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ABSTRACT
The rate of young people with poor mental and physical health in the UK is rising at the same time that digital transformation in social media developing. This problem has led to increasing emphasis on the impact of social media on children adolescents. The goal of this qualitative literature review is to determine the positive and negative effects of social media on young people's health in the UK, given the majority of existing research has concentrated on the global impacts and negative results. The goal of this study is to use previously conducted research and source analysis to find patterns in the literature that help address the research question. The study shows that misconceptions, child development, anxiety, and depression are all contributors. The findings showed that while social media has a role in young people's health, it is not entirely to blame for the detrimental effects. The usage of social media can potentially increase the risk of mental and physical health problems. The conclusion of this dissertation is that a child's development should be considered in future research and that the importance of parents, educators and legislators should not be overlooked. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In the recent decades, children and adolescents have been greatly impacted by the effects of digital transformation on social media (Sharma and Sharma, 2026). Social media include a number of digital communication platforms which have significantly changed the way that human beings connect, gain access to information and create identities. Unlike traditional media (e.g. television and radio) which were externally provided to individuals for passive viewing or reading, newer digital media has allowed users to both observe and design content for others (Chassiakos et al., 2016). This can be done through applications (apps) used among many teens aged 13-17 in the UK. Examples include TikTok (used by 61%), Snapchat (62%) and YouTube (42%) (Ofcom, 2025).
The primary aim of this research is to explore how the digitalisation of social media has particularly affected the physical, cognitive and social behaviours of young people in the UK as well as their mental health. Studies have shown that the access and usage of social media in young people is substantial with 79% of children aged 3-17 having a profile on at least one social media platform (Ofcom, 2025). These findings suggest that there is a rapid adoption of technology by families and whilst educational apps and learning tools can be offered by these mobile devices, such early exposure raises questions about the long-term impact this consumption may have on the development of minors. The aim of this dissertation is to provide an integrated perspective on the positive and negative effects associated with digitalised social media usage in children and adolescents and to consider any potential guidelines that may have to be put forward by educators and experts to ensure healthy digital utilisation for young people.
Definitions and Terminology
Some key terms and concepts that will be used throughout my dissertation include digital transformation (DT). DT is the process of bringing digital technology into every aspect of a business and altering how you provide value to customers. It is a cultural shift paving the way for new features in technology like AI-generated programs and immersive content (The Enterprisers Project, 2022). Understanding digital transformation is important because this research will be looking at how children and adolescents are growing up with these digital interactions in social media.
The term ‘social media’ refers to online digital communication platforms allowing users to communicate and interact with both content and each other (Chassiakos et al., 2016). Examples of social media popular amongst the youth include TikTok, Instagram and YouTube. Understanding this term is also important because, in this research, I will be exploring how the operation of these platforms can have an immense impact children and adolescents.
The phrase ‘children and adolescents will appear frequently in this research. This means any human under the age of 19 years, generally around 10-19 years of age (WHO, 2025). These ages are associated with exploration, learning, and make up to 95% of the population of social media users (Office, 2024). This makes them more vulnerable to the risks involved in digital media usage which will be talked about in this research.
Acronyms and Abbreviations
SM (Social Media)
DT (Digital Transformation)
UK (United Kingdom)
Ofcom (Office of Communications)
NSPCC (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children)
MH (Mental Health)
GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation)
DfE (Department for Education)
ICO (Information Commissioner’s Office)
Rationale for Research
The purpose of this research is not only to explore how digital transformation in social media impacts the lives of children and adolescents but also to gain a deeper understanding of the social, psychological and behavioural effects. It is important to have some understanding and awareness about how children should develop as this will help to support their growth, shape their learning experiences and address any potential learning difficulties (United Nations international School of Hanoi, n.d.). With this information, we can compare the behaviours of healthy developing children with research showing the behaviours that children exhibit as a direct result of social media. The UK is a region where digital transformation is on a rise with adolescents aged 12-15 stating that they spend more time online than watching television according to the United Kingdom’s Office of Communications (UKOOC) (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025; Booker, Kelly and Sacker, 2018). Existing literature focused on media usage in childhood have revealed many online issues affecting adolescents in the UK and globally. Some of these issues include cyberbullying, online harassment, low self-esteem and grooming (Crawley, 2020). However, by narrowing the focus to the UK, findings can be exclusive to UK frameworks, ethics and culture.
Key issues that remain in the research into the effects of internet-based technologies on children and adolescents include the idea that corelation does not equal causation and there’s limited detail on when, how and what kinds of social media young people use. For example, one study has shown that children categorised as ‘extreme internet users’ were more likely to say they’d been bullied compared with those who did not use the internet as much (Frith, 2018). However, the type of social media used is not mentioned and it cannot be said for certain that the use in social media lead to increased bullying. This dissertation will address these gaps by using UK-based research evidence to explore how the frequency and type of social media usage influences the development of young people.
Aim and Objectives
The aim of this research is to gain a deep understanding of social media’s influence on the experiences and behaviours of children and adolescents in the UK. This will be achieved by exploring new platform features, types of content and patterns of online interaction that have arose from digital transformation in social media. This will allow the production of an in-depth analysis of both the benefits and drawbacks of social media use among young people.
Research Objectives
· Objective 1:  Define and examine the concept of digital transformation in social media, aspects of child development, current trends, and key issues surrounding young people’s digital media use in the UK.
· Objective 2:  Analyse the physical, cognitive, and social impacts of social media on young people, exploring both advantages and disadvantages.
· Objective 3:  Evaluate the responsibilities of parents, teachers, policymakers, and social media platforms in ensuring a safe online environment for children and adolescents.
· Objective 4:  Provide recommendations for potential legislation, policies, and digital literacy programmes to promote healthy digital engagement for young people in the UK.
Summary of Chapter 1
Social media consist of constantly emerging platforms which have many benefits for young people such as building media literacy skills and self-expression but also paves the way for risks like bullying, low self-esteem and grooming (Crawley, 2020). Research has shown that exposure to social media starts at an early age with 95% of adolescents making up the population of social media users (Office, 2024). The purpose of this dissertation is to understand how digital transformation in social media can have an impact on the development of children and adolescents and to address any research gaps to help gain full knowledge of the topic. This dissertation will use using secondary research and apply thematic analysis to help fulfil the research aim and objectives.
Signposting to Chapter 2
The following chapter will provide a contextual basis for this dissertation as well as a deeper analysis into the digital change in social media over time and how young users are more impacted by it. The chapter will ensure clear comprehension of the social context surrounding digital transformation by looking at key historical milestones, the contribution of significant figures who have made an impact, and the relevant policies about DT within the UK. Psychological context will also be provided through the application of theories about the development of digital communication technologies and the critical evaluation of these theories.





