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[bookmark: _Toc214527214]ABSTRACT
This dissertation was aimed at investigating the role of social media on the mental health of young adults in the United Kingdom, but with specific attention to the digital behaviours in shaping body image, self-esteem, anxiety and depression. The current study is also important in the sphere of health and social care as young adulthood is a very crucial time in developmental stages when mental disorders frequently appear, and the use of social media is a part of everyday life, communication process, and identity. Knowing this connection, practitioners, educators and policymakers will be able to enforce safer digital spaces and take care of the psychological health of youth.
The secondary research design was adopted as it utilized a systematic review and thematic analysis of evidence published in 2015-2025. Articles in peer-reviewed journals, government and public health reports, and publications of the third sector were searched in the credible academic databases. The thematic framework developed by Braun and Clarke was used in the analysis that allowed identifying the main patterns in the literature.
Three themes were identified, including (1) Social Comparison, Body Image and Self-Esteem, which indicated that appearance-based pressures were exerted to the greatest extent by visually motivated platforms; (2) Anxiety, Depression and Problematic Use, which indicated their relationship between compulsive engagement, feeling out of place and experiencing distress; and (3) Digital Wellbeing, Support and Intervention Strategies, which showed that social media could also be used to connect with peers, intervene and seek help when impacted with effective regulation and digital literacy.
Limitations encompassed dependence on the current body of research, variations in methodologies used in studies and the dynamic nature of online space that might have implication on the generalisability. Nevertheless, the conclusions have significant implications on practice.
Suggestions involve enhancing regulation of policy and platform under the Online Safety Act, enhancing digital wellbeing education, improving access to youth mental-health services, and enhancing research about vulnerable populations and algorithmic harms. Such measures can help facilitate more ethical, safe and positive digital experiences in young adults who span throughout the UK.    
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[bookmark: _Toc214527215]CHAPTER 1: Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc214527216]1.1 Introduction 
Social media is an overriding aspect of modern communication and identity-creating, especially among young adults in the United Kingdom. The social connection, entertainment, news intake and self-expression are conducted on platforms such as Instagram, Tik Tok, Snapchat, and YouTube. According to Ofcom's Adults in Media Use and Attitudes Report 2024, 91% of people aged 16-24 are social media users, and many young adults spend over 6 hours online per day, a considerable amount compared to older age groups (ABA, 2024). Social networking as part of daily life has sparked growing debate about its effects on the psychological health, resilience, and online safety of youths.
Simultaneously, the statistics of mental health problems in the country indicate the alarming increase of emotional distress, self-harm, anxiety and body-image issues in young adults. According to Mental Health of Children and Young People in England 2023 by NHS Digital, every one out of five 17-24-year-old people have an estimated probability of having a probable mental health disorder (Andreassen, Pallesen and Griffiths, 2023). A developing literature indicates that particular online behaviours, including appearance-related comparison, cyberbullying, obsessive scrolling and sleep disturbance, can be exacerbations of susceptibility to mental health challenges. 
The insights of this changing relation is a crucial priority of health and social care, education, digital policies, and youth protection. The dissertation is thus a study of the effect of social media use on the mental health of young adults living in the UK, based on the secondary research and thematic analysis.  
[bookmark: _Toc214527217]1.2 Definitions and Terminology 
This section explains the meaning of major terms that are used in the dissertation to make it conceptually clear. Social media can be defined as electronic media through which the users can create, share and communicate with others in the networked communities. They are Instagram, Tik Tok, Snapchat, YouTube, Facebook and X (formerly Twitter) among others. Social media is not the same as the traditional online communication since it is interactive, algorithmically personalised, and constituted by constantly generated content by its users.
Mental health is construed, as per the definition, given by the world health organisation, and it pertains to a state of wellbeing where the individuals can make the most out of their abilities, handle the normal stresses of life, work effectively and contribute to the community (Beck, 1976). In this dissertation outcome mental health encompasses such themes as psychological distress, anxiety, depression, self-esteem, loneliness and body-image concerns, which were invariably found in research in the UK.
Young adults are those individuals who are 18-25 years of age. This is in line with the top of NHS Digital youth mental health reporting, the youth category in the Office for National Statistics, and recent studies on digital wellbeing which are aimed at emerging adulthood, a stage in life that is related to identity formation and increased social comparison.
Other concepts applied in subsequent chapters entail:
· Cyberbullying: violent or injurious behaviour done over digital communication.
· Social comparison: comparing oneself with the content people post online, which is usually associated with lower self-esteem.  
[bookmark: _Toc214527218]1.3 Rationale for Research 
The escalating cases of mental health challenges among young adults in the United Kingdom have raised serious concerns in the field of health and social care, education, and digital policy. Mental Health of Children and Young People in England 2023 by NHS Digital noted that approximately one out of five 17-24-year-olds is likely to have a mental health disorder, as an increasing proportion of people report experiencing anxiety, self-harm, disordered eating and sleep disturbance (Bendau et al., 2020). Simultaneously, Online Nation 2024 by Ofcom indicates that 91 % of 16-24-year-olds use social media every day, and one out of every two social media users spends more than six hours online every day, potentially indicating the high rates of digital immersion that were never as high in the past generations (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). These trends converging lead to some critical questions concerning the impact that the online environments have on psychological well-being and how they can define the identity and social relationships of young adults.
Even though many studies and commentaries have documented the possible harms such as cyberbullying, fear of missing out, appearance-based comparison, and exposure to unrealistic lifestyle ideals, current evidence also reveals that social media can help people connect with their peers, express emotions and receive mental-health care. The connection between mental health and social media use is not necessarily causal and is complicated; a longitudinal UK study published in Braun and Clarke, (2006) found few causal effects after accounting for self-esteem and social context (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

