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[bookmark: _Toc216512628]Introduction
Emotional, psychological, and social well-being are all included in mental health, which has an impact on people's everyday thoughts, feelings, and behaviours (Jurakulovich et al., 2025; Coronel-Santos et al., 2022). In recent years, social media has become deeply embedded in the lives of adolescents and young adults, significantly shaping communication, identity development, and self-perception (Bibian and Ma’rof, 2024). While it offers opportunities for social support and connection, research increasingly suggests that excessive or harmful patterns of social media use are linked to anxiety, depression, loneliness, and low self-esteem (Khalaf et al., 2023). Given its widespread use and the rising burden of mental health issues among young people in the UK, understanding this relationship is essential for informing policies, prevention strategies, and wellbeing interventions.
[bookmark: _Toc216512629]Prevalence / Incidence of Problems
Over the past ten years, the number of young people in the UK experiencing mental health issues has significantly increased. According to NHS England (2023), about one in five people between the ages of 8 and 25 currently fit the description of a probable mental health issue. Emotional disorders such as anxiety and depression have become particularly prevalent, with adolescents reporting increased stress, poor self-image, and reduced overall well-being. The Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2015) further highlights that young people who spend more than three hours per day on social media are twice as likely to express symptoms indicative of anxiety and depressive disorders, signalling a concerning link between digital engagement and psychological distress.
At the same time, social media usage continues to grow. Plackett et al. (2023) report that nearly 97% of UK adolescents and young adults engage with at least one social media platform daily, making it one of the most influential aspects of their social environment. The Mental Health Foundation (2025) notes that 40% of young adults, particularly girls, believe social media negatively affects their self-esteem and body image. These trends demonstrate the urgent need to examine the mental health implications of social media within the UK context, where both psychological distress and digital engagement are increasing concurrently.
[bookmark: _Toc216512630]Literature-Based Background 
Existing literature suggests that social media plays a complex role in influencing mental health outcomes. While platforms may provide meaningful social interaction, belonging, and emotional support, they can also expose users to cyberbullying, unrealistic beauty standards, and social comparison, all linked to negative psychological outcomes such as anxiety and depression (Khalaf et al., 2023). Bibian and Ma’rof (2024) highlight that social media use among young people today is often intertwined with identity formation and peer validation. As such, both positive and negative mental health effects may emerge depending on how the platform is used.
Several international studies have explored the link between social media and mental well-being, but findings remain mixed. Gupta et al. (2022) note that usage style, platform type, and emotional investment play integral roles in shaping psychological outcomes. For example, passive scrolling tends to be associated with poorer well-being, while active engagement, such as messaging or problem-focused communication, may provide emotional benefits (Plackett et al, 2023). However, much of the available research focuses on non-UK populations, limiting the extent to which findings can be applied within the specific cultural and social context of young people in the United Kingdom (Yu et al., 2024).
UK-focused evidence shows increasing concerns. The Mental Health Foundation (2025) reports that body image dissatisfaction, online comparison, and cyberbullying are growing risk factors. Although some interventions, such as digital wellbeing campaigns, have been introduced, their effectiveness remains unclear (Wilson and Stock, 2021). This highlights a clear need for comprehensive UK-specific evidence examining not only associations between social media and mental health but also behaviours, frequency, and platform-specific risks.
[bookmark: _Toc216512631]Rationale for the Research 
Growing concern over the mental health effects of social media use, especially among adolescents and young adults, highlights the need for a systematic evaluation of available evidence (Yu et al., 2024). Adolescence and young adulthood represent sensitive developmental periods characterised by identity exploration, heightened peer influence, and increased vulnerability to social pressures (Gupta et al., 2022). Understanding how different usage patterns, such as time spent online, type of interaction, and content exposure, contribute to mental health challenges is essential for identifying high-risk behaviours (Halat et al, 2023). Although global studies offer insight, the scarcity of UK-specific research means that culturally relevant evidence remains limited (Gupta et al., 2022).
The proposed systematic review aims to address this knowledge gap by synthesising UK-based findings on social media’s mental health impact. This is crucial for informing evidence-based mental health interventions, digital literacy programmes, and policy frameworks aimed at promoting online safety (Anwar, 2024). By identifying both harmful and protective factors, the research will help guide mental health professionals, educators, and policymakers in designing preventive and supportive strategies tailored to young people’s needs (Halat et al, 2023). Ultimately, this review will contribute to safeguarding the well-being of adolescents and young adults by promoting safer, more balanced social media use (Anwar, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc216512632]Research Question, Aim and Objectives
Research Question:
What is the impact of social media use on the mental health of adolescents and young adults in the UK?