Chapter 2: Background Information and Analysis
This chapter offers the important background information needed to examine the effects of digital transformation in social media for children and adolescents in the UK. The purpose of this chapter is to provide the research with historical, theoretical and socio-political context allowing for a better understanding of how social media has evolved and how it affects the young people of today and their experiences. This chapter sets the foundation for analysing the relationship between social media use and child development by outlining the key events in digital technologies, relevant frameworks and legislation frameworks. It gives a thorough contextual overview that will support later chapters rather than presenting thematic findings. By doing this, the chapter is able to establish a connection between patterns within national and global contexts and outline the UK’s role in international discussions. This contextual knowledge is essential for fulfilling the objectives of the research and guiding the methodological strategy discussed in the next chapter.
Social media usage has grown immensely over the years and the transformation in digital technologies have changed the way that children and adolescents now communicate. In the late 1990s digital interaction became popular platforms such as chatrooms and forums. Later the development of sites like Myspace (in 2003) and Facebook (in 2004) became well favoured and shifted the dynamic of social networking allowing more user generated content and the formation of online identities (Streets, 2023). The large adoption of mobile devices, particularly smartphones, in the 2010s further quickened this shift, introducing platforms such as TikTok, Snapchat and Instagram into the daily lives of children and teens. Online activity among younger children in the UK has been on the rise with reports that 9 in 10 children own a phone by the age of 11 and around 99% of children spend time online (Ofcom, 2023). These statistics reveal the current normalisation of digital communication and the accessibility of digital technology in today’s culture.
There have been several key events that have shaped the digital world we have today. For example, the development of iPhone in 2007 significantly impacted mobile communication as well as the enlargement of fast speed internet which allowed for ongoing online interaction between peers. One event highlighting the reliance on digital media was the COVID-19 pandemic where it was found that screen time among adolescents in the UK rose by around 50% between 2020 and 2022 (Education Committee, 2024). Also, the coming about of key organisations like Ofcom, the NSPCC and UNICEF have played roles in advocating for and monitoring child safety online. The contribution of scholars has been of importance in shaping digital media, and one example is Sonia Livingstone. Scholars like these have allowed parents, caregivers, legislators and educators to gain an advanced understanding of the online behaviours of children, digital literacy and the online risks associated with social media (Livingstone, 2016). This knowledge is essential as the evolution of social media has caused a shift from a more restricted and computer focused type of interaction to a very engaging mobile concentrated environment; this change in environment will have implications for the social and psychological development of young people.
The way that children and adolescents make connections, interact with society and express themselves are all impacted by the digital transformation of social media. The Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) (Figure 1) is one of the core theories relevant to this research.
This theory suggests that young users actively choose media to meet their specific social and psychological needs like entertainment and social interaction rather than being passive recipients of content (Vinney, C. 2024). According to the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Figure 2), social media can support or hinder the basic needs of an adolescent (relatedness, autonomy and competence) which can have an impact on their wellbeing (West, Rice and Vella-Brodrick, 2024). The Social Learning Theory (SLT) (Figure 3) put forward by Bandura in 1977 suggests that young individuals develop habits through observation and imitation which is apparent in situations where influencers and peers model behaviours online (Deaton, 2015).
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        Figure 1: Uses and Gratification Theory
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                                 Figure 2: Self Determination Theory
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                                Figure 3: Social Learning Theory