[bookmark: _Toc214527219]1.4 Aim and Objectives 
Research Aim:
To critically review the effect of the use of social media on the mental health of young adults (18-25 years old) in the United Kingdom with particular focus on psychological wellbeing, risk and protective factors, and the existing support or intervention strategies.
The intention is based on the apprehensions of increased mental health challenges among the youth in the UK and the high rates of online activity as reported by Ofcom and NHS Digital. It does not deny that social media can produce positive and negative effects, and the degree of its impact is determined by the person, social and contextual factors.
Research Objectives:
1. To address patterns and prevalence of social media among youth adults aged 20 to 24 in the UK, including platform dominant among the youth.
2. To examine how social media use is related to the outcome of mental health, including anxiety, depression, loneliness, self-esteem, and body-image concerns, based on the evidence provided by the UK and international studies.
3. In order to assess the current policies in the UK, guidelines and interventions on online harm, digital health and youth mental health, such as the Online Safety Act, NHS programmes and third-sector initiatives.
4. To offer evidence-based suggestions that can guide health and social care professionals in undertaking health and psychologically sound social media use among young adults.  
[bookmark: _Toc214527220]1.5 Conclusion
This chapter has established the increasing role of social media as an object of the life of young adults in the United Kingdom and has identified the issues related to its possible impact on mental health. As the daily use of social media is being reported among the enormous majority of 16-24-year-olds and the signs of rising levels of psychological distress in the youth indicate, exploring this relationship is as timely and health and social care, education and digital policy are necessitating.
The major concepts that the dissertation dealt with, including social media, mental health, and digital wellbeing and young adulthood, have been defined to give them conceptual clarity. The argument indicated the complication in the available evidence, the increased incidence of mental health challenges, and the necessity of an objective analysis, which is balanced and critically informed. The mentioned research purpose and four objectives provide a clear outline of the dissertation and define the investigation of the patterns of use, related psychological results, and the UK-related interventions and implications on practice.  
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[bookmark: _Toc214527222]2.1 Introduction 
The chapter gives contextual backgrounds that are necessary to appreciate the associations between the use of social media and mental wellbeing among young adults in the United Kingdom. It builds upon the introductory discussion by analysing the historical process of social media, theoretical frameworks that guide the scholarly understanding of online behaviour, and broader international and national policy contexts that define the digital wellbeing and youth mental health. 
The chapter is divided into five major parts. To start with, the historical context describes the development of social media as part of a broader technological and cultural transformation of the digitally mediated communication. Second, the theoretical background presents fundamental psychological and sociological accounts on the mechanism of online influence. Third, the international setting considers international trends and comparative policy strategies whereas the UK setting is concerned with law, the priorities of how the population is treated and the response by the sector. 
[bookmark: _Toc214527223]2.2 Historical Background 
The connection between social media and the mental health of young people lies in the fact that this is a part of a broader transformation of communication technologies that occurred in the last three decades. Early social online interaction developed during the 1990s when bulletin board systems and instant messaging platforms came into existence, where people interacted via text based messages within relatively closed groups. The period of the early 2000s was a turning point as Friendster (2002), MySpace (2003) and Facebook (2004) introduced the possibility to create opening profiles and build large digital networks (Bendau et al., 2020). 
Since 2010, social media has been in what has been characterized by many scholars as the mobile-app era due to the mainstreaming of smartphones and better internet access. Instagram (2010), Snapchat (2011) and subsequently Tik Tok (2016) spurred a rise in the use of images and video in communication, with visual appearance and display of the lifestyle becoming a central element of Internet communication. The algorithms of recommendations that these platforms operated started customizing content to the individual users, escalating the speed, intensity and amount of exposure (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). To young adults in the development of identity and fitting into the social world, it provided access to creative expression and peer support, but also increased risks associated with comparison, cyber bullying and perceived social norms.
It is in this time that researchers and public health organisations started to notice relationships between social media use and mental health-related indicators such as anxiety, depression, disordered eating and sleep disturbance. The youth organisations and charities noticed that their support needs were growing in reference to online experiences and enhanced digital protection needs were called on. The emergence of large sized datasets, such as the one released by Ofcom and NHS Digital allowed getting a more detailed insight into the way of everyday usage and the results of wellbeing in the UK.
Another significant turning point was the COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2022). The connection, education, entertainment, and communication with public health were a pressing infrastructure because of lockdowns and isolation periods via social media. Although most youth cited advantages of remaining connected to friends as well as mental-health-related information, others described increased screen time, false information, alarming information and lack of offline communication (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This time played a vital role in influencing the policy discourse on digital harm, which was used as a foundation in later legislation, including the Online Safety Act.
At historical level therefore, social media has developed to be a networked tool of communication to be a ubiquitous environment of identity, connections and emotional health. This would be crucial to understanding the current evidence as it reveals that the challenges and opportunities currently affecting young adults are not static, but constantly evolving due to technological, cultural and regulatory change.  
[bookmark: _Toc214527224]2.3 Theoretical Background 
The application of various theoretical views assists in understanding how the application of social media can affect the mental health of young adults. These theories shed light on the psychological processes, behavioural patterns and social processes that condition online experiences and reactions among users.
Among the most common perspectives that are widely used is the Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954) according to which people compare themselves with others in order to make judgments on their capabilities, attractiveness and social status. Image- and lifestyle-oriented applications like Instagram and Tik Tok give us an endless flow of highly edited and often idealised images of other people and influencers. Researchers state that such settings can exacerbate upward social comparison where people feel inferior to others who they consider to be more successful or attractive that may lead to decreases in self-esteem, body satisfaction and mood (Center for Humane Technology, 2018). Nevertheless, the theory also proposes that the comparison may be motivating in certain situations, which contributes to the development of skills and social learning, which states that the outcomes are not always negative.
The second important framework is Uses and Gratifications Theory that considers the media consumers as active participants that exercise their platforms to satisfy psychological, as well as social requirements like belonging, entertainment, identity formation, and stress alleviation. In this view, social media can be used by young adults to seek social support, express themselves or to get information on mental health (Chau, Burgermaster and Mamykina, 2018). This has the potential to yield good results and especially to those who feel marginalised in offline life or who gain peer communities. However, the same needs can result in dependence patterns or abuse of use, especially when young people use social media to control problematic emotions.
The Displacement Hypothesis provides a new prism, which claims that high amounts of online activity can lead to a decrease in time spent in the offline relationships, physical activity and sleep-the factors which are linked to better wellbeing. The studies before and after the COVID-19 pandemic have offered the idea of balance between online and face-to-face communication and socialization as well as healthy activities (Cohen et al., 2019). But the critics believe that digital communication does not always displace offline relationships, but they complement them and thus do not always support the notion that displacement is unavoidable.
The developing Cognitive-Behavioural explanations of problematic internet and social media use suggest that maladaptive ways of thinking (e.g., fear of missing out, intolerance of uncertainty and negative self-believes) and the characteristics of the platform design (e.g., notifications, infinite scroll, algorithmic reinforcement) can work together to promote compulsive use (Cotter et al., 2024). This is especially applicable to young adults who suffer anxiety attacks or lack of self-respect, which amplifies the interactions between the vulnerability of people and technological organisation.
[bookmark: _Toc214527225]2.4 International Context 
The response to research and policy regarding social media and mental health in youths has emerged in a diversity of international settings, as the world looks worried about the health of digitally linked communities. Despite differences in cultural, regulatory and technological surroundings, most nations are reporting same tendencies of increasing social media use among adolescents and young adults and rising prevalence of anxiety, depression and body-image dissatisfaction.
In Europe and North America, massive surveys show the increasing correlation between the heavy use of social media and unfavourable mental health results. In a study by the World Health Organisation of Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children (2022), that includes 44 countries, it was found that there was a shift in problematic social media use between 7 % in 2018 to 11% in 2022, and higher among girls (13 %) than boys (9 %). Digital wellbeing cross-national surveillance was important as problematic use was associated with reduced life satisfaction, sleep disturbances and more frequent health complaints (Cotter et al., 2024). These are consistent with the Canadian and Australian research, which reported correlations between online comparison, cyberbullying and psychological distress among youths.
In the US, the Centres of Disease Control and Prevention and the Pew Research Center have identified the high rate of social media use among adolescents and young adults through studies, and reported a rise in persistent sadness, self-harm, and suicide-related behaviours over the last ten years (Elhai et al., 2017). Online platforms like Instagram, Tik Tok and Snapchat have become a topic of heated discussion and have been the focus of Senate hearings and demands to make the algorithms more transparent and protective.
International policies also indicate an increased effort towards the consensus on the necessity of digital governance that will protect young users. New stricter platform accountability, age-appropriate protections and content moderation provisions were brought in by the Digital Services Act (2022) by the European Union (Fardouly et al., 2015). Equally, the Online Safety Act in Australia enhanced the authorities to deal with image-based abuse, cyberbullying, and harmful online contents. Although they vary in their scope and implementation, both methods highlight the same theme of governments and technology corporations working together in reducing online harms.
With these similarities, cultural and infrastructural indications influence the digital experiences of young people. There is, as an example, a correlation between countries with robust community-based mental health systems, digital literacy education and strong child-protection laws seeming to be better positioned to combine social media and wellbeing approaches.  


