of approximately 10,000 adolescents aged 14
	Strengths: Large nationally representative UK sample. 
Limitations: Older evidence and fewer UK studies.

	Social media contribute to muscularity ideals, body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem in boys.
	Male body image; Muscularity; Self-esteem; social media 
	Adds balance by demonstrating that body image concerns affect both boys and girls.

	Griffiths Murray & Touyz (2015)
	Disordered Eating and the Muscular Ideal in Male Adolescents 
	Literature Review 
	Review of Studies on adolescents’ males 
	Strengths: Addresses an under- research group 
Limitations: Older evidence and fewer UK studies  
	Social media contributes to muscularity ideals, body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem in boys 
	Male boy image; Muscularity; Self- esteem; social media 
	Adds balance by demonstrating that body image concerns affect both boys and girls.









3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
Clear inclusion and exclusion were established to maintain consistency throughout the literature review process.
Inclusion Criteria
Sources were included if they:
· Were published between 2015 and 2025.
· Were peer reviewed academic journal articles.
· Focused on social media, body image self-esteem or adolescent mental well-being.
· Examined young people aged approximately 11 to 18 years.
· Included UK-based research or internationally relevant evidence.
· Were published in English.

Exclusion criteria
Sources were excluded if they:
· Were published before 2015 unless considered historically significant.
· Were opinion articles blogs or non-academic sources.
· Focused exclusively on adults rather than adolescents.
· Lacked sufficient methodological detail.
· We’re not available in English.
These criteria ensured that the evidence base remained focused, current, and academically robust while supporting the overall aim of the dissertation.
3.6 Data Analysis and Thematic Analysis 
Following the selection of relevant literature, thematic analysis was used to identify recurring patterns and key concepts across the evidence base. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-stage framework for thematic and analysis was adopted because it provides a clear and systematic approach to analysing qualitative data.
The first stage involved familiarisation with the literature through repeated reading of selected sources. The second stage involved generating initial code by identifying recurring concepts related to social media use, body image, self-esteem, and socioeconomic disadvantage. The third stage involved grouping codes into broader categories and potential themes.
The fourth stage consisted of reviewing and refining themes to ensure they accurately represented the evidence. The fifth stage involved defining and naming themes, while the final stage focused on producing a coherent narrative that linked the findings to the research objectives and existing literature.
This process enabled the identification of key themes that emerged across the literature. These themes form the basis of the findings and discussion presented in Chapter 4. Thematic analysis was considered appropriate because it allowed complex relationships between social media use, body image, and self-esteem to be explored systematically while identifying common patterns across multiple studies.
3.7 Ethical Considerations
as this study utilised secondary data from published sources, ethical approval was not required. No primary data were collected, and no participants were directly involved. Nevertheless, ethical research principles were followed throughout the project. Academic integrity was maintained through accurate citation and referencing of all sources using the Harvard referencing system. Efforts were made to ensure that literature was represented fairly and objectively without misinterpretation of findings. Additionally, only credible and publicly available sources were used. These measures helped ensure the reliability, transparency, and ethical conduct of the research process.
3.8 Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined the methodology used to conduct the dissertation. A structured literature review was undertaken using Systematic search strategy across multiple academic databases. The inclusion and exclusion criteria, source validation process, and thematic analysis approach were explained in detail. The use of the CRAAP framework ensured the credibility and relevance of the selected evidence, while thematic analysis provided a systematic method for identifying patterns within the literature. Together, these methods created a robust foundation for the study. Chapter 4 will present the findings and discussion arising from the thematic analysis of selected literature.
 



Chapter 4: Findings and Discussions 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the findings from the thematic analysis undertaken following the systematic literature reviewed described in chapter 3. Braun and Clark’s (2006) six-stage thematic analysis framework was used to identify recurring patterns across peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports and policy documents relating to social media, body image, and self-esteem among young people aged 11 to 18 years living in low-income areas of the United Kingdom. Three overarching themes emerged from the analysis: (1) social media, Appearance Comparison and body image dissatisfaction; (2) The Psychological Impact of social media on Self-Esteem and Mental Well-being; and (3) Socioeconomic Inequalities, Digital Vulnerability and Protective Factors. These themes are critically examined in relation to current evidence, theoretical perspectives and UK policy to address the overall research aim.
4.2 Thematic Analysis 
Thematic analysis Is widely recognised qualitative method for identifying, analysing and interpreting patterns within qualitative data (Braun and Clark,2006). Within this dissertation, thematic analysis was applied to synthesise findings from a range of secondary sources including peer-reviewed journal articles, systematic reviews, UK government publications and reports from recognised organisations such as Ofcom, the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the Mental Health Foundation.