Aim:
To examine how social media use affects the mental health of adolescents and young adults in the UK.
Objectives:
1. To identify the association between social media use and mental health outcomes such as anxiety, depression, and self-esteem in adolescents and young adults in the UK.
2. To explore the factors (frequency, type of use, and platform) that influence the psychological effects of social media in adolescents and young adults in the UK.
3. To evaluate evidence-based interventions or strategies that reduce negative mental health effects associated with social media use in adolescents and young adults in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc216512633]Research Methodology 
A systematic review methodology will be adopted to comprehensively analyse existing research on social media use and mental health among UK adolescents and young adults (Tandon et al, 2021). This approach enables rigorous identification, screening, and synthesis of relevant studies while ensuring transparency and replicability. Databases including PubMed, Web of Science, and Google Scholar will be searched using predetermined keywords such as “social media,” “mental health,” “UK adolescents,” “depression,” and “anxiety.”
The review will follow the PRISMA framework to ensure systematic selection of studies and accurate reporting (Nezameslami et al, 2025). Titles and abstracts will be checked once duplicates have been eliminated, and then the whole text will be evaluated using predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria (Nezameslami et al, 2025). Quality assessment will be conducted using an appropriate appraisal tool to ensure reliability of the findings. Extracted data will be synthesised thematically to identify patterns, relationships, and gaps related to social media’s mental health effects (Nezameslami et al, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc216512634]Inclusion Criteria
· UK-based studies that specifically investigate adolescents and young adults living within the United Kingdom to ensure cultural and contextual relevance to the target population.
· Studies that include participants aged 10–25, covering early adolescence through young adulthood, to capture a wide developmental range of social media use and mental health outcomes.
· Research that directly examines social media use, such as frequency, platform type, or usage patterns, and its association with mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, self-esteem, or psychological well-being.
· Peer-reviewed primary studies that present original empirical data rather than commentary or secondary summaries, ensuring methodological rigour and reliability.
· Publications released between 2015 and 2025 to capture contemporary digital behaviours and reflect the rapidly evolving nature of social media platforms.
· Studies written in English to ensure accurate interpretation of findings and maintain consistency in data extraction and analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc216512635]Exclusion Criteria
· Studies conducted outside the United Kingdom, as cross-cultural differences in social media behaviours and mental health frameworks may limit their applicability to the UK context.
· Research involving participants younger than 10 or older than 25, since these age groups fall outside the defined adolescent and young adult population of interest.
· Studies that do not assess mental health outcomes or that focus on unrelated topics, making them irrelevant to the research aim of examining psychological impacts.
· Reviews, systematic reviews, commentaries, conference abstracts, or editorials that do not provide primary empirical evidence required for data synthesis.
· Non-English publications, as translation challenges could introduce misinterpretation or inconsistencies within the review process.
· Studies that fail to report empirical data, such as opinion pieces or theoretical papers, thereby lacking measurable findings necessary for systematic analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc216512636]Data Collection Procedure 
Data collection will begin with a database search by using Boolean operators to link search terms such as “social media AND mental health,” “UK adolescents,” “young adults,” “anxiety,” “depression,” and “self-esteem.” Filters will be applied to restrict results to English-language primary research published between 2015 and 2025. All identified records will be exported into a reference manager to remove duplicates before screening begins. The initial screening will involve reviewing titles and abstracts to exclude irrelevant studies. Full-text articles meeting the inclusion criteria will then be retrieved for comprehensive evaluation.