[bookmark: _Toc214527226]2.5 National/Local UK Context 
The UK has been facing a long period of concern about the mental well-being of children, adolescents and young adults, and more interest is developing in the role of digital environments. Mental Health of Children and Young People in England 2023 published by NHS Digital indicated that one in five young adults aged 17-24 years was diagnosed with a probable mental disorder with the prevalent challenges being anxiety, depression, self-harm and disordered eating. YoungMinds also shows an increase in rates of psychological distress, stating that a large portion of the youth cannot obtain timely assistance. These processes go hand in hand with the unprecedented rates of social media usage. Ofcom report Adults Media Use and Attitudes report 2024 noted that 91 % of people aged 16-24 use social media every day and that many people spend more than six hours on social media every day, most often in Tik Tok, Instagram, Snapchat and YouTube (Festinger, 1954).
The UK policy discussions are turning towards the possibility of social media influencing wellbeing either negatively or positively. In the study of the Royal Society of Public Health under the name Status of Mind, it was reported that there were associations between social media use and anxiety, loneliness and poor sleep, especially on image-based social media. Public organisations, educators and third-sector organisations have responded by requesting more powerful digital literacy education, better protecting practices, and more investment in mental health services.
In legislation, the greatest achievement has been the approval of the Online Safety Act in 2023, which will be subject to a phased implementation beginning in 2024 (Fogg, 2023). The Act imposes legal responsibilities of care on large social media companies who need to evaluate and manage risks of harmful content, such as cyberbullying, self-harm content, and spreading suicide and promoting eating-disorders. Ofcom, which is also the regulator, is an investigative and enforcement entity. Though the Act has received a lot of appreciation among campaigners, certain civil liberties organisations have raised concerns over proportionality and freedom of expression, as a response to showing the multifactorial nature of the harm reduction versus rights protection.
In addition to regulatory reforms, there is an assortment of support programs that make up the response in the UK (Grant-Allen et al., 2025). These are NHS digital wellbeing resources, education-sector scheme of responsible online behaviour, youth mental-health charities, such as YoungMinds, stem4, The Mix, Papyrus and Beat, and the helplines, peer support and focused help they provide. Digital wellbeing has been incorporated into support models of universities and colleges, as the age group of 18-25-year-olds is especially susceptible to changes during the entry to tertiary education or work. 
[bookmark: _Toc214527227]2.6 Conclusion 
This chapter has also described the historical, theoretical and policy contexts that are important to comprehend the intricate relationship between the use of social media and the mental health of young adults in the United Kingdom. Social networking has evolved since the early days of the web-based platforms into algorithmically based, image oriented mobile applications and this has altered online interaction in a manner that impacts on emotional wellbeing, identity and peer relationships. The theoretical approaches, such as Social Comparison Theory, Uses and Gratifications Theory, the Displacement Hypothesis and cognitive-behavioural models, present a good idea of the psychological processes that can result in the beneficial and detrimental consequences.  
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[bookmark: _Toc214527228]CHAPTER 3 – Methods and Search Strategy
[bookmark: _Toc214527229]3.1 Introduction 
The research design adopted in this dissertation is the secondary research design, which is systematic in identifying, selecting and synthesising existing literature on the relationship between the use of social media and mental health in young adults in the United Kingdom. The method is suitable because there is a great amount of evidence on the topic of digital behaviour, online harms and youth wellbeing and because data collection through primary methods would ethically and practically be challenging in this sensitive area (GRR, 2019). The chapter describes the search strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria, CRAAP validity checks and thematic analysis employed to make sure the rigour is guaranteed. The materials involved will be peer-reviewed journals, government and public health reports and credible third-sector publications with special attention to the ethical and proper use of information.
[bookmark: _Toc214527230]3.2 Search Strategy
A systematic search methodology was used to find the related and high-quality literature concerning the effects of using social media on the mental health of young adults in the United Kingdom. The search strategy was based on the research aim and objectives and was confined to finding empirical studies, national datasets, policy reports, and systematic reviews published in a reasonable time-period.
Searches were conducted across academic databases and trusted evidence platforms, including:
· EBSCOhost
· ProQuest
· PubMed / MEDLINE
· PsycINFO
Keyword groups: Refer to Appendix 1
Search string example:
"social media" AND "mental health" AND ("young adults" OR "18-25") AND (UK OR "United Kingdom")
Search restrictions were used to focus on English-language sources, those with UK focus, and those published after 2015, as a sign of considerable technological advances and modern policy discussion. 
[bookmark: _Toc214527231]3.3 Searching for Information 
The search was done in a systematic and iterative way so that the best and relevant evidence could be located. The preliminary exploratory searches were conducted to acquaint the researcher with the scope of literature available and to narrow down on the important terms that were to be used in the search. Based on this, more specific search process was conducted in academic databases and official sources of evidence.
The search commenced with scholarly databases including EBSCOhost, ProQuest, PubMed/MEDLINE, PsycINFO and ScienceDirect that encompass peer-reviewed journal articles that are at the centre of analytical interest in the study. The researcher used the websites of NHS Digital, Ofcom, YoungMinds, The Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH) and other well-recognised organisations focused on mental health to search the information on the UK-specific data on digital behaviour and prevalence rates of mental health (Higgins, 1987).
The search results were examined in a number of steps. To begin with, the titles and abstracts were filtered to exclude sources that had absolutely no relevance or fell outside the UK context. The full texts were then reviewed to make judgments on their appropriateness in terms of quality of the methods, its relevance to the young adult population aged between 18-25, and its value in the study of the relationship between social media and mental health. 
[bookmark: _Toc214527232]3.4 Research Validation
To make sure that the literature employed in this dissertation was credible and academically appropriate, the sources were all validated through an organized research process. The primary device was CRAAP Test which gauges Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose. Currency was evaluated based on the consideration of studies published since 2015 to 2025, although older work foundational to the theory was also considered in some cases. Relevance was identified through the establishment of the fact that studies on social media and mental health had been conducted in populations similar to the UK population of young adult age (18-25) (Holland and Tiggeman, 2016). Authority was evaluated by evaluating authorship, institutional affiliation and publisher credibility giving preference to peer-reviewed journals, government reports (NHS Digital, Ofcom) and credible mental-health organisations (YoungMinds, RSPH, WHO Europe). Accuracy demanded clear methods and evidence-based assertions which avoided a great deal of anecdotal or unverifiable content. 
[bookmark: _Toc214527233]3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Refer to Appendix 2
Inclusion Criteria
The sources were considered as follows:
· Published 2015-2025 both refer to the trends in social media use and mental health.
· Catered to the young adults who are 18-25 years old or contained relevant findings in this.
· Investigated how the use of social media is related to mental health outcomes, such as anxiety, depression, body image, self-esteem, loneliness, self-harm or digital wellbeing.
Exclusion Criteria
Sources were eliminated when they:
· Published prior to 2015, except where providing necessary theoretical background.
· Concentrated on children under the age of 18, or on adults over the age of 25, and in neither case is transferable.
· Lack of coverage or merely opinion-based commentary that was not empirical or policy-related.
· Coming out of untrustworthy or business-oriented sources.
[bookmark: _Toc214527234]3.5 Analysing Research 
The chosen literature was summarised over the thematic analysis approach, a method that has been established to identify and make sense of patterns in qualitative and mixed-method studies. This method of analysis enabled one to achieve an organized interpretation of various findings and to contribute to the creation of a consistent view of the impact of social media use on mental health in young adults in the UK.
The analysis was done in stages. First, the entire inclusion sources were read and descriptive notes were taken with emphasis laid on research goals, research methods, major findings, and applicability to dissertation objectives (Hossain, Kim and Jahan, 2019). 
Then codes were cross-tabulated and clustered into wider themes according to the similarity of concepts among sources and frequency of occurrence. Refer to Appendix 3
This process provided three broad themes:
· Body image and self esteem, social comparison.
· Fear, depression and problematic or compulsive social media consumption.
· Strategies, support, and intervention, digital wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Toc214527235]3.6 Ethical Considerations 