The process began by repeatedly reading the selected literature to gain familiarity with the evidence. Initial codes were generated based on recurring concepts relating to body image, self-esteem, social media use, mental well-being and socioeconomic disadvantage. Similar codes were grouped into broader categories before being refined into three overarching themes. This process enabled similarities and differences between studies to be identified while ensuring that themes accurately represented the evidence base.
The three themes presented in this chapter collectively answer the research question by examining how social media influences body image and self-esteem among adolescents, while also considering the wider impact of poverty, health inequalities and access to support services. Rather than presenting a descriptive summary of the literature, each theme critically evaluates existing evidence, identifies inconsistency between studies and discusses implications for health and social care policy and practice.
4.3 Theme One: Social Media, Appearance Comparison and Body Image Dissatisfaction 
Definition and Background
Body image refers to an individual's perceptions, beliefs, thoughts and feelings regarding their own physical appearance (Grogan, 2021). Positive body image reflects body acceptance and appreciation, where is body dissatisfaction occurs when individuals perceive themselves a fading to meet socially desirable standards during adolescence body image becomes particularly important because young people undergo rapid physical, emotional and psychological development while establishing their personal identity and self-concept.
The literature consistently demonstrates that social media has transformed the development of body image among adolescents. Unlike traditional media, which primarily involved passive consumption of television programmes or magazines, social media encourages continuous interaction through image sharing, editing commenting and receiving feedback from peers. Platforms including Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat expose users to carefully selected and digitally enhanced images that frequently promote unrealistic standards of beauty (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2023). Consequently, adolescents often compare their appearance with idealised representations that are really achievable in everyday life.
The increasing popularity of filters and artificial intelligence, image-editing applications has further complicated this issue Brown and Tiggemann (2021) Argue that edited images distort perceptions of normal appearance by creating unrealistic expectations regarding body shape, skin complexion, and facial features. These technologies contribute to what researchers describe as appearance perfectionism, where young people feel increasing pressure to achieve unrealistic body ideals.
Young people living within low-income communities may experience additional challenges because wider social determinants of health influence psychological resilience. Poverty, housing and insecurity, educational disadvantage unlimited access to mental health support may reduce young people's ability to challenge unrealistic online representations (Marmot et al., 2020). Consequently, social media should not be viewed as the sole cause of body dissatisfaction but rather one factor operating within broader social and environmental contexts.


Statistical Evidence
Evidence suggests that social media use has become almost universal among adolescents. Ofcom (2024) reported that over 90% of young people aged 12 to 17 years regularly use at least one social media platform, with many spending between three and five hours online each day. TikTok, Instagram and Snapchat were identified as the most frequently used image-based platforms.
The Mental Health Foundation (2023) found that approximately one-third of young people in the UK experience concerned regarding their body image, while Girlguiding UK’s Girls’ Attitudes Survey (2023) Reported that nearly half of girls aged 11-21 regularly compare themselves with images reviewed on social media. Similar findings were reported internationally by the World Health Organisation (2024), which identified increasing body dissatisfaction as a growing public health concern among adolescents.
Although these statistics demonstrate a strong association between social media use and body dissatisfaction, researchers emphasise that correlation should not automatically be interpreted as causation. Individual experiences vary considerably according to personality, family relationships socioeconomic status and existing mental health.
Social Comparison Theory 
Festinger’s (1954) Social Comparison Theory Provides one of the strongest explanations for the findings identified within the literature. The theory proposes that individuals naturally evaluate themselves by comparing their abilities, achievement and physical appearance with those of others. While comparison is considered a normal psychological process, social media dramatically increases opportunities for upward comparison because users are continually exposed two highly attractive celebrities, influences and peer presenting idealised versions of themselves.
Fardouly and Vartanian (2023) Argue that image-based platforms intensify appearance comparison because photographs Are frequently edited before publication. Consequently, adolescents compare themselves with unrealistic standards rather than genuine representations of everyday appearance. This repeated comparison contributes to reduced body satisfaction and increased appearance anxiety, 
Brown and Tiggemann (2021) experimentally examined adolescent girls’ Responses to Instagram influencers. Participants exposed to appearance focused influencer content reported significantly greater body dissatisfaction than those viewing travel or nature photographs. These findings strongly support Social Comparison Theory by demonstrating that repeated exposure to idealised appearance standards negatively influence body satisfaction.
However, the literature also identifies limitations. Valkenburg et al. (2022) Argue that social media does not affect all adolescents equally. Young people with strong family relationships, higher self-esteem and greater digital literacy often demonstrate resilience against negative appearance comparisons. Therefore, although Social Comparison Theory explains many findings, it cannot fully account for individual differences or wider environmental influences.  
