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ABSTRACT 
Adolescent mental health has become an increasing concern in the United Kingdom, alongside the rapid growth of social media use and wider concerns about online vulnerability. This dissertation explores how social media influences adolescents' mental health and well-being in the UK through a qualitative systematic review of existing research.
A systematic search strategy was used to identify UK-based qualitative studies published from 2018 onwards. The review was informed by PRISMA principles, and the quality of included studies was appraised using the CASP qualitative checklist. Ten UK-based qualitative studies were included in the final review. Six were core adolescent social media and mental health studies, two included mixed adolescent/stakeholder perspectives, one was retained as supporting stakeholder-only evidence, and one was included as supporting adolescent online-vulnerability evidence.
Thematic synthesis identified that social media could support connection, belonging, identity expression and peer support. However, it can also contribute to social comparison, validation-seeking, cyberbullying, emotional distress, sleep disruption, privacy concerns, and difficulties managing digital boundaries. The findings show that social media is not simply harmful or beneficial. Its influence depends on adolescents' emotional state, peer relationships, offline support, digital literacy, platform design, and wider safeguarding context.
The dissertation concludes that adolescent digital well-being requires balanced and evidence-based responses. Schools, families, practitioners, policymakers, and technology platforms all have a role in reducing online harm while supporting positive digital engagement. Recommendations include strengthening digital literacy, improving online safeguarding, addressing privacy and data risks, promoting healthy online boundaries, and involving adolescents in digital well-being interventions.
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[bookmark: _Toc229061025]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

[bookmark: _Toc229061026]1.1 Definition of Main Concepts
This study focuses on several key concepts that shape the research question and guide the systematic review. It also establishes why exploring the relationship between social media, online vulnerability and adolescent mental health is important within the contemporary UK context, where digital engagement has become deeply embedded in everyday life, and concerns about young people's well-being have intensified in recent years (Ofcom, 2024; NHS Digital, 2023).
Social Media
Social media refers to digital platforms that enable users to create, share, consume and interact with content and with one another in real time. Popular platforms used by adolescents in the UK include Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, YouTube, and X, each of which supports different forms of communication, self-presentation, and social interaction (Aichner et al., 2021; Ofcom, 2024). Social media is therefore not simply a form of entertainment but a social environment in which adolescents build relationships, seek information, express identity, and negotiate peer approval.
Adolescents
The term "adolescents" refers to young people aged 13–18 years. This developmental period involves significant emotional, cognitive, and social changes, making adolescents more sensitive to environmental influences, including digital media (NHS Digital, 2022).
Online Vulnerability
Online vulnerability refers to how adolescents may be exposed to, affected by or struggle to manage risks in digital environments. These risks may include cyberbullying, harmful content, privacy concerns, data collection, social comparison, pressure to remain constantly available and reduced control over personal information. In this dissertation, online vulnerability is understood as both interpersonal and structural. It includes harms that occur between peers, but also wider digital risks linked to platform design, data use, and adolescents' ability to understand and manage online privacy.
Mental Health and Well-being
Mental health refers to an individual's emotional, psychological, and social well-being and affects how people think, feel and act in everyday life (World Health Organization, 2022). Within adolescence, mental health and well-being are linked to self-esteem, resilience, social belonging, mood regulation, and the ability to cope with stress, all of which may be influenced positively or negatively by online experiences (NHS Digital, 2023; McCrae, Gettings and Purssell, 2017). In this dissertation, the term encompasses both negative outcomes, such as anxiety, low mood and emotional distress, and positive dimensions, such as support, connection, and coping.
Lived Experience
The concept of lived experience refers to how individuals interpret and make sense of events, interactions, and environments in their everyday lives. In relation to this dissertation, lived experience is important because qualitative studies provide insight into how adolescents themselves understand the effects of social media and online vulnerability, rather than reducing the issue to numerical associations alone (O'Reilly et al., 2018; Popat and Tarrant, 2022). This perspective is especially valuable in mental health research, where meaning, context and interpretation often shape outcomes as strongly as exposure itself.
Qualitative Systematic Review
A qualitative systematic review is a structured and transparent method for identifying, selecting, appraising, and synthesising qualitative research evidence on a defined topic (Boland, Cherry, and Dickson, 2017). Unlike a traditional literature review, it follows a clear search and selection process and seeks to integrate findings across studies to generate a deeper interpretive understanding (Thomas and Harden, 2008). This approach is particularly appropriate for the present dissertation because the aim is not simply to measure whether social media is associated with adolescent mental health outcomes, but to understand how adolescents experience these influences in the UK context.
[bookmark: _Toc229061027]1.2 Background to the Study
Social media has become a routine part of adolescent life and now plays a key role in how young people communicate, socialise and construct identity. Over the past decade, the growth of smartphone use and platform-based interaction has created new opportunities for connection and self-expression, while also raising concerns about comparison, cyberbullying, sleep disruption, emotional strain, privacy, and online safety (Abi-Jaoude, Naylor and Pignatiello, 2020; Ofcom, 2024). For many adolescents, social media is no longer separate from daily life but embedded within friendships, education, entertainment, and help-seeking practices.
At the same time, adolescent mental health has become an urgent public health concern in the United Kingdom. National evidence indicates increasing levels of probable mental health difficulties among children and young people, alongside growing demand for support services such as Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) (NHS Digital, 2023). Although social media cannot be understood as the sole cause of these difficulties, its prominence in adolescent life has intensified debate about whether it contributes to vulnerability, resilience, or both.
Existing research suggests that the impact of social media is complex rather than uniformly harmful or beneficial. Studies have linked online interaction to body dissatisfaction, anxiety, cyberbullying