A structured data collection form will be used to extract key information from each study, including year, sample size, age group, methodology, type of social media assessed, mental health outcomes, and key findings. Both qualitative and quantitative data will be recorded to support a broad understanding of the topic. The process ensures that only relevant and high-quality evidence is included in the final synthesis (Alam, 2021). Any unclear data in the selected studies will be interpreted using the context provided by the authors, ensuring accuracy and consistency in extraction (Alam, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc216512637]Quality Assessment Tool 
Quality assessment will be conducted using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist, which evaluates methodological rigour, credibility, and relevance (Maheshwarappa and Majumder, 2023). CASP is widely used for appraising qualitative and quantitative health research and provides structured questions assessing clarity of aims, appropriateness of study design, sampling methods, data collection validity, ethical considerations, and robustness of findings (Tang et al, 2025). Each included study will be assigned a quality rating (high, moderate, or low) based on how well it meets appraisal criteria (Maheshwarappa and Majumder, 2023). This ensures that the synthesis reflects reliable evidence and allows limitations of lower-quality studies to be acknowledged in the interpretation (Tang et al, 2025). Using CASP strengthens the review’s validity and supports transparent, systematic evaluation of the literature (Tang et al, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc216512638]Data Extraction 
In order to ensure continuous gathering of pertinent data, a structured data extraction form will be utilised. Extracted elements will include authorship, publication year, study design, demographic characteristics, social media variables (frequency, type, platform), mental health outcomes, measurement tools, and key results (Wu et al, 2021). Data related to associations, risk factors, and intervention effectiveness will also be recorded. Extracted information will be organised in tables to support comparison across studies (Vist et al, 2025). This systematic approach facilitates accurate synthesis and helps identify recurring patterns or discrepancies within the research. Extracted data will then directly inform the thematic analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc216512639]Data Analysis 
Thematic analysis will be used to synthesise the findings from selected studies. This approach is appropriate for identifying patterns across qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods research (Naeem et al, 2024). The analysis process will begin with familiarisation, involving multiple readings of extracted data to identify initial ideas (Naeem et al, 2024). Codes will then be generated to represent meaningful segments of data related to mental health outcomes, risk behaviours, protective factors, and usage patterns. Codes will be systematically applied across all studies to ensure consistency (Braun and Clarke, 2023).
Next, related codes will be clustered to form overarching themes such as "social comparison and self-esteem," "cyberbullying and emotional distress," "time spent online and anxiety," or "protective effects of social support." Each theme will be refined to ensure it accurately reflects the data and contributes to answering the research question. Relationships between themes will also be explored, such as how platform type interacts with emotional outcomes (Braun and Clarke, 2023). This thematic synthesis will provide a comprehensive understanding of how social media affects mental health among UK adolescents and young adults.
[bookmark: _Toc216512640]Ethical Considerations 
This study presents little ethical risk because it is a systematic review and does not engage with human subjects. However, ethical responsibility lies in ensuring accurate, honest, and respectful representation of the findings from published studies (Bernard and Balog, 2025). All sources will be correctly cited to avoid plagiarism and ensure academic integrity. Only studies that have obtained ethical approval from their respective institutions will be included, ensuring that the evidence synthesised is ethically sound (Riley et al, 2023).
Approval from the university will be sought to ensure adherence to research governance standards. Sensitive issues such as mental health, cyberbullying, and self-esteem will be presented carefully to avoid reinforcing stigma (Bernard and Balog, 2025). The report will aim to highlight protective factors and promote positive mental health strategies without placing blame on young people for their online behaviours (Riley et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc216512641]Implications of Research 
This systematic review has the potential to significantly benefit adolescents and young adults by identifying how social media behaviours influence their mental health (Koh et al, 2024). By uncovering patterns of risk, such as excessive screen time, negative comparison, and exposure to cyberbullying, the findings can guide young people towards healthier digital habits (Koh et al, 2024). Evidence showing positive effects, such as social support and connection, can also help promote more balanced and mindful platform use (Berryman et al., 2018). Understanding both harms and benefits empowers young people to navigate online spaces more safely and supports early recognition of mental health concerns (Ulvi et al, 2022).
For public health organisations, the review provides a foundation for developing awareness campaigns and school-based programmes aimed at improving digital wellbeing (Petalas et al., 2021). Campaigns can emphasise mental health literacy, responsible platform engagement, and coping strategies to mitigate stress associated with online interactions (Koh et al, 2024). Health and social care services can use the findings to implement early intervention tools that identify at-risk individuals based on their online behaviours (Ulvi et al, 2022).
Policymakers and educators will also benefit from the review’s insights. Evidence-based guidance can inform digital safety regulations, school curricula, and national well-being frameworks (Wilson and Stock, 2021). Mental health professionals can integrate the review’s findings into counselling approaches for young people affected by social media-related distress (Ndindeng, 2025). Overall, the research will contribute to healthcare and social care planning by identifying key risk and protective factors that influence young people’s mental health in digital contexts (Unlu et al, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc216512642]Conclusion 
In summary, this systematic review will synthesise current evidence on how social media use influences mental health outcomes among adolescents and young adults in the UK. With rising digital engagement and increasing mental health concerns, the research is timely and essential. By examining patterns of use, associated risks, and protective behaviours, the study aims to inform public health strategies, clinical practice, and policymaking. The findings will support young people in navigating social media more safely while helping professionals and institutions design effective interventions that promote wellbeing. Ultimately, this research will contribute to improving mental health outcomes in the UK’s digitally connected youth population.
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