Objectification Theory
Objectification Theory, developed by Fredrickson and Roberts (1977), provide a second explanation for body dissatisfaction associated with social media use. The theory suggests that individuals, particularly girls and young women, internalise an observer’s perspective of their own bodies and begin evaluating themselves according to appearance rather than personal qualities or achievements. 
Image-based social media platforms encourage self-objectification through selfies, filters, photo editing and public feedback in the form of likes and comments. Adolescents may therefore become increasingly concerned with how they appear to others rather than how they feel about themselves.
Cohen et al. (2019) Found that frequent selfie editing and appearance-focused posting they're associated with greater body surveillance and lower body appreciation among adolescents, supporting the principles of Objectification Theory.
Despite its strengths, critics argue that Objectification Theory focuses predominantly on female experiences. Recent evidence suggests that adolescent boys are also experiencing increasing pressure to achieve muscular and athletic body ideals promoted through fitness influences and online media. Consequently, body dissatisfaction should be recognised as affecting both genders, although experiences may differ according to cultural expectations and social norms.
Critical Analysis of the Literature 
The evidence consistently demonstrates Uh relationship between social media use and body dissatisfaction; however. There is debate regarding the strength and direction of this relationship. Kales et al. (2020) conducted a systematic review of studies investigating social media Use was associated with poorer body image, anxiety and psychological distress. However, the authors also highlighted methodological limitations within many studies including cross-sectional designs that made it difficult to determine whether social media causes body dissatisfaction or whether adolescents with existing body image concerns are simply more likely to engage with appearance focused content. This limitation suggests that causality remains uncertain.
Similarly, Fardouly and Vartanian (2023) Argue that appearance-based activities such as viewing influences, editing photographs, and comparing physical appearance with others, uh more strongly associated with body dissatisfaction then overall time spent on social media. Their findings suggest that the quality of engagement is more important than the quantity of use. This distinction is particularly important because many earlier studies focused only on-screen time without considering the different ways in which adolescents interact with digital platforms.
Brown and Tiggemann (2021) provide stronger evidence through an experimental study examining adolescent girls’ exposure to Instagram influencers. Their findings demonstrate that participants who viewed idolised influencer images reported significantly greater body dissatisfaction then participants exposed to neutral content. Experimental research strengthens the evidence because it allows greater control over confounding variables. Nevertheless, the study primarily focused on female participants, limiting the generalisability of its findings to adolescent boys. Recent evidence indicates that boys also experience increasing appearance pressures related to muscularity, fitness and athletic performance promoted through social media, suggesting that future research should adopt a more inclusive approach.
Conversely, Valkenburg et al. (2022) Challenge the assumption that social media is inherently harmful. Their longitudinal research suggests that adolescents experience social media differently depending on individuals’ characteristics including personality, resilience, Family support and existing mental health. While some young people experienced reduced body confidence following appearance comparison, other reported increased confidence, social connectedness and opportunities for positive self -expression. These finding highlight the importance of avoiding simplistic assumptions regarding the impact of social media and instead recognising the complexity of adolescent digital experiences. 
Collectively, these studies indicate that body dissatisfaction cannot be attributed solely to social media. Instead, social media interacts with wider psychological, family and socioeconomic influences, reinforcing the need for holistic approaches within health and social care practice.


UK Policy and Legislative Context 
Growing concerns regarding online homes have promoted significant policy developments within the UK. The Online Safety Act 2023 represents the most substantial legislative response to online safety by placing greater responsibility on technology companies to reduce children's exposure to harmful content. Social media platforms are now expected to implement stronger safety measures, improve age verification procedures and remove content likely to cause psychological harm to children and young people although the legislation has been widely welcomed some researchers argue that it focuses primarily on illegal and explicitly harmful Content while offering less protection against the subtle psychological effects of algorithm-driven appearance ideal and influencer culture.
Educational policy also recognises the importance of promoting positive body image and digital resilience. The Department for Education’s Relationships, Sex and Health Education (RSHE) Guidance encourages schools to teach pupils about healthy relationships, media literacy, online influences and self -esteem. By developing critical thinking skills schools aim to help young people recognise unrealistic online representations and reduce the harmful effects of appearance comparison.
In addition, organisations including the Mental Health Foundation (2023) and Ofcom (2024) Have recommended increased regulation of digitally altered images, improved transparency regarding advertising by influences and greater investment in digital literacy programmes for children and parents. These recommendations reflect growing recognition that protecting young people's body image requires collaboration between government, education providers, health services and social media companies.