Even though this research is developed through secondary research only, it was necessary to consider ethical issues in order to guarantee integrity and responsible use of the information. There was no direct interaction with the participants but full respect to the intellectual property was followed using all the sources and all of them were referenced properly using Mendeley to prevent plagiarism (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). As mental health issues are sensitive, it was selected only the credible and evidence-based literature over the inflated or commercially motivated claims. A non-stigmatising language was employed when speaking about such issues as self-harm, body image and suicide, and signposts to recognised support organisations were provided where necessary. The ethical strategy will help in facilitating better digital wellbeing, informed decision-making and safer online spaces among young adults.
[bookmark: _Toc214527236]3.8 Chapter Conclusion 
This chapter has described how the secondary research that will be based on this dissertation was going to be carried out. An orderly and messaging process was used to search, verify and examine pertinent literature in regard to the influence of social media on the mental well-being of young adults in the United Kingdom. The search strategy was clearly outlined and through systematic screening based on laid down inclusion and exclusion criteria, the sources selected were credible and would not be off-track. Application of the CRAAP Test and broad research validation secured the quality of evidence base and synthesis of various findings into coherent themes became possible through the thematic analysis process. 
[bookmark: _Toc214527237]CHAPTER 4 – Findings and Discussion 
[bookmark: _Toc214527238]4.1 Introduction 
The chapter shows and explains the main conclusions of the dissertation in a thematic analysis of the chosen literature in a structured manner. It will focus on assessing the impact of social media on the mental health of young adults in the United Kingdom by analysing the patterns identified in the authoritative research materials. The discussion is structured on the basis of three themes, which are based on the coding framework: (1) Social Comparison, Body Image and Self-Esteem, (2) Anxiety, Depression and Problematic Use, and (3) Digital Wellbeing, Support and Intervention Strategies (Legislation.Gov.UK, 2023). All the themes investigate the applicable evidence, statistics, theoretical insights and implications to young adults. Combined, these themes give a critical interpretation of the complicated interplay between social media and mental health.
[bookmark: _Toc214527239]4.2 Thematic Analysis 
Thematic analysis is a popular technique of locating, classifying and discerning pattern of meaning in qualitative data. Braun and Clarke (2006, p. Thematic analysis according to (79) is described as a means of determining, categorising, and providing insight into the patterns of meaning (themes) within a dataset in a systematic way. This method suited the current secondary study because it enabled the compilation of the results of various studies that concerned the use of social media and mental health among young adults in the United Kingdom.
The analysis was based on the six stages of the analysis presented by Braun and Clarke (2006): the familiarisation with the data, the generation of the first codes, theme search, reviewing, theme definition and naming and the final generation of the report. This resulted in the coding process being guided by the Results Summary/Coding Table created in Chapter 3 that provided insight into the common concepts in the literature reviewed (Levenson et al., 2016). The comparison, body image, self-esteem, anxiety, depression, compulsive use, cyberbullying, online support, wellbeing tools, and regulation codes were combined into three broad themes.
These are the themes discussed in the below parts:
· Social Comparison, Body Image and Self-Esteem.
· Anxiety, Depression and Problematic/Compulsive Use.
· Technology to support and intervene Supporting and intervening in digital wellbeing.
The thematic form allowed one to interpret the evidence thoroughly and critically, emphasizing some of the risks and the possible benefits that the social media use has.
[bookmark: _Toc214527240]4.3 Theme 1 – Social Comparison, Body Image and Self-Esteem 
Social comparison, body image and self-esteem became one of the key themes in the literature reviewed and they indicate the degree to which the visually oriented social media platforms can influence the perception of the young adults towards themselves and other people. Social comparison is defined as the process in which the individual would compare his or her value, looks or success in comparison with the other individuals (Livingstone, Stoilova and Nandagiri, 2019). Even though comparison is a normal cognitive process, social media platforms facilitate the frequency and the emotional depth of this process as the images of those who are idealised, status symbols and content that are promoted by algorithms are always visible. The theme is justified to a great extent of the research question since body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem are directly related to anxiety, depression and disordered eating, which are among the primary outcomes of mental-health issues under investigation in this dissertation.
The emergence of social media has redefined the body-image culture in a manner that is not attainable with the previous forms of media. Though beauty standards have always been projected by magazines and television, Instagram, Tik Tok and Snapchat were starting to provide the in-depth visual space that young adults create and consume real-time images. According to Fardouly and Vartanian (2016), the interactive feature of these sites reinforces the internalisation of beauty ideals, since the audience is not just exposed to ideal bodies, but is also unable to assess their personal appearance by means of likes, comments and shares (Merino et al., 2024). This makes it a place where one is partly self-worth dependent on apparent approval of the internet. Additional pressure on the connection between appearance, desirability and social status is also driven by the influencer culture where sponsored posts and brand collaborations have made body modification, cosmetic surgery and filtered perfection normal (NHS Digital, 2023).
There is statistical evidence to indicate that there is an alarming correlation between exposure to social media and body-image pressures in the United Kingdom. Ofcom in their Adults Media Use and Attitudes Report (2024) state that 91 % of 16-24-year-olds use social media on a daily basis and almost fifty % of them state to spend more time on such media than they had planned (OFCOM, 2024). NHS Digital (2023) established that 12.5 % of 17-19-year-olds exhibited signs of an eating disorder, with the most among the young women (20.8 %) than the young men (5.1 %). According to the report of Papyrus, (2025) appearance-based comparison and online bullying belong to the most frequently mentioned mental-health issues among the youth (Papyrus, 2025). Such statistics contribute to the possibility of social media affecting the perception that young adults have of their bodies and their worth.
There are various theories that are used to explain the psychological processes that relate to social media, body image, and self-esteem. Social Comparison Theory hypothesizes that upward comparison, or the tendency of people to consider other people more successful or attractive, leads to lower confidence and greater dissatisfaction (Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn, 2022). According to Self-Discrepancy Theory (Higgins, 1987), as the difference between one and the ideal self gets out of control, negative emotions become more pronounced. Such inconsistencies can be increased with exposure to elevated or altered images, which causes emotional suffering. Besides that, the Uses and Gratifications Theory Pretorius, Chambers and Coyle, (2019) underlines that users might resort to social media as a source of validation, belonging or self-expression, yet the dependency on external feedback can make self-esteem weak and dependent on social responses (Pretorius, Chambers and Coyle, 2019).
The pressure on body-image has been recognized by the government and regulatory bodies in the UK as a new public-health issue. Online Safety Act (UK Government, 2023) demands platforms to act in relation to the promotion of eating disorder and self-harm content and Ofcom has been given the power to enforce the act (Przybylski et al., 2023). To create resilience against the unrealistic appearance ideals, schools and universities are integrating digital literacy and media education programmes. Organisations like Beat and the Royal Society to Public health (RSPH) have also increased awareness of the dangers of beauty standards that are driven by algorithms.
The intricacy of the problem is demonstrated by evidence of reviewed studies. Richard et al., (2020) discovered that exposure to idealised images of body images on Instagram used by young women markedly decreased their body satisfaction in a matter of minutes (Richard et al., 2020). Similar results were found by (RSPH, 2025), who also identified negative effects associated with the exposure to fitness and the content on fitspiration, which enhanced self-objectification and appearance focus (RSPH, 2025). Nevertheless, not every research reports adverse effects; Cohen et al. (2019) concluded that exposure to body-positive content enhances self-acceptance and has a positive effect on body image, which implies that the effects are conditioned by the type of content viewed (Cohen et al., 2019). These divergent results indicate that social media is able to operate as a risk space and also a space that promotes healthier body-image identities.
There are positive implications of such theme that should not be disregarded. It is possible that social media can allow young adults to find various and non-traditional bodies, identities and representations that might not be apparent in mainstream media. Body-positive and body-neutral movements, disability activism and anti-diet culture communities offer counter-narratives to challenge the short-sighted beauty standards. To a lot of young adults, particularly those who think they are marginalised in the real world, these communities receive validation and empowerment. According to some users, posting unfiltered or recovery-oriented materials can make them feel less isolated and more stable in the process of seeking help (Cohen et al., 2019).