These frameworks have been used by researchers to comprehend youth social media behaviour. UGT has been frequently used to examine why people use social media and how certain needs influence engagement patterns like identity exploration and social interaction in online settings. Research put forward by (Gyimah, 2024) has highlighted how digital transformation (via platforms like TikTok) has shaped social and psychological behaviours in young users. Self-expression and peer interaction have been facilitated by features of the app such as short-form video creation and an algorithm-based “For You” feed. Higher engagement levels among teenagers also indicate that younger people may be affected differently by digital media. Findings from systematic reviews using the SDT suggest that interaction between adolescents can be enhanced through social media (relatedness), leading to a sense of belonging (West, Rice and Vella-Brodrick, 2024). According to research put forward by (Deaton, 2015), the Social Learning Theory helps to explain that children and adolescents who are exposed to behaviour on social media may begin to normalise online behaviours such as cyberbullying since they see others getting attention for those actions.
The Uses and Gratifications Theory has been widely used to understand why kids and teenagers choose certain social media platforms in a quickly evolving digital environment. UK-based studies have consistently shown that adolescents see social media as a platform for creativity and interaction, not just a place to passively engage in content (Ofcom, 2023). However, UGT overlooks gendered, age-based and socio-economic differences in digital outcomes. For example, children from lower income families in the UK have less access to reliable internet and devices of high quality according to research and as UGT assumes that young users select social media sites based on preferences it is unable to sufficiently explain these differences (Livingstone et al., 2017). Whilst the Self-Determination Theory helps to explain psychological needs and why social media can have both beneficial and detrimental effects (Rsph.org.uk, 2017), many studies using SDT is correlational making it hard to infer a cause-and-effect relationship between social media usage in adolescents and wellbeing (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). The Social Learning Theory is significant for secondary school aged social media users because it illustrates how teens are vulnerable to peer pressure and validation (Crawley, 2020).
When looking at the impact of social media on children and adolescents in a global context, it can be seen that its influence has been the focus of policies and research. Higher income countries including the United States have reported very high accessibility rates with more than 95% of teenagers having access to smartphones and patterns of high Instagram and TikTok usage (Pew Research Centre, 2023). There are similar trends of social media use across Europe where online interaction is also widespread among adolescents. Despite this, policies significantly vary across different regions. For example, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) of the European Union has reinforced protections such as privacy and data protection for children whereas France has taken a different approach by implementing restriction of mobile phone use in schools (GDPR, 2019; Chen et al., 2025). In South Korea, shutdown laws have been introduced with the aim of addressing gaming addiction and China has placed strict screen time and content limits for young people. The difference in policy reflects the diverse social and cultural understandings of technology and childhood.
United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) are two of the many international organisations that have promoted policies based on child rights and transnational research on digital wellbeing; by doing this they have contributed to the global discussion of social media’s impact on young people (UNICEF 2024; OECD 2024) Case studies have illustrated both the successes and challenges of implementing digital media regulation. Finland has accomplished integrating digital literacy into its curriculum which has increased digital resilience and knowledge throughout the young population (Kralj, 2025). On there other hand, there are ongoing issues regarding data privacy and misinformation in the US suggesting evolving regulations social media companies (Pew Research Centre, 2023). Overall, this international insight demonstrates that while social media platforms have a global influence, the responses to risks and conducting of legislation vary broadly. 
When regarding a more national context (the United Kingdom), it can be seen that digital transformation in social media plays in a role in shaping identity, communication and information accessibility among children and adolescents. 96% of 3-17-year-olds are online according to Ofcom (2025). This is a significant level of media usage which highlights not only the deep integration of social media into today’s youth culture but raises concerns about online safety, mental health and digital wellbeing.
Policies regarding children and social media access have strengthened in the past years. The Online Safety Act (2023) is one example of a UK legislation which places a strict duty on social media companies protecting its consumers from damaging content, especially young people. The UK as well as many EU countries reinforce the fundamentals of the GDPR by making sure that standards of data protection are held high. In a similar way, policies relating to education have developed as online safety has become implemented into the national curriculum (DfE, 2026). National organisations such as the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) and Child net aim to support young people, parents and educators by providing crucial information about online grooming, cyberbullying and how to be digitally responsible. However, challenges have continued to remain despite these attempts. For example, NHS Digital (2022) has reported that 1 in 6 children aged from 7-16 had a probable mental disorder with social media being reported as a contributing factor.
A study of London, the UK’s most digitally connected city, revealed high levels of social media usage among young people but also extreme digital exclusion meaning a large difference in people with accessibility to digital devices, skills and reliable internet. These examples of digital inequality provide a barrier by having the potential hinder a young person’s opportunities for useful media involvement (London City Hall, 2022). Manchester, on the other hand, has been acknowledged for their digital inclusion hubs and community training programmes further promoting digital inclusion. These programmes have provided young people in Manchester with improved digital literacy which has therefore created a more suitable digital environment for children and adolescents (Greater Manchester, 2018). Regardless of these regional differences, the young people across these two cities face similar challenges including damaging content cyberbullying and to combat this, various mobile phone restrictions have been put in place in these cities and schools across the UK. This national insight demonstrates the necessity of balancing both the opportunities and limitations that are associated with social media. 
In conclusion, this chapter has provided an overview of the factors that have shaped the impact of DT in social media on children and adolescents in the UK. The history of digital technologies, key milestones influencing patterns of usage and theoretical frameworks have been used to identify the complex relationship between digital advancement and child development. In this chapter, international approaches and policies concerning this discourse have been compared to a UK context, outlining a shared list of challenges and diverse policy implementations. This background information has offered secondary research which aims to address any gaps in understanding of the historical, theoretical and political 
This chapter has provided an overview of the factors shaping the impact that social media has on children and adolescents in the UK. It has looked at the historical development of digital technologies, identified key milestones influencing current trends in using social media, and examined theoretical frameworks that show the complex relationship between social media and child development. This chapter has also explored global approaches and compared them with the UK, revealing shared challenges and diverse policies. This background information is important for guiding the research analysis which will be presented in the next chapters. By combining historical, theoretical, and policy perspectives, the chapter makes sure that the research is grounded in secondary existing research while addressing contemporary gaps in understanding.