Positive and Negative Implications
Although much of the literature focuses on the harmful effects of social media, it is important to acknowledge that digital platforms also provide opportunities for positive body image development. The emergence of body positivity and body neutrality movements has encouraged greater acceptance of diverse body shapes, ethnicities, disabilities and appearances. 
Campaigns such as # BodyPositivity Have challenged traditional beauty ideals and promoted messages of self-acceptance.
Cohen et al (2019) found that adolescence exposed to body positive social media content reported higher levels of body appreciation and more positive mood than those viewing traditional appearance focused content. These findings suggest that social media can promote well-being when content emphasises diversity, authenticity and self-acceptance rather than perfection. 
However, critics argue that even positive body movements may unintentionally maintain appearance as the primary focus of personal identity. Furthermore, commercial organisations have increasingly incorporated body positivity into marketing strategies, raising concerns that positive messaging may still encourage appearance related consumer behaviour. Therefore, although social media has the potential to improve confidence, the overall evidence suggests that appearance-focused engagement continues to present significant risks for many adolescents.
For young people living in low-income communities, these risks may the amplified by wider health inequalities. Limited access to mental health services reduced opportunities for extracurricular activities and greater exposure to financial stress may reduce resilience against negative online experiences. Consequently, interventions aimed at improving body image should extend beyond individual behaviour change to address broader social determinants of health.
Theme Summary and Link to Theme two
The evidence reviewed within this theme Demonstrates that social media plays a significant role in shaping adolescence perceptions of body image through appearance comparison, idealised beauty standards and self-objection. While some young people benefit from supportive online communities and body positive movements, the majority of research identifies a strong association between appearance focused social media use and increased body dissatisfaction nevertheless, the evidence also highlights that individual experiences vary according to psychological resilience, family support and socioeconomic circumstances.
Importantly, body dissatisfaction rarely exists in isolation. Literature consistently demonstrates that negative body image contributes to reduced self-esteem, anxiety, depression and poorer psychological well-being. These findings provide a clear transition to Theme Two, which examines how social media influences adolescents’ self-esteem and wider mental health outcomes.



4.4 Theme Two: The Psychological Impact of Social Media on Self-Esteem and Mental Wellbeing
Definition and Background
Self-esteem refers to an individual's overall evaluation of their own worth, competence and value (Rosenberg, 1965). It develops throughout childhood and adolescence and is influenced by personal experiences, relationships and wider environmental factors. Positive self-esteem is associated with resilience, emotional regulation emotional regulation and psychological well-being, where is low self-esteem has been linked to depression, anxiety, self-harm and poorer educational outcomes (Orth and Robbins, 2022). During adolescence, self-esteem becomes particularly vulnerable because young people experience rapid physical, emotional and social changes while developing their personal identity.
Psychological well-being extends beyond the absence of mental health and includes positive emotional functioning, resilience, life satisfaction and the ability to cope with everyday challenges (World Health Organisation, 2024). Social media has become increasingly influential in shaping these outcomes because it provides constant opportunities for communication, social interaction and identity formation. While digital platforms may strengthen friendships and provide access to supportive communities, they may also expose young people to cyber bullying, unrealistic expectations, online harassment and continuous social comparison.
The literature suggests that the relationship between social media and mental well-being is complex rather than universally harmful. The impact varies according to the type of platform used, the nature of online interactions individual resilience, family relationships and socioeconomic circumstances. Consequently, understanding the psychological effects of social media requires consideration of multiple interacting factors rather than attributing poor mental health solely to digital technology.
Relevance to the Research Question
This Theme directly addresses the second component of the dissertation by examining how social media influences self-esteem and psychological while being among young people aged 11 -18 living in low-income areas of the United Kingdom. While Theme one Demonstrated that social media contributes to body dissatisfaction through appearance comparison, this section explores the wider psychological consequences that may arise from these experiences. Existing evidence consistently suggest that poor body image often precedes reductions in self-esteem, increasing vulnerability to anxiety, depression, loneliness and other mental health difficulties. For health and social care professionals, understanding these relationships is essential for developing preventative interventions that address bold psychological well-being and broader social determinants of health.
Statistical Evidence 
poor mental health among young people has become an increasing public health concern within the United Kingdom. NHS England (2023) A substantial rise in the prevalence of probable mental health disorder among children and adolescents over the past decade, with anxiety disorders and emotional difficulties becoming increasingly common. Ofcom (2024) found that most adolescents access social media every day, with many spending several hours online, particularly on image and video-based platforms such as TikTok Instagram and Snapchat.
Research by the Mental Health Foundation (2023) indicates that adolescents who frequently engage in appearance focused activities on social media are more likely to report low self-esteem emotional distress and reduced life satisfaction.