Nevertheless, negative connotations are still important. It has been associated with comparison-driven engagement that has increased anxiety, depression and social withdrawal especially among users who already have insecurities or perfectionistic personality (Holland and Tiggemann, 2016). The influencing nature of algorithmic systems could strengthen patterns that are cruel and make us look at the same visual content over and over even after disengagement. This feedback mechanism can potentially normalise extreme dieting, cosmetic augmentations and the digitally distorted looks, producing unrealistic standards of how a normal body should be.
The theme also relates with other themes that are discussed in this dissertation. As an example, the decrease in self-esteem associated with the processes of comparison can be a cause of anxiety and depressive symptoms, discussed in Theme 2. On the same note, attempts to control the content of harmful body images and facilitate wellbeing are also directly related to digital wellbeing and intervention strategies, discussed in Theme 3.
According to the literature, there is a quantifiable effect of social comparison on social media on body image and self-esteem among young adults in the UK. In addition to subjecting people to unrealistic beauty ideals and the need to validate through social media, it can offer communities of acceptance and dismantle harmful social expectancies. Evidence indicates that risk is greatest given that consumption is frequent, appearance-oriented and based on validation seeking, particularly when the people who consume the product feel they are vulnerable in the first place. As such, the theme provides essential information on how social media may influence mental health outcomes as identity, esteem and emotional wellbeing.
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The fear of how online communication can exacerbate psychological distress in young adults in the United Kingdom is reflected in anxiety, depression and problematic or compulsive social media use being a significant theme of the literature. Though the effects of social media cannot be applied to everyone in the same way, it seems that a uniform trend is present across the studies regarding how excessive, emotionally motivated or dysregulated social media can lead to increased amounts of psychological strain (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). This theme relates directly to the research question since anxiety and depression are some of the most common mental health challenges among the youth, and social media has been mentioned more and more by the youth themselves as a factor that affects their wellbeing (Thornton, 2010). Problematic use is vital to assessing the connection between digital settings and mental-health outcomes, and so to understand problematic use.
The problem of anxiety and depression in young adults has increased greatly in the last ten years. According to NHS Digital (2023), one out of five persons aged 17-24 in England was reported to have a probable mental health disorder of which anxiety and depression were the most prevalent. This has come with unprecedented growth in the number of hours individuals use social media on a daily basis, with Ofcom (2024) recording that the average time 16-24-year-olds spend on social media platforms per day is over six hours (OFCOM, 2024). Even though correlation does not warrant causation, the overlap has prompted researchers to embrace the possibility of finding mechanisms by which social media may affect the emotional wellbeing. According to a lot of researchers, digital spaces could be taken as amplifiers of already existing vulnerabilities, but not as the causes of mental illness (Wenger, 1998). 
Compulsive use of social media may be viewed as a problematic type of social media use that disrupts regular operations or is the tool of negative emotion management (Andreassen et al., 2023). It can also be called social media addiction, but various authors warn against the immediate use of the addiction term since there is still no real agreement on its diagnosis (YoungMinds , 2021). Terminology controversy notwithstanding, numerous studies define behavioural patterns that are in line with dependency, such as compulsive checking, fear of missing out (FOMO), withdrawal-like anxiety and impaired ability to disengage (Elhai et al., 2020). The platform design features, in general push notifications, endless-scrolling content feeds and algorithmically personalised recommendations, tend to reinforce these behaviours.
The pandemic further increased digitally mediated social interaction, especially when there was a lockdown. Although online communication was an essential connecting factor, there are also indications to the growing stress, loneliness, and digitally inspired anxiety during this time (RSPH, 2021). Young adults also indicated that they were more likely to engage in compulsive checking news updates, reassurance and contact, which is indicative of the social media effect in uncertainty management. Other people went through periods of doom-scrolling, which is the continuous use of negative information and news that can cause distress, which has been linked to higher levels of anxiety and exhaustion (Bendau et al., 2020). The pandemic situation thus gave a boost to the mental-health meaning of digital behaviour.
There are some psychological theories that facilitate an explanation of the role of social media in causing anxiety and depressive symptoms. The Cognitive-Behavioural Model suggests that negative cognition patterns i.e. over worrying over social approval against platform feedback systems support emotional distress (Beck, 1976). The users can pay attention to the feeling of rejection or lack of involvement in their posts, which adversely affects mood. Fear of missing out (FOMO), which is a major theme in the digital-behaviour literature, refers to the anxiety felt because a person believes others are enjoying some form of rewarding activity without their participation (Przybylski et al., 2013). The social media renders social information visible at any given time and this heightens the chances of upward comparison and exclusion perceptions.
Another significant aspect of sleep disturbance is also related to the connection of social media with anxiety and depression. Most young adults use social media too late at night, and overexposure to the screen can negatively affect the quality of sleep because of the stimulation of blue light and cognitive arousal (Levenson et al., 2016). According to NHS Digital (2023), 85 % of 8-16-year-olds and 96 % of 17-23-year-olds with probable mental disorders reported sleep difficulties, which leaves a possibility of poor sleep and emotional regulation interdependence (NHS Digital, 2023). Less sleep can thus worsen anxiety and depressive symptoms in a feedback loop to enhance problematic use.
In addition to cyberbullying and online harassment are other risk factors of mental distress. It has been found that digital harassment consequently has much greater depression, fear and social withdrawal rates among young adults (Merino et al., 2024). The social significance of the issue is proved by the Anti-Bullying Alliance (2024) that revealed that one out of every five children and adolescents in the UK had experienced online bullying (ABA, 2024). The participatory feature of social media makes it easy to spread harmful messages and victims may find it difficult to escape and react because of the permanence and visibility of digital interactions.
Regardless of these concerns, there are inconsistent findings. A large longitudinal analysis that was done in the UK and published in the JMIR (2022) discovered a weak direct causal impact of social media use on future mental health even when self-esteem, relationships with family members, and offline social lives were controlled (JMIR, 2022). This is an indication that social media might not be a major cause of mental distress among the majority of young adults, but when combined with individual predispositions and situational stressors.
This interpretation is supported by examples of reviewed studies. Keles et al. (2020) established that the more the social media was used, the more depressive symptoms were experienced, especially when the use was characterized by passive browsing as opposed to active communication (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Elhai et al. (2020) also connected FOMO and emotion-regulation problems with problematic usage and Valkenburg et al. (2022) believed that the impact of platform effects is individualised and not all users are impacted in the same way, based on their psychological characteristics (Elhai et al., 2020; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, (2022)). Such divergent views can answer the research question as such they prove that the problematic use is not universal and needs to be analysed in detail.
The policy responses of the UK endeavour to deal with the risks of problematic digital behaviour. The Online Safety Act encompasses interventions to restrict content that promotes self-harm and suicide or disordered eating and introduces a duty of care in relation to tech companies (JMIR, 2022). Ofcom directions focus on better content regulation, more immediate reporting mechanisms and disclosure of recommendation algorithms. Mental-health charities such as YoungMinds, Papyrus and The Mix have come up with online wellbeing advice and intervention support to youngsters.
Nevertheless, there is a question of whether regulation of the platforms can adequately respond to the issue of algorithmic reinforcement or obsessive design. Other researchers propose that the elements of persuasive design that are applied to enhance engagement can lead to a clash with the mental health of users, which needs to be regulated even further (Richard et al., 2020). Some argue that digital wellbeing tools like screen-time notifications and content warnings can be used to aid self-regulation, but they are neither effective, nor consistent, and require user motivation (NHS Digital, 2023).