Chapter 3: Methods and Search Strategy
Introduction:
This chapter explains the methodology and search approach used to create this literature-focused and desk-based study examining the effects of digital transformation in social media on children and adolescents in the UK. Instead of gathering primary data, this dissertation utilises a systematic review of academic and policy literature. This chapter expands each methodological element in detail, including search terms, databases, and inclusion criteria. The research methods use in this chapter are essential for locating, selecting and evaluating reliable sources, which all contribute to the thematic analysis and conclusions presented in Chapter 4.
Search Strategy:
Keywords drawn from the research title included: digital transformation, social media, children, adolescents, young people, United Kingdom, impacts, effects, mental wellbeing, development and digitalisation. Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) were used to exclude any unneeded information and focus the search on specific topics. For example, ‘adolescents OR young people’ returned articles mentioning both children and adolescents; ‘UK studies NOT international’ found results relating to UK context and not global research. The search process was planned by reducing the research title into key concepts of topic, population and context and recording this in a table for transparency.
Searching for Information:
The literature included was identified using PubMed, Google Scholar and UWTSD Library. The PubMed website also ensured high-quality peer-reviewed studies specific to mental health, wellbeing and behaviour. These databases were appropriate as they provided public health and education research relevant to the impacts of digital transformation in social media among children and young people in the UK. Searches were specified using filters such as date range (e.g. since 2022) to limit studies to most relevant and recent. Google Scholar was selected because of its wide range of diverse academic research and its ability to find highly referenced UK-based research. The UWTSD Library was used as it provided access to reliable and peer-reviewed articles and full texts. Through the UWTSD Library, the peer-reviewed filter allowed for the exclusion of any articles not reviewed by experts and the full text online filter made sources easy to read without any barriers or logins needed. Geographic location filters also ensured UK-based studies relevant to the research topic were accessible. Adjustments made to searches included age-related terms (young people, children, adolescents) to exclude adult-focused studies. Enhancement to keywords by adding specific outcomes like mental health or wellbeing to describe the effects shown by DT in social media helped to reduce broad results.
Research Validation:
To assess the sources efficiently, the sources were first skimmed by looking at the title and abstract to determine the focus and variable of the study. This was followed by reviewing the introduction and conclusion to confirm that the studies were consistent with digital transformation, social media and the impacts on children and adolescents in the UK. Any research that did not address these topics were excluded. 
The CRAAP Test was used to make sure each source was valid. The included observing:
· Currency: by selecting studies that contained up to date information (publishment in the last 10 years)
· Relevance: including sources that matched the topic (DT in social media), population (children and adolescents) and context (UK-based).
· Authority: ensuring to select peer reviewed sources written by recognised researchers.
· Accuracy: gathering cited and evidence-based research.
· Purpose: non-biased research intending to educate rather than persuade the reader.
Although not every source met all criteria within the CRAAP test, those strongest in currency, relevance and authority (the most important of the five) were prioritised. Research conducted by Crawley (2020) was considered reliable because it was recent, UK-based, peer-reviewed and examined social media technology within a secondary school context.
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria:
The sources which were included were those which matched the topic of this research. This comprised of studies focused on children and young people, peer-reviewed journals to limit bias, recently published studies (within last 10 years) because this ensures the application of current practices, UK specific research and research relating to DT in social media. Sources which were excluded involved those which may have been of good quality but not suitable for the topic of this dissertation. Examples include research focusing on adults as this is not the chosen age group, non-English publications due to an inaccurate interpretation and any blogs/magazines/social media posts as they are opinionated rather than academic. These criteria helped to answer to research title using sources related to the impact of DT in social media on children and adolescents the UK.

Analysing Research:

The summary table above allowed for a thematic coding approach through reviewing in detail the articles which were chosen, highlighting repeating ideas and creating codes later to be developed into themes.  
	Author & Year
	Article Title
	Type of Study
	Research Method & Sample Size
	Strengths & Limitations
	Main Findings
	Keyword/Codes
	Notes/ Comments

	Crawley (2020)
	A case study exploring the impact of social media technology on students in a UK secondary school.
	Qualitative study 
	Interviews and questionnaires with 58 secondary school students, staff and parent.
	Strength: located within a real school setting
Limitation: small sample 
	Social media impacts students’ wellbeing and school life.
	Social media, digital identity, wellbeing, 
	Theme: Adolescent wellbeing.

	Viner et al. (2019)

	Roles of cyberbullying, sleep, and physical activity in mediating the effects of social media use on mental health and wellbeing among young people in England.
	Quantitative longitudinal study
	Interviews with 12, 866 young people aged 13-16 years.
	Strength: Large and representative sample

Limitation:
Observational design so cannot prove causation.
	Heavy social media usage is associated with worse mental health, especially for girls.
	Mental health, physical activity, cyberbullying
	Theme: Physical development.
Compare with study below.

	McNamee, Mendolia and Yerokhin (2021)

	Social media use and emotional and behavioural outcomes in adolescence.
	Quantitative longitudinal study
	Survey with over 8000 children
	Strength: Examines changes overtime
Limitation: self-reported measures of social media use
	Increased social media use is linked to poorer emotional wellbeing and behaviour
	Wellbeing, Behaviour, social media
	Theme: Behaviour

	Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn (2022)

	The Longitudinal Impact of Social Media Use on UK Adolescents' Mental Health
	Quantitative longitudinal study
	Survey with 3228 10–15-year-old participants. 
	Strength: reliable findings
Limitation: Observational so no causality.
	