Similarly, The World Health Organisation (2024) Has identified adolescents mental health as a global priority, recognising that digital environments increasingly influence emotional well-being, particularly during critical stages of psychological development.
However, researchers emphasise that these associations should be interpreted cautiously. High social media use does not inevitably result in poor mental health, and individual experiences vary considerably depend on personal and environmental protective factors.
Theoretical Perspectives
Self-Discrepancy Theory (Higgins, 1987) provides an important framework for understanding the psychological impact of social media. The theory proposes that emotional distress occurs when individuals perceive differences between their actual self, ideal self and the person they believe they should be. Social media frequently exposes adolescents to idealised lifestyles, physical appearances and achievements, increasing the gap between their perceived reality and these unattainable standards. This discrepancy may contribute to reduced self-esteem, feeling of inadequacy and psychological distress.
Uses and Gratifications Theory (Katz et al., 1973) Offers a contrasting perspective by suggesting that individuals actively choose media to satisfy personal needs such as entertainment, information seeking, social connection and identity development. From this viewpoint, social media is not inherently harmful but may provide positive opportunities for emotional support, creativity and belonging. For many adolescents, online communities offer valuable spaces to discuss mental health, share experiences and access peer support, particularly where face to face services are limited. Although both theories contribute valuable insights, neither fully explains why some adolescents experience significant psychological harm While others benefit from social media. This suggests that social media outcomes are influenced by multiple interacting factors, including family support, digital literacy, personality traits and socioeconomic circumstances.
Critical Evaluation of the Literature 
The literature demonstrates considerable agreement that excessive or appearance focused social media use is associated with poorer psychological well-being. Keles et al. (2020), In a systematic review of adolescence mental health studies, conclude that greater social media use was consistently associated with increased symptoms of anxiety, depression and psychological distress. However, the authors also noted that most available studies were cross-sectional, preventing conclusions regarding causality. It therefore remains unclear whether social media contributes to poor mental health or whether adolescents experiencing existing psychological difficulties engage more frequently with online platforms.
Kelly et al. (2019) Similarly reported that adolescents using social media for more than five hours per day demonstrated lower psychological well-being than those with lower levels of use. Nevertheless, the researchers acknowledged that screen time alone provides an incomplete measure because the nature of online engagement appears more important than duration. Adolescents using social media primarily for supportive communication may experience different outcomes from those engaging predominantly in appearance comparison or passive scrolling.
Valkenburg et al. (2022) Challenged the assumption that social media affects all young people negatively. Their longitudinal research found substantial variation between individuals, with some adolescents experiencing increased confidence, improved friendships and greater social support through digital platforms. These findings suggest that personal characteristics and environmental contexts moderate the relationship between social media and psychological well-being.
Cyber bullying represents another important mechanism through which social media may influence mental health. Online harassment often occurs continuously and anonymously, increasing its psychological impact compared with traditional forms of bullying. Victims of cyberbullying have been found to experience significantly higher rates of anxiety, depression, loneliness and suicidal ideation than adolescents who are not exposed to online abuse (UNICEF, 2023). However, interventions promoting digital citizenship, school-based safeguarding and parental engagement have demonstrated promising outcomes in reducing online harms.
Overall, the literature suggests that social media should be understood as a contributing factor rather than the sole cause of declining adolescent mental health. Psychological well-being is influenced by a complex interaction of biological, psychological, social and environmental determinants that extend beyond digital technology alone.
Implications for Health and Social Care Practice 
The findings presented within this theme have significant implications for health and social care professionals working with children and young people. The evidence suggests that social media should not be viewed solely as a technological issue but as an emerging public health concern requiring coordinated multi-agency intervention. Adolescents experiencing low self-esteem, anxiety emotional distress associated with social media are likely to present across a range of services, including schools, primary care, Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), Youth Services and social care. 
Consequently, professionals require the knowledge and skills to recognise digital related psychological harm and provide timely, evidence-based interventions.
School nurses and educational professionals are well positioned to identify early indicators of declining self-esteem and emotional well-being because they have regular contact with young people during critical stage of psychosocial development. The Department for Education (2023) Highlights that Relationship, Sex and Health Education (RSHE) Should promote digital resilience, critical media literacy and healthy online relationships. However, implementation remains inconsistent across schools, with variation in funding, staff confidence and curriculum delivery. This inconsistency may disproportionately disadvantaged pupils attending school in deprived communities, where access to wider mental health resources is often more limited. 