Theme 1 also overlaps with this theme because anxiety and depression are frequently connected with body dissatisfaction and social comparison. Here, also, the protective interventions that were discussed in Theme 3 can be applied to the problematic or compulsive use. The evidence shows that some young adults in the UK are associated with anxiety and depression, as well as problematic use of social media. Although it is not possible to say that social media is the potential cause of mental illness, it can increase the risks of vulnerable individuals, insomnia, digital harassment or comparison caused by the feeling of FOMO. Due to this, any effective change in mental health among the youth needs a complex approach that considers the digital behaviours, as well as the social circumstances, in general.
[bookmark: _Toc214527242]4.5 Theme 3: Digital Wellbeing, Support and Intervention Strategies
The digital wellbeing and support and intervention approach became one of the central themes of the literature, as the authors began to pay less attention to a deficit-only perspective and more to a balanced view of the fact that social media can also help young adults in the United Kingdom achieve positive mental health results. Digital wellbeing can be described as a skill to use technology in a manner that promotes the psychological, emotional and social flourishing as opposed to compromising it (Livingstone, Stoilova and Nandagiri, 2019). Although issues of body image, anxiety, and problematic use are extensively researched, there is a growing body of literature that social media may be used as a source of connection, exploration of self, peer support, and mental-health resources. Thus, the theme is both highly important to the research question since it accounts for risks and opportunities in online settings.
In the past, mental health discourses of young people have concerned the dangers of using internet and social media. Previous studies conceptualised online spaces as an environment that is characterised by predatory behaviour, cyberbullying and heightened social isolation (Holland and Tiggeman, 2016). Modern scholarship however gives a more sophisticated perspective. Social media has become an adequately used instrument of wellbeing management among the youth, having emotional regulation, self-expression, and community building as its key aspects (Best et al., 2014). The rise of online peer-support networks, campaigns and recovery-related content in mental health show widening digital access points to seeking help particularly among individuals who might have obstacles to accessing clinical services.
Recent legislation and guidance in the UK can be seen to increase policy attention to digital wellbeing. The Online Safety Act 2023 establishes a legal obligation of care on the platform providers to minimise the exposure of the users to the content that promotes self-harm, suicide and eating-disorder behaviours (UK Government, 2023). The regulatory framework of Ofcom incorporates proactive assessment of risks, better signposting to assist and punishment of the failure to comply. These actions show acknowledgement of digital wellbeing on a governmental level that digital wellbeing needs to be systematically addressed and cannot be addressed solely by an individual. Digital literacy advice is also part of educational policy, which should simply assist students in becoming more aware of online information, such as edited images and persuasive algorithms.
Statistics demonstrate a necessity of effective and available digital assistance. According to NHS Digital (2023), among youth adults with probable-mental-health disorders, 96 % have been reported to experience sleep disruption and a considerable number have reported that they are unable to access timely mental-health care. YoungMinds (2023) discovered that 60 % of youths diagnosed with distress related to mental-health issues could not receive professional help at the required time, and many of them had to use materials of online-self-help. This content can work to the advantage of some of them, offering coping mechanisms, psychoeducation and reassurance. To other people, though, unfiltered guidance can even support maladaptive behaviours, demonstrating the relevance of the content and protection.
There are a number of theoretical frameworks that can help explain the contribution of digital wellbeing interventions. According to the Uses and Gratifications Theory, young adults are eager to find online platforms that can fulfill some of their psychological needs, including belonging, identity confirmation and emotional support (Cotter et al., 2024). The formation of shared learning communities, such as those based on recovery following mental illness or body positivity, is explained by the Community of Practice theory (Festinger, 1954). Also, the principles of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) have been underlying numerous digital self-help interventions based on reframing, challenging thoughts and behavioural activation to promote wellbeing.
Practically, there is a broad variety of digital support systems. Online communities are moderated by mental-health organisations such as YoungMinds, The Mix, Papyrus, Beat and stem4 which offer helplines and self-help materials. These platforms enable the young adults to consult freely anonymously, which may help in breaking down stigma barriers. A study conducted by Holland and Tiggeman, (2016) observed that online peer-support groups allow users to feel accepted and not alone, especially when they have issues with body-image or have self-harming thoughts (Holland and Tiggeman, 2016). Other wellbeing features that technology companies have brought forward are content warnings, hidden-like counts, keyword filters, sensitive content screens and break reminders. The Hidden-like count trial on Instagram was linked to less engagement-based comparison with some users, although the results are only partially positive (Hossain, Kim and Jahan, 2019).
The platform algorithms play a key role in the discourse of digital wellbeing. Algorithms select what users watch and can become self-reinforcing in case they are designed to push appearance-oriented or distressing content. Due to this, scientists and policy makers have requested algorithmic transparency, which lets users take a greater degree of control over their suggested feeds (Hossain, Kim and Jahan, 2019). The Online Safety Act has also provisioned algorithmic risk assessment, but it is yet to be implemented.
Both complexity and promise are evidenced with references to the reviewed literature. Pretorius et al. (2022) discovered that the use of online forums of mental-health support improved coping and minimized the sense of isolation (Pretorius, Chambers and Coyle, 2019). Conversely, Richard et al., (2020) cautioned that the normalisation of crisis behaviours through exposure to unmoderated self-hazard material on platforms like TikTok and Reddit might occur (Richard et al., 2020). These conflicting results prove that not every digital wellbeing space can be considered as safe as possible and emphasize the significance of powerful content regulation.
There are positive implications of digital wellbeing strategies. The social media may serve as a lifeline to marginalised young adults, including those in the LGBTQ+, disabled communities, and those stigmatised culturally about mental health. By being involved in supportive online communities, people become resilient, develop solidarity and help-seeking (Merino et al., 2024). Personal situations like limited mobility, caregiving or the unavailability of local services are also suitable in digital interventions.
Nevertheless, digital wellbeing solutions are not entirely without constraints. Young people do not receive the same access to safe digital spaces, which is an example of digital inequalities based on socioeconomic status, geographic location, access to devices, etc. It is also feared that wellbeing prompts can put responsibility on the youth only instead of focusing on commercial incentives to motivate engagement-based design. Moreover, self-help materials, when used without the supervision of a clinician, can also result in self-diagnosis or postpone the process of receiving professional help.
It is very easy to see how this theme is connected to the two themes mentioned above. Where Theme 1 revealed the influence of social comparison to determine self-esteem, digital wellbeing plans are meant to reverse such pressures by use of positive content and media literacy. As Theme 2 addressed anxiety and problematic use, this theme provides interventions that will decrease distress and promote healthier behaviours of engagement.
Digital wellbeing, support and intervention strategies can provide valuable opportunities to avert harm and improve the mental health of young adults in the UK. Social media can make one emotionally weak, but it is also a source of connection, education, and early support. The multi-level strategy that includes policy, platform governance, online education as well as available mental-health services are necessary to maximise the value of digital settings as well as minimise the risks of online interaction.
[bookmark: _Toc214527243]4.6 Conclusion
This chapter has introduced and discussed critically the major findings of the dissertation based on three broad themes as a result of thematic analysis of the current research. The results proved that the impact of social comparison and body-image pressure is closely linked to the diminished self-esteem in young adults, where appearance-based platforms with edited and idealistic depictions are widespread. These forces cause serious emotional and psychological pressure to a few users.
Anxiety, depression and problematic or compulsive patterns of social media use may also arise when digital use becomes intertwined with fear of missing out, validation-seeking, cyber-bullying and sleep disturbance as revealed in the chapter. Even though social media is not the primary cause of mental illness, it can create a negative atmosphere and aggravate existing predispositions and lead to mental distress.
The last theme was the fact that social media has a positive potential as well in regard to mental health support, connection and early intervention. The strategies of digital wellbeing, peer-support groups, platform protection and regulatory changes in the UK, including the Online Safety Act 2023 are valuable chances to ensure the safety and empowerment of young adults online lives.
In general, the results highlight that the association between social media and mental health is multidimensional and intricate, and a moderate approach must be taken, among which both risks and benefits can be identified. These are the insights underpinning the conclusion and recommendations made in Chapter 5.