	Mental health, self-esteem, wellbeing
	Theme: Social comparison


Ethical Considerations:
This research was entirely based on secondary research using existing academic literature including qualitative case studies and quantitative longitudinal studies – no primary data collection was utilised. Using a consistent Harvard referencing style and in-text citations where necessary ensured a maintenance of academic integrity avoiding misrepresentation of the author’s findings and enabling source verification. To uphold responsibility, making sure to objectively gather sources based on their relevance, currency and credibility helped to select and present finding fairly and without bias.
Conclusion:
This chapter outlined the main procedures use for finding, assessing and analysing literature relevant to DT in social media and its effects on children and adolescents in the UK. A structured search strategy was created by identifying key ideas from the research title, choosing relevant databases like Google Scholar, applying Boolean operators and filtering results using date and location filters, for example. The CRAAP test was used to assess the quality of the sources for relevance and thematic coding was used to examine 4 UK-based studies making it possible to identify recurring themes and key topics relating to social media and DT. This method allowed for a clear and logical approach to analysis. The findings of this analysis, arranged into distinct themes directly related to the research question will be presented in the following chapter.














Chapter 4: Findings
This chapter discusses and presents the main findings on the effect of digital transformation in social media on young people in the UK. It assesses how adjustments to platform design, usage patterns and the distribution of content affect the social, physical and mental experiences of children and adolescents. The chapter identifies key themes and patterns by systematically analysing data in regard to the research objectives. These findings will be critically evaluated when compared to existing literature and policy and theoretical frameworks. This will help to determine the significance of the findings, draw attention to their implications and address similarities and differences with earlier studies.
Thematic analysis is a qualitative technique used for finding, analysing and understanding themes. It comprises of carefully reviewing previous research and articles in order to bring together important insights and ideas to the research question – in the context of secondary research. This method enables the researcher to assess correlations within research, identify existing trends and contrast results throughout sources. Thematic analysis is highly flexible and useful in examining social concerns such as how young people use social media in a world that is transforming digitally (Springer, 2022). A summary table (in Chapter 3) was used to systematically analyse the 4 reviewed sources by identifying important findings and grouping recurring topics. This process helped to develop the key themes of mental wellbeing, developmental behaviour and digital hazards.
Theme 1 – Associations Between Social Media Use and Mental Health.
Mental health (MH) is the state of a person's emotional and psychological mental wellbeing. It is something that impacts the way children and adolescents think, feel, act and cope with day-to-day activities. DT in social media can affect the mental health of young people due to its ability to provide constant connectivity, addictive content and online communication (NHS Digital, 2023). Key terminology include:
· wellbeing: quality of emotional and mental life
· depression: loss of interest and continuous low mood
· anxiety: ongoing fear or worry 
· digital resilience: managing risks associated the internet (World Health Organization, 2022; RSPH, 2017). 
Due to the rapid growth of social media and its universality in the UK among children and adolescents, there have been many studies showing the associations between social media and mental wellbeing. One study found that more than 3 hours of daily social media use was linked to poor sleep, low self-esteem and symptoms of depression especially with girls (Kelly et al., 2018).  Differences in findings within relevant longitudinal studies make it hard to determine a cause-and-effect relationship between social media and mental health. It is not clear whether increased social media consumption directly causes mental health problems so it cannot be said for certain that this is the case. However, a vast majority of adolescents use social media sites which enlarges the worry about the psychological effects of online harms such as self-comparison, cyberbullying and unhealthy patterns of internet use (University of Manchester, 2026; Johnson, 2023)
There are many examples of theories that can explain the relationship between social media and mental health. One example is the Uses and Gratifications theory put forward by Katz et al. This theory can explain the idea that children and teens actively choose specific social media sites to satisfy personal needs such as online connection which in turn influences their mental wellbeing (Vinney, C. 2024). Another example is the Looking-Glass Self theory put forward by Charles Cooley. This theory can explain how child’s self-worth and thoughts are shaped by comments they receive online. This links to depressive symptoms that have been noted in UK studies (Luan et al., 2017). 
The UK Online Safety Act 2023 is an example of a legislation which aims to protect children online. This law puts in place mandatory requirements for social media companies to provide safety measures and remove harmful content. These efforts work together to protect the mental health of children and adolescents and sanctions involve fines of up to £18 million by Ofcom if companies are non-compliant (Department for Science, 2025; Legislation.Gov.UK, 2023). The link between social media and mental health gives insight into the positives and negatives of social media for young people in the UK. The negative effects are concerned with depression, lack of sleep and loneliness whereas the benefits include self-exploration, social interaction and social support (Kelly et al., 2018; Odgers & Jensen, 2020).
Plackett, Sheringham & Dykxhoorn (2022) investigates the longitudinal effects of social media on adolescents’ mental health, tracking UK youth over time. The study reports that higher social media use predicts greater emotional difficulties, especially for girls, even after controlling for confounders like socioeconomic status and baseline wellbeing. Notably, problematic use—characterised by compulsive checking and social comparison—was more strongly related to anxiety and depressive symptoms than mere time spent online. This aligns directly with the theme by highlighting directional associations between social media engagement and negative mental health outcomes, suggesting potential risk pathways rather than simple correlations.
Viner et al. (2019) explores mechanisms that mediate the relationship between social media use and mental wellbeing in England. Rather than just measuring association, it examines cyberbullying, sleep disruption, and physical activity as key intervening factors. Frequent social media users were more likely to report poor sleep and exposure to online harassment, both of which independently linked to depressive symptoms and lower life satisfaction. This article expands your theme by showing why social media might affect mental health: it’s not the platforms, but associated behaviours and experiences that compound psychological strain.
McNamee, Mendolia & Yerokhin (2021) adds nuance by distinguishing between types of social media use—connective versus passive consumption—and their differential effects on adolescent behaviour. While heavy passive use (scrolling without interaction) was linked to emotional problems, active and supportive online engagement showed neutral or even positive effects on wellbeing. This suggests that not all social media engagement is uniformly harmful.
All three articles acknowledge that social media can relate to poorer mental health, but Viner et al. and McNamee et al. emphasise mediators and usage patterns, whereas Plackett et al. underscore the long-term predictive association. Together, these studies justify a nuanced conclusion: social media use is associated with mental health outcomes in UK youth, but effects depend on how platforms are used and what experiences occur online, advancing your theme with evidence of both risk and complexity.
Theme 2 – Longitudinal and Developmental Effects of Social Media.
Human development can be defined as the physical, intellectual, emotional and social (PIES) changes in functioning throughout a person’s life. This occurs rapidly during childhood and adolescence. Longitudinal research looks at examining these developmental changes in the same individuals over long periods of time so that patterns, themes, causes and long-term effects can be identified (Liben, Muller and Lerner, 2015; Twigg, Duncan and Weich, 2020). Relevant key terminology include:
· maturation: a biological change
· environmental influences: social and digital factors affecting development 
· environmental trajectories: change over time (Helpmegrowmn.org, 2021).