Health and social care practitioners should also adopt trauma-informed and person-centred approaches when assessing young people experiencing low self-esteem. Rather than assuming that psychological distress is solely attributable to social media use, assessments should consider wider contextual influences, including adverse childhood experiences, family relationships, poverty peer networks and existing mental health conditions. This reflects the biopsychosocial model, recognising that adolescent while being is shaped by the interaction of biological, psychological, and social determinants rather than a single cause factor (Engel, 1977).
Furthermore, collaborative working between education, healthcare and social care services is essential. The NHS Long Term Plan (NHS England, 2019) emphasises earlier intervention and improved access to mental health support for children and young people. Nevertheless, despite increased investment, demand for CAMHS continues to exceed service capacity, resulting in long waiting times and inequalities in access (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2024). For adolescents who psychological well-being is negatively affected by social media, delays in accessing specialist support may allow problems to escalate, reinforcing the need for preventative, community-based interventions.
Critical Synthesis 
 The evidence reviewed within this theme demonstrates that the relationship between social media and adolescent psychological well-being is multifaceted and cannot be explained through simple cause and effect assumptions. While numerous studies identify associations between social media use and reduced self-esteem, anxiety and depression (Kelly et al., 2019; Keles et al., 2020), More recent longitudinal research indicates that these effects are moderated by individual resilience, family support socioeconomic status and patterns of online engagement (Valkenburg et al., 2022). That suggests that adolescents should not be viewed as passive recipients of digital influence; Rather, their experiences are shaped by complex interactions between personal, social and environmental factors.
Importantly, the literature also reveals a methodological limitation. Much of the existing evidence relies on self-reported social media use and cross-sectional research designs limiting the ability to establish temporal relationships or causality. Future longitudinal and mixed methods studies are therefore required to explore how digital behaviours evolve throughout adolescence and how protective factors may reduce vulnerability among young people living in disadvantaged communities.
Overall, the findings indicate that social media represents one component of a broader ecological system influencing adolescent mental well-being. Consequently, interventions should move beyond reducing screen time alone time and instead promote digital resilience, critical media literacy, supportive family relationships and equitable access to mental health services. Such approaches are likely to be particularly beneficial for young people living in low-income communities where wider health inequalities may compound the psychological effects of social media use. 
Transition to Theme Three
Whilst Themes One and Two Have explored how social media influences body image, self-esteem and psychological well-being, the literature consistently indicates that these outcomes are not experienced equally across all adolescents. Young people living in socioeconomically Disadvantaged communities often face additional barriers, including poverty, digital exclusion, reduced access to mental health support and broader health inequalities. These structural factors may increase susceptibility to the negative consequences of social media while limiting opportunities for prevention and early intervention. 
Consequently, the final theme examines how socioeconomic inequalities shape digital vulnerability and consider the protective factors that may reduce harm young people living in low-income areas of the United Kingdom.















4.5 Theme Three: Socioeconomic Inequalities, Social Determinates of Heath and Digital Vulnerability
Definition and Background 
While the preceding themes demonstrated that social media can negatively Infused body image and psychological well-being, the literature increasingly indicates that these effects are not experienced uniformly across all adolescents. Instead, exposure to harm is shaped by wider socioeconomic conditions that influence young people's resilience, access to support and opportunities to develop positive coping strategies. Consequently, understanding the relationship between social media, body image and self-esteem requires consideration of the broader social determinants of health rather than focusing exclusively on individual behaviour.
The World Health Organisation (WHO, 2024) define the social determinants of health as the conditions in which individuals are born, grow, live, work and age. These determinants include income, education, employment, housing, neighbourhood environment and access to healthcare, all of which significantly influence physical and mental health outcomes. Marmot et al. (2020) argue that health inequalities are largely driven by unequal distribution of these social determinants rather than individual lifestyle choices alone. Applying this perspective to the current research suggest that adolescents living in low-income communities may experience greater vulnerability to the negative psychological effects of social media because socioeconomic disadvantage limits access to protective resources, including mental health support, safe recreational opportunities and digital literacy education.
This broader understanding is particularly relevant within health and social care because it moves the discussion beyond blaming social media as an isolated risk factor. Instead, it highlights the interaction between structural inequalities and digital environments, reinforcing the need for interventions that address both online harmed and wider socioeconomic disadvantage.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory provides a valuable framework for understanding why social media affects young people differently according to their social circumstances (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The theory proposes that child development is influenced by multiple interconnected systems rather than individual characteristics alone. These systems include the microsystem (family, peers, and school), mesosystem (relationships between these settings), ecosystem (parents’ employment and community resources), macrosystem (cultural, values, social policy and economic conditions) and chronosystem, which recognises the influence of social and technological change over time.