[bookmark: _Toc214527244]CHAPTER 5 – Conclusion and Recommendations 
[bookmark: _Toc214527245]5.1 Overall Conclusion
This dissertation aimed to critically discuss the impact of social media on the mental wellbeing of young adults in the United Kingdom using the available research, policy statements and evidence of the health organisation. The results present a complex picture that goes beyond simplified notions that either social media is evil in nature or that it is all good.
The evidence suggests that one of the most frequently documented risks is the social comparison, as well as body-image pressures. The visual-oriented products, the nature of feeds on social media apps and the popularity of photo filters and edits promote low self-esteem and a rise in dissatisfaction among most young adults, specifically young women. Even though these positive body-positivity movements are in place, these advantages still do not fully counteract the larger forces of cultural pressure that are developed online.
Other links between social networking and anxiety, depression and problematic or addictive use were also observed in the study, which is usually caused by the feeling of missing out (FOMO), cyberbullying and exposure to distressing material and insomnia. But longitudinal evidence indicates that social media does not necessarily cause mental health problems but does exacerbate underlying vulnerabilities in the areas of self-esteem, trauma history or lack of offline support.
[bookmark: _Toc214527246]5.2 Recommendations 
Policy and Regulation
1.1 	Enforce the application of the Online Safety Act, so that Ofcom can have the resources and powers to enforce the application of compliance with respect to self-harm content, encouragement of suicide, cyberbullying and encouragement of eating disorders.
1.2 	Provide explicit directions to algorithmic transparency and make platforms articulate content-personalisation mechanisms and give the user more control over their recommendation stream.
1.3 	Consolidate more government funding into longitudinal studies of mental health trajectories and effects of platforms on young adults aged 18-25 to ensure that data is up to date in a fast-paced digital world.
Social Media Systems & Technology Architecture
2.1 	Develop in-app safety, including break notifications, wellbeing Early warnings, and restrictions to use the app when late scrolling (which uses sleep-mode).
2.2 	Have more aggressive content moderation and reporting, with the focus being on quick response to harm and being public in review.
2.3 	Have customisable feed controls, where users can restrict appearance-oriented or provoking content and vary the content suggested to them.
2.4 	Keep on testing and scaling in features like counts of hidden features, keys, automatic signposting to mental-health services support.
Digital Literacy and Education
3.1 	Incorporate the education of digital wellbeing into schools at the secondary level, colleges and universities, emphasizing the identification of the content that has been edited, the knowledge of the algorithms and their critical interpretation of online standards.
3.2 	Provide education to teachers to help students in distress associated with online activity.
3.3 	Call on parents and carers to have non-punitive discussions about a digital life, understanding the social importance the social media can have with young adults.
Mental-Health Support and Healthcare
4.1 	Grow digital-first mental-health care school counselling, online counselling, self-help and peer-supported groups.
4.2 	Train frontline workers (GPs, counsellors, youth workers) on the need to comprehend digital behaviour as an aspect of mental-health assessment.
4.3 	Invest more in specialist eating-disorder and self-harm services, which have been identified to have a high level of connections with harmful online effects.
[bookmark: _Toc214527247]5.3 Limitations of the Study
Even though this dissertation offers significant information on the association between social media consumption and the psychological well being of young adults in the UK, there are a few shortcomings that are important to note when analysing research results.
First, the study was purely based on secondary data, i.e. the foundation of conclusions was provided by quality, scope and methodology of research available as opposed to primary research. Although this design allowed reaching a broad range of evidence, it did not leave a possibility to investigate in-depth lived experiences or gather current, more specific data on the topic of this project.
Second, the fast-paced social media implies that platforms, algorithms and user behaviours continue to change rapidly. Although its range of publications is 2015-2025, some information is likely to go out of date soon, especially with new features, trends, and policies appearing. Quick change also implies that it is hard to develop any definite causal relationships, and the results cannot be extrapolated to other digital settings.
Third, despite the attempt to concentrate on the UK, there were influential studies which were international, and thus may not encompass all the unique culture and political or healthcare aspects in influencing the young adults in the United Kingdom. Also, pertinent non-English studies that might offer otherwise alternative views may not have been identified in the research.
[bookmark: _Toc214527248]5.4 Suggestions for Future Research
Considering the dynamic state of social media and the changing environment of youth mental health, it is necessary to conduct further studies to enhance knowledge and enhance evidence-based policy and practice. In this dissertation, some areas of priority are listed in which future research should be done.
To begin with, further longitudinal research on the UK-based studies that would follow cohorts of young adults over the course of time is required to understand how certain trends of social media usage led to mental health alterations. Such studies would contribute to the existing discussions on causality and give understanding on the risk and protective factors.
Second, the lived experiences of under-represented groups, such as young adults who belong to ethnic minority groups, persons with disabilities, care-experienced youth, and those more likely to be digitally excluded, should be studied in the future. The interaction of these groups with social media and their specific needs may be different and need special consideration.
Third, studies ought to determine the efficacy of platform-level interventions, including content warnings, algorithmic settings and wellbeing alerts and hidden-like counts. Hardcore assessment would aid regulatory and design enhancements within the frameworks like the Online Safety Act.
Fourth, more research should be conducted on the potential of social media as a mental-health support mechanism, including online peer support platforms, crisis helplines, and digital mental-health services combined with NHS care. Service design would improve by understanding the advantages, risks and best methods to implement them.
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Appendix 2
	Category
	Criteria

