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[bookmark: _fgggy5a2wyb1]1. Introduction
Adolescent and young adult mental health has become a major public health concern in the United Kingdom, with recent national surveys showing that around one in five young people have a probable mental disorder (NHS Digital, 2023). Social media platforms are now deeply embedded in young people’s lives, shaping how they communicate, learn and form identities. While these platforms can offer social support and information, growing evidence links intensive or problematic use with anxiety, depression, sleep disturbance and low self esteem (Valkenburg et al., 2022). In the UK context, this issue is highly relevant for health and social care because rising demand for child and adolescent mental health services places pressure on the National Health Service and community support systems (NHS Digital, 2023). Families, schools and practitioners must therefore understand how online environments interact with psychological wellbeing. The aim of this research report is to explore the relationship between social media use and the mental health of young people in the UK, to identify key challenges and to outline possible responses within health and social care. The report will cover problem identification, the justification for the research, a short literature review, the proposed research methodology and data collection choices.
[bookmark: _8ihpt6akvt7n]2. Research topic identification
[bookmark: _ydjq7qhor2ov]2.1 Identifying the problem/ issue
The central problem addressed in this report is the potential negative impact of social media use on the mental health of young people aged roughly 11 to 25 years in the UK. Recent statistics show that in 2023 about 20 percent of 8 to 16 year olds and 23 percent of 17 to 19 year olds in England had a probable mental disorder, representing a substantial burden on individuals and services (NHS England, 2023). At the same time, most young people are daily users of social networking platforms, video sharing sites and messaging apps, often for several hours each day (Ofcom, 2024). Research suggests that heavy use, exposure to cyberbullying, appearance focused content and online comparison may contribute to depressive symptoms, anxiety and reduced life satisfaction among adolescents (Valkenburg et al., 2022). This issue affects individuals through distress, impaired functioning and academic problems, and also impacts families who must support struggling children. For professionals across health and social care, including school nurses, general practitioners and mental health practitioners, social media related difficulties add complexity to assessment and intervention and influence demand for services.
[bookmark: _ts5dbifch4ym]2.2 Justification for the research
This research is important for several reasons. From a social perspective, poor mental health in adolescence can disrupt education, relationships and transitions into employment, while also increasing the risk of self harm and future mental illness (Centre for Mental Health, 2023). If social media use contributes to these outcomes for some young people, health and social care services must respond through education, early identification and targeted support. Practically, practitioners and policy makers in the UK require up to date evidence about how online behaviour interacts with risk and resilience, so that guidance for parents, teachers and clinicians is grounded in current patterns of technology use. Ofcom data show that children and teenagers engage with multiple platforms, often unsupervised, which complicates simple messages about screen time limits (Ofcom, 2024). In terms of research gaps, scholars note that findings on social media and mental health are sometimes inconsistent and that more longitudinal and context sensitive research is needed, particularly in specific national settings (Plackett et al., 2023). Understanding this issue more clearly can support improvements in mental health promotion, more nuanced digital literacy initiatives and better tailored interventions within UK health and social care systems.
[bookmark: _fg0u93l9dfk2]2.3 Literature review 
Source 1: Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) present a narrative review of recent studies on social media use and adolescent mental health. They conclude that the impact of social media is highly variable and depends on individual differences, type of use and social context. Some adolescents benefit from online connection and self expression, while others experience increased symptoms of depression or anxiety, particularly when use reinforces social comparison or exposes them to cyberbullying (Valkenburg et al., 2022). This source is relevant because it synthesises a large body of evidence and highlights the complexity of causal relationships. It supports the present research by offering frameworks that can guide questions about which young people in the UK may be most at risk.
Source 2: Plackett et al. (2023) report a longitudinal study using data from UK adolescents to examine how patterns of social media use relate to mental health over time. Their analysis suggests that overall time spent online is less important than specific problematic behaviours, such as night time use and negative social interactions, which are associated with higher levels of distress (Plackett et al., 2023). This source is particularly relevant because it focuses on young people living in the UK and uses robust longitudinal methods. It provides evidence about which aspects of social media use may be most important for policy and practice.
Source 3: Ofcom’s Children and Parents Media Use and Attitudes report provides quantitative data on how children and young people in the UK access and use online media, including social networking, video platforms and messaging (Ofcom, 2024). The report shows that most 12 to 15 year olds have their own smartphone and use social media daily, with some reporting pressure, exclusion or exposure to harmful content. This government regulated report supports the research by supplying current UK statistics on usage patterns and by helping to define the population at risk.
[bookmark: _lcupi740d47a]2.4 Research methodology 
Research methodology refers to the overall strategy and specific methods used to collect and analyse data in order to answer a research question. In social research, three broad methodological approaches are often distinguished. Qualitative research focuses on understanding experiences, meanings and perspectives through methods such as interviews, focus groups and case studies. Quantitative research emphasises numerical data and statistical analysis, often using surveys or large secondary datasets. Mixed methods research combines qualitative and quantitative approaches in one study, for example by using a survey and then follow up interviews. For this research topic, a mixed methods design would be particularly suitable. Quantitative data from surveys or secondary sources could identify the prevalence of different types of social media use and their association with mental health indicators in UK young people. Qualitative interviews or focus groups with adolescents and practitioners could then explore how these patterns are experienced in daily life, including perceived benefits, pressures and coping strategies. This combination would help to capture both the scale of the issue and the underlying processes that numbers alone cannot reveal. Mixed methods are therefore more appropriate than purely quantitative or qualitative approaches because they reflect the complexity of digital life and mental health.
[bookmark: _ak3515jwqzig]3. Data collection
[bookmark: _z85w3ylira7m]3.1 Primary vs. Secondary Data
Primary data are first hand information collected directly by the researcher for a specific study, for example through surveys, interviews, focus groups or observations. This type of data allows questions to be tailored closely to the research aims and can provide up to date insights. Secondary data are existing information that has been collected for other purposes, such as government statistics, large scale surveys, academic articles and organisational reports. Using secondary data can be efficient and cost effective, and it often allows access to large samples and time trends, but the researcher has less control over how the data were originally collected.
[bookmark: _jj776iids8b0]3.2 Data choice for this research
For this research topic, both primary and secondary data would be valuable. Secondary data from sources such as the NHS Mental Health of Children and Young People survey and Ofcom media use statistics can provide robust information on national trends in mental health and social media behaviour among young people in the UK (NHS Digital, 2023; Ofcom, 2024). These data help to quantify the scale of the problem and to identify demographic groups that may be at particular risk. To complement this, primary data could be collected through semi structured interviews or focus groups with adolescents, parents and health or social care professionals. These methods would allow participants to describe their own experiences of social media use, perceived impacts on wellbeing and views on what kinds of support are helpful. Combining these sources would strengthen the research by linking large scale patterns with detailed personal narratives relevant to practice.
[bookmark: _te7z1nj9skzq]4. Conclusion
This report has outlined a proposed research project on the impact of social media use on the mental health of young people in the UK. The topic is highly relevant to health and social care because of the high prevalence of mental health difficulties in this age group and the central role that digital technologies play in everyday life. Evidence from recent literature suggests that social media can both support and harm wellbeing, with negative effects particularly associated with problematic patterns of use and exposure to harmful interactions. A mixed methods approach drawing on both primary and secondary data has been proposed in order to capture national trends and individual experiences. Understanding this issue in greater depth can help inform more nuanced guidance for families, schools and practitioners, support better targeted prevention and early intervention, and contribute to improved policy and service design within UK child and adolescent mental health care.
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