Applying this framework demonstrates that social media represents only one component within a much wider ecological context. For example, adolescents living in economical deprived households may simultaneously experience financial insecurity, overcrowded housing, parental stress, and reduced access to extracurricular activities. These circumstances may increase reliance on social media for entertainment, social interaction and emotional support, while reducing opportunities to develop protective offline relationships. Consequently, psychological harm associated with social media should not be viewed solely as a consequence of digital technology but as an outcome shaped by interacting environmental influences.
This interpretation is supported by Odgers and Jensen (2020), Who argue that the effects of digital technology are largely dependent upon social environments in which young people live. The review challenges deterministic assumptions that social media inevitably damages adolescent mental health, suggesting instead that digital experiences amplify existing social inequalities. Young people who already experience disadvantage may therefore be disproportionately affected because online risks interact with pre-existing vulnerabilities.
Child Poverty, Digital Inequality and Mental Health
The United Kingdom continues to experience significant socioeconomic inequalities affecting children and young people. According to the Child Poverty Action group (2024), Approximately 4.3 million children currently you live in relative poverty after housing costs. Poverty has consistently been associated with poorer physical health, reduced educational attainment an increased prevalence of mental health difficulties (Marmot et al., 2020). These inequalities provide an important context for understanding why some adolescents are more susceptible to harmful effects of social media than others.
Digital inequality further compounds these disadvantages. Although Internet access has become widespread equal access does not necessarily equate to equal digital opportunity, Ofcom (2024) reports that young people from lower income households are more likely to rely exclusively on smartphones for Internet access and may have fewer opportunities to develop advanced literacy skills. This may reduce their ability to critically evaluate online content, identify manipulated images or recognised commercial marketing practises employed by influencers and social media platforms. 
Importantly, digital exclusion should not be understood solely as lack of Internet access. Livingstone and Stoilova (2021) argue that digital inequality also encompasses disparities in digital skills, online safety knowledge and parental support. Adolescents living in disadvantaged communities may therefore experience greater exposure to harmful online content while simultaneously possessing few protective resources to manage these risks effectively. This distinction is particularly important because interventions focusing exclusively on increasing digital access may inadvertently widen health inequalities if digital literacy and safeguarding are not addressed concurrently.
The relationship between poverty and adolescence mental health is equally concerning NHS England (2023) reported increasing demand for child adolescent mental health services (CAMHS), with emotional disorders, anxiety and depression becoming increasingly prevalent among children and young people. Although these conditions cannot be attributed solely to social media use, evidence suggests that financial hardship, educational inequalities and reduced access to timely psychological support may intensify the emotional consequences of online experiences. Consequently, adolescents from deprived communities may face a cumulative burden of disadvantage whereby socioeconomic adversity and digital pressures reinforce one another.
Critically, however, the literature cautions against portraying all young people living in poverty as inherently vulnerable. Such assumptions risk overlooking individual resilience, supportive family relationships and community assets that may protect psychological well-being despite social economic adversity. Resilience theory suggests that positive relationships with trusted adults, strong peer networks and access to supportive educational environments can buffer the negative effects of both poverty and adverse online experiences (Masten, 2021). This highlights the impact of adopting strengths-based approaches within health and social care rather than viewing social economic disadvantage exclusively to deficit model.
Overall, the evidence indicates that the hidden harms associated with social media cannot be understood independently of wider structural inequalities. Adolescents living in low-income communities’ experience intersecting social, economic and digital disadvantage that may increase vulnerability to body dissatisfaction and poor mental well-being. Consequently, effective interventions require a broader public health approach that addresses determinants alongside digital safety, mental health promotion and early intervention.
Critical Synthesis of the Evidence 
Current evidence indicates that hidden harms of social media are intensified by wider socioeconomic Inequalities rather than digital exposure alone. In the UK, 30% of children (4.3 million) continue to live in relative poverty (Child Poverty Action Group, 2024), 20.3% of children aged 8-16 years have probable mental health disorder (NHS England, 2023), 949,200 children were referred to CAMHS during 2022/23, with over 270,000 still awaiting treatment (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2024). Whilst Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) and Valkenburg et al. (2022) report significant associations between social media use and poorer body image and psychological wellbeing, Orben and Przybylski (2019) argue that these outcomes are moderated by wider social determinants, including poverty and family adversity. Collectively, the evidence supports integrated health and social care approaches that combine digital literacy, early mental health intervention and action to reduce health inequalities, thereby improving outcomes for adolescents living in low-income communities (Marmot et al., 2020; WHO, 2024).
 4.6 Chapter Conclusion
This chapter critically examined the findings from the thematic analysis to explore the relationship between social media, body image and self-esteem among young people aged 11-18 living in low-income areas of the UK.