In this dissertation, longitudinal research from UK studies have been used to develop an understanding of how the use of social media impacts a child’s development overtime. Evidence from longitudinal studies tend to vary – some present the developmental impacts of both intensive and limited social media use and others look at intensive use alone. For example, a study conducted by the Understanding Society shows that increased time spent on social media at an earlier age is an associating factor for mental health problems a few years later. However, another longitudinal study put forward by (McNamee et al., 2021) indicates that consuming social media usage for 4 or more hours a day is associated with poor emotional development and behavioural problems whereas limited usage is associated with better friendships. Both of these results outline some of the impacts that the influence of social media can have on a child’s already complex development.
One relevant theory relating to this theme of the longitudinal developmental of social media on children and adolescents is the Self-Determination theory. This theory displays that social media can either reassure or prevent a young person’s need for autonomy, relatedness and competence which can in turn affect their mental health overtime. For example, relatedness is a need that improves social support however too much of this need can disrupt the process of forming one’s own identity (West, Rice and Vella-Brodrick, 2024). Models like Developmental Sensitivity models can be used to explain the idea that there are specific moments in the life of an adolescent where extensive social media use can cause changes in what was previously satisfactory over time. This highlights the idea of age-linked vulnerabilities in child development overtime, with social media being a contributing factor. Existing policies such as mobile phone bans in schools depict concerns about the potential harms that social media can directly cause to a child’s cognitive development (DfE, 2026).
Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn (2022) provide evidence for this theme through their longitudinal design. By looking at UK adolescents over time, the researchers found that sustained or increasing social media use is associated with worsening mental health outcomes, including depressive symptoms. This study is slightly different from the others as it addresses the direction of the relationship, suggesting that social media use encourages declines in mental health rather than simply co-occurring with them. This strengthens the argument for a longitudinal impact and contributes critical evidence toward understanding causality.
Viner et al. (2019) investigate the relationship between social media use and mental health among young people in England, focusing on mediating factors such as cyberbullying, sleep disruption, and physical activity. The study finds that heavy social media use is associated with poorer mental wellbeing but crucially shows that these effects are largely indirect. For example, increased exposure to cyberbullying and reduced sleep explain a significant proportion of mental health outcomes. This connects strongly to this theme by demonstrating how social media can shape developmental trajectories over time through cumulative behavioural and environmental mechanisms, rather than acting as a single isolated risk factor.
McNamee, Mendolia and Yerokhin (2021) analysed emotional and behavioural outcomes linked to adolescent social media use. Their findings suggest that higher usage is associated with increased internalising problems (such as anxiety and emotional distress) and externalising behaviours. Unlike Viner et al., this study places greater emphasis on broader psychosocial development rather than specific mediating pathways. However, both studies agree that prolonged or intensive engagement with social media is linked to negative developmental outcomes, reinforcing concerns about long-term emotional wellbeing during adolescence.
Overall, the three articles largely agree that social media use is associated with negative developmental effects on adolescents’ mental health, though they approach the issue from different methodological perspectives. Together, they support the research question by showing that digital transformation in social media has measurable, cumulative effects on children and adolescents in the UK, particularly when exposure is sustained over time and intersects with key developmental processes.
Theme 3 – Youth Exposure to Digital Risks
Digital risks can be defined as harms or threats that young people can encounter through online media and environments. This includes being exposed to dangerous content, excessive internet use and unsafe forms of online communication. Cyberbullying, online grooming and privacy breaches are a few examples of digital risks (OECD 2025, Viner et al., 2019). Key terminology includes:
· cyberbullying: online harassment between peers
· overconsumption: compulsive use which disrupt wellbeing
· conduct risks: risky behaviours such as sharing sensitive information (Braga, 2023).
This theme will look at the different ways that children and adolescents encounter inappropriate or harmful content during digital activity. Digital risks include exposure to self-harm, sexual or violent content, online grooming and bullying, violation of data, misinformation and scams. All of these risks have significant impacts on the overall (physical, intellectual, emotional and social) development of children and adolescents in the UK (Department for Science, 2025). The large amount of inappropriate content in the media has caused some parents in the UK to report feelings of unsettlement as well as observing decreased wellbeing in their children which they believe to be linked to increased use of digital devices. Studies have also shown that children spend many hours on devices each day and this increases the chance of children coming into contact with risks and raises the feeling of anxiety amongst parents about online safety (Warrender, 2025).
Bronfenbrenner put forward the Ecological Systems theory which can help to explain how social media sites influence the development of young people through content they perceive and the connections they make online. This creates the opportunity for children and adolescents to be exposed to digital risks (Guy-Evans, 2024). The Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) issued the Children’s Code under the Data Protection Act. The ICO is a regulatory organisation which requires social media services to apply strict data and privacy protections for those who are registered as under 18. The aim of this Code is to protect children by decreasing the exposure of digital risks (ICO, 2024). This policy shows how digital risks and research presenting how these risks affect children are becoming more recognised – regulators are required to take extra steps to reduce harms for UK children and adolescents.
Viner et al. (2019) examine how social media use interacts with key mediating risk factors — cyberbullying, sleep quality, and physical activity — in predicting mental health and wellbeing among young people in England. The study finds that increased social media use correlates with higher reports of cyberbullying experiences and poorer sleep patterns, both of which are independently associated with worse mental health outcomes. For example, adolescents reporting frequent online interaction were more likely to experience disturbed sleep and negative peer interactions, which in turn heightened anxiety and depressive symptoms (Viner et al., 2019). This study strongly supports the theme of digital risk exposure, emphasising how the mechanisms of risk (online victimisation and disrupted routines) link social media use with psychological harm.
Similarly, McNamee, Mendolia & Yerokhin (2021) focus on the emotional and behavioural outcomes associated with social media use during adolescence. Their longitudinal approach reveals that higher levels of time spent on social platforms are associated with increased emotional difficulties, including feelings of sadness and irritability, and conduct problems such as impulsivity or anger. Importantly, this study highlights that these associations persist even after controlling for socioeconomic and background factors, suggesting that social media exposure itself — independent of other stressors — contributes to increased emotional risk in youth. The findings align with Viner et al., reinforcing digital spaces as potential sources of adverse experiences and internalising behaviours.
Plackett, Sheringham & Dykxhoorn (2022) extends the conversation by analysing longer-term impacts of social media use. While this study finds that effects on mental health vary by individual factors like baseline wellbeing and offline support systems, it nevertheless identifies a trend where higher chronic use amplifies vulnerability to anxiety and low mood over time. Unlike Viner et al. or McNamee et al., this study suggests heterogeneity in risk: not all adolescents are equally affected, and some show resilience.
In comparison, Viner et al. and McNamee et al. agree broadly that higher use and associated risk exposures (cyberbullying, sleep disruption, emotional dysregulation) correlate with poorer wellbeing. Plackett et al. agrees on risk but nuances the picture, showing that impact magnitude varies according to individual and contextual differences. Together, these articles illustrate how digital transformation — specifically greater immersion in social media — increases youth exposure to psychosocial risks, offering vital insight into the research question. They demonstrate not only associations with mental health challenges but also suggest pathways through which these risks emerge, shaping both theoretical understanding and directions for safer digital engagement.



