	Inclusion Criteria
	• Sources published between 2015–2025, focusing on trends in social media use and mental health.
• Studies involving young adults aged 18–25, or containing findings applicable to this age group.
• Research examining links between social media use and mental health outcomes such as anxiety, depression, body image, self-esteem, loneliness, self-harm, or digital wellbeing.

	Exclusion Criteria
	• Sources published before 2015, unless essential for theoretical context.
• Studies centred on children (<18) or older adults (>25) where findings are not transferable.
• Sources lacking empirical depth, offering opinion-only commentary or insufficient coverage.
• Material from unreliable, non-academic, or business-oriented sources.
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Appendix 3
	Code
	Description of Code
	Sub-Theme
	Final Theme

	Upward Comparison
	Comparing oneself to more attractive or successful users; leads to dissatisfaction
	Social Comparison
	Theme 1: Social Comparison, Body Image & Self-Esteem

	Validation Seeking
	Reliance on likes/comments for self-worth
	Social Comparison
	

	Idealised Images
	Exposure to filtered/edited beauty images
	Body-Image Pressure
	

	Beauty Standards
	Internalisation of unrealistic appearance norms
	Body-Image Pressure
	

	Influencer Pressure
	Appearance pressures reinforced by influencer culture/sponsored content
	Body-Image Pressure
	

	Self-Objectification
	Viewing one’s body as an object to be judged
	Self-Esteem Outcomes
	

	Reduced Self-Worth
	Lower confidence resulting from comparison cycles
	Self-Esteem Outcomes
	

	Body-Positive Content
	Content promoting acceptance & diversity
	Protective Pathways
	

	Recovery-Oriented Content
	Posts supporting healing from body-image distress
	Protective Pathways
	

	Diverse Representations
	Visibility of varied identities & bodies
	Protective Pathways
	

	Depressive Symptoms
	Low mood, sadness related to social media patterns
	Psychological Distress
	Theme 2: Anxiety, Depression & Problematic Use

	Anxiety Symptoms
	Worry, stress triggered by social interactions online
	Psychological Distress
	

	Loneliness
	Social isolation exacerbated by digital interaction
	Psychological Distress
	

	Emotional Exhaustion
	Fatigue caused by constant engagement or doom-scrolling
	Psychological Distress
	

	Compulsive Checking
	Repeated urge to open social apps
	Problematic/Compulsive Use
	

	FOMO
	Fear of being excluded from rewarding experiences
	Problematic/Compulsive Use
	

	Doom-scrolling
	Prolonged exposure to negative news/content
	Problematic/Compulsive Use
	

	Withdrawal Feelings
	Anxiety when disconnected from social media
	Problematic/Compulsive Use
	

	Passive Browsing
	Consuming content without interaction; linked to distress
	Problematic/Compulsive Use
	

	Sleep Disturbance
	Poor sleep due to late-night usage and blue light
	External Stressors
	

	Pandemic Stress
	Increased distress during lockdown leading to digital overuse
	External Stressors
	

	Cyberbullying
	Harassment, abuse or hostile comments online
	Digital Harm
	

	Self-Harm Content
	Exposure to harmful or triggering material
	Digital Harm
	

	Distressing Algorithms
	Algorithmic reinforcement of harmful content loops
	Digital Harm
	

	Healthy Engagement Tools
	Break reminders, time limits, content filters
	Digital Wellbeing Practices
	Theme 3: Digital Wellbeing, Support & Intervention

	Hidden Like Counts
	Features reducing comparison/validation pressure
	Digital Wellbeing Practices
	

	Screen-Time Regulation
	Notifications or apps limiting usage
	Digital Wellbeing Practices
	

	Peer-Support Groups
	Online communities for shared experiences
	Online Support Systems
	

	Mental-Health Resources
	Helplines, psychoeducation, self-help content
	Online Support Systems
	

	Anonymous Help-Seeking
	Ability to seek support without stigma
	Online Support Systems
	

	Online Safety Act
	UK policy regulating harmful content
	Policy & Governance
	

	Algorithmic Transparency
	Requests for clearer explanation of content recommendations
	Policy & Governance
	

	Digital Literacy
	Teaching users to recognise edited images/algorithms
	Policy & Governance
	

	Digital Inequality
	Unequal access to safe online spaces or resources
	Limitations & Risks
	

	Overreliance on Self-Help
	Risk of self-diagnosis or delaying real treatment
	Limitations & Risks
	

	Engagement-Based Design
	Platforms designed to maximise usage at wellbeing’s expense
	Limitations & Risks
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