Theme one demonstrated that appearance focused social media content, unrealistic beauty standards and social comparison contribute significantly to body dissatisfaction.
Theme two identified consistent associations between body dissatisfaction reduced self-esteem and poor psychological well-being, whilst recognising that individual resilience and offline support can moderate these effects.
Theme three further established that socioeconomic disadvantage amplifies digital vulnerability by limiting access to protective resources, including digital literacy early mental health intervention and timely support services.
Collectively, the evidence suggests that the hidden harms associated with social media cannot be explained by digital exposure alone but are shaped by wider social determinants, including poverty, education and health inequalities. Consequently, reducing these harms requires interrogated health and social care approaches that combine digital literacy, early intervention, multi-agency collaboration and policies addressing socioeconomic disadvantage. The following chapter builds upon these findings by presenting evidence-based recommendations for policy professional practise and future research to improve outcomes for adolescents living in low-income communities.


Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
5.1 Overall Conclusion 
This dissertation critically examined the impact of social media on body image and self-esteem among young people aged 11 to 18 living in low-income communities in the UK. The findings demonstrate that while social media provides opportunities for communication and self-expression, it also promotes unrealistic beauty standards, appearance-based comparisons and body dissatisfaction, which can negatively affect mental well-being.
The evidence identified influencer culture, image-focused platforms and algorithm- driven content as major contributors to poor body image and reduced self-esteem. Although girls remain most affected, increasing evidence suggests that boys are also experiencing growing pressure to achieve idealised body standards. Young people living in disadvantaged communities are particularly vulnerable due to inequalities in mental health support and digital education.
Overall, the research aims and objectives were achieved the findings highlight the need for collaborative action involving government, education, healthcare providers, families and technology companies to create safer online environments and improve young people's mental well-being.
5.2 Recommendations 
5.2.1 Recommendation 1: Introduce Digital Literacy Education
Digital and media literacy should become a compulsory part of the secondary school curriculum to help young people critically evaluate online content, recognise unrealistic beauty standards and reduce harmful social comparison.
Implementation may be limited by curriculum pressures, teacher training and funding these barriers could be addressed through government investment and partnerships with organisations such as the NHS and PSHE Association to provide evidence-based resources.
5.2.2 Recommendation 2: Strengthen Social Media Regulation
social media platforms should strengthen age verification, improve transparency of algorithms and remove harmful appearance focused content more effectively.
Supporting this recommendation on 15th June 2026 Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer Announced plans to ban children under 16 from accessing major social media platforms to reduce online harm and protect young people's mental health if approved the legislation is expected to take effect in spring 2027.
However, enforcing age verification and preventing users from bypassing restrictions remain significant challenges. These could be addressed through stronger collaboration between government, Ofcom and technology companies, alongside regular monitoring and enforcement.
5.2.3 Recommendation 3: Improve Early Mental Health Support
Early intervention should be expanded through schools, primary care and community services to identify body image concerns before they develop into more serious mental health conditions. Greater access to counselling, body image education and family support is particularly important in low-income communities.
Current barriers include long CAMHS rating lists, workforce shortages and limited funding. Increased government investment and stronger partnerships between schools, the NHS and local authorities would improve access to timely support.
Final summary
This dissertation demonstrates that social media has become a significant public health issue affecting body image and self-esteem among adolescents. While social media offers many benefits, greater regulation, improved digital literacy and increased mental health support are essential to minimise harm and promote healthier online experiences for young people.
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Appendices 
Molly Russell Case Study 
Molly Russell was a 14-year-old girl from Harrow, London, who died in 2007 after viewing extensive self-harm, suicide and depression- related content on Instagram and Pinterest. During the 2022 inquest, the Senior Coroner concluded that Molly died while suffering from depression and from “negative effects of online content.” 
The inquest found that social media algorithms repeatedly recommended harmful content, increasing her exposure and contributing to her death. The case prompted widespread public concern and significant influenced UK discussions surrounding online safety and child protection 
UK Government Response
In June 2026, Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer Announced plans to ban children under the age of 16 from accessing major social media platforms, including TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook, YouTube and adult websites.
The proposal forms part of the government's strategy to improve children's mental health, reduce exposure to harmful online content and give children a healthier childhood. The proposed legislation is expected to come in force in spring 2027 following parliamentary approval.
Key Statistics 
· More than 116,000 parents, children and experts respond to Government’s national consultation on children’s online safety.
· 9 in 10 parents supported banning social media for children under 16.
· Two-thirds of young people agreed that children younger than 16 should not be allowed to access at least some social media platforms 
· The proposed restrictions include banning under- 16s from major social media platforms and restricting feature such as livestreaming and communication with strangers for children and young people.
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