Chapter 5: Conclusion
This dissertation has examined the physical, cognitive and social impacts of digital transformation in social media on children and adolescents in the UK. The aim of chapter 1 was to introduce the research topic and provide key terminology as well as antonyms and display both the aims and objectives of the study. Chapter 2 looked at contextual information regarding the advancement of digital technology and defined digital transformation as the integration of interactive and engaging platforms into everyday life. Patterns such as increased screen time and digital accessibility were highlighted across both national and global regions. Key milestones in history were also explored revealing how peer interaction and the formation of identities increased with digital transformation. Chapter 3 of this dissertation presented the methodological and search approaches used to gather secondary data. Methods included using academic databases such as PubMed and Google Scholar, using the CRAAP test to validate sources and applying any inclusion/exclusion criteria. All these processes helped to contribute to the thematic analysis used in chapter 4. In chapter 4, the impacts of DT in social media on young people were emphasised; risks such as reduced physical activity, cyberbullying, anxiety and sleep disruption were all listed as factors associated with prolonged social media use. Benefits of digital media, however, included identity formation, social connection and increased digital literacy.
This chapter aims to evaluate the responsibilities of parents, caregivers, legislators, educators and social media companies. It describes how they can come together to share accountability and therefore create safer digital environments for children and adolescents.
The aim of this dissertation is to gain a deep understanding of social media’s influence on the experiences and behaviours of children and adolescents in the UK. This has been addressed through a systematic and thematic analysis of existing literature within this dissertation. The first objective was met by defining digital transformation and highlighting current patterns. This can be seen in both chapter 1 and 2 of this dissertation. The second objective was achieved by evaluation of the positive and negative impacts of social media. Part of objective 3 was fulfilled by outlining the responsibility of policy makers through defining key organisations such as the NSPCC and presenting their role in ensuring safety online for children. However, evaluating the responsibilities of parents and educators, a big aspect of objective 3, was only briefly mentioned throughout this dissertation. This part of objective 3 as well as the final objective will be met in chapter 5 by proposing recommendations which can be reinforced by parents, educators and legislators. These recommendations will include overseeing potential legislation, policies and digital literacy programmes to help promote healthier social media engagement.
Recommendations
The findings within this dissertation reveal that digital transformation in social media has both significant risks but also meaningful opportunities for children and adolescents in the UK. While digital platforms can increase creativity, learning and connections between similar age groups, issues relating to privacy, mental health and harmful content exposure online demonstrate the need for action by stakeholders. The recommendations within this chapter will therefore be directed not only to policy makers and social media companies but also parents and educators to bring about the best digital conditions for young people in the UK.
To begin with, stricter regulations and strong enforcement strategies are needed. This can be achieved through action of the UK government enhancing the Online Safety Act by making sure that social media companies implement age verification in apps. Studies have shown that a significant proportion (33%) of children aged 5-7 uses social media independently (Ofcom, 2024). This is below the recommended age and shows the need for more robust measures and relevant sanctions for not complying. Also, regulatory organisations like Ofcom should require digital sites to include child-friendly features (e.g. restricted messaging) which will help to minimise exposure to harmful content (Centre for Social Justice, 2025).
Next, digital literacy skills should be implemented into the UK’s national curriculum. Schools should play a role in developing a child’s digital competence and literacy skills. This is important as it will help to equip students the critical skills needed to be safe online, identify misinformation, recognise risks related to privacy and understand briefly how algorithms are influenced. Studies have shown that while many children and teens seem to be aware of basic dangers on the internet, they are not aware of more complex problems like profiling and data tracking. Embedding digital literacy programmes from young will help strengthen digital resilience and critical thinking which can be applied to online contexts (Zhao, J. et al., 2019).
Furthermore, parental supervision and engagement need to be a requirement. The online experiences that children and adolescents have are impacted by the parents. Because of this, supervision should go beyond simply managing screen time in order to understand and enhance the type and quality of online activity the child is receiving. Digital devices can be used to help with language development, fine motor skills (in younger children) and social interaction when used effectively. Effective use of digital technology can be learned by parents through parental support initiatives. These programmes aim to help parents develop engagement strategies, boundary setting and understanding about experiences that happen on the internet (The Guardian, 2024).
Additionally, digital inequality across regions should be addressed to ensure equal access to digital opportunities. Many children lack access to digital devices and reliable internet even though technology is very widespread across the globe. Communities that are disadvantaged should be provided with programmes that promote digital inclusion such as community training programmes and affordable device provision invested by policy makers. Without these interventions, digital transformation can begin to increase already existing social inequalities (The Sun, 2026).
Finally, mental health support systems that adapt to the realities of social media today must be put in place. In chapter 4 of this dissertation, associations between intense social media use and anxiety, reduced mental wellbeing and sleep disruption were made through the analysis of existing literature. As a result of these findings, healthcare professionals and schools should merge digital wellbeing into mental health services and counselling that aims to tackle issues like cyberbullying, online comparison and harassment (Cambridge Judge Business School, 2024; Centre for Social Justice, 2025)
In order to maximise the benefits of digital transformation in social media while also having an awareness of risks, a balanced and proactive approach in necessary. Combining the authority of legislators, educators and parents as well as current research can help the UK work towards a safer digital environment for children and adolescents.
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Appendices
Search Sheet


	
My research question:

	
Exploring the Impact of Digital Transformation in Social Media on Children and Adolescents in the UK.

	
Places to search for information:

	Google, PubMed, Google Scholar, UWTSD Library, Research Gate

	

	
Date 
	
Database / Search Engine Name
	
Search Terms 
	
No of Results
	
Links to: title, aim, objective number?
	
Your Comments or notes 

	N/A
	Google Scholar
	
	
	https://www.proquest.com/openview/cf05d17ab508b0c4af4b0a68a8c57481/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=44156.
A Case Study Exploring the Impact of Social Media Technology on Students in a UK Secondary School.

	CORE ARTICLE

	N/A
	Research Gate
	What impact does social media have on the physical health of children and adolescents in the UK?
	
	https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335154163_Roles_of_cyberbullying_sleep_and_physical_activity_in_mediating_the_effects_of_social_media_use_on_mental_health_and_wellbeing_among_young_people_in_England_a_secondary_analysis_of_longitudinal_data
Roles of cyberbullying, sleep, and physical activity in mediating the effects of social media use on mental health and wellbeing among young people in England: a secondary analysis of longitudinal data.

	CORE ARTICLE
Very interesting article as not much research has shown long studies that are two or more years.
. 


	N/A
	Google Scholar
	
	
	https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1570677X21000162
Social media use and emotional and behavioural outcomes in adolescence: Evidence from British longitudinal data.

	CORE ARTICLE

	N/A
	PubMed
	
	
	https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36961482/
The Longitudinal Impact of Social Media Use on UK Adolescents' Mental Health: Longitudinal Observational Study.

	CORE ARTICLE

	N/A
	Google
	
	
	https://www.rsph.org.uk/news/instagram-ranked-worst-for-young-peoples-mental-health/
Instagram ranked worst for young people's mental health.
	This is an important article to use. It shows the perspective of the children and provides recommendations.

	N/A
	Google Scholar
	
	
	https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12889-018-5220-4
Gender differences in the associations between age trends of social media interaction and well-being among 10–15-year-olds in the UK.

	Maybe use in first chapter to help explain the aim of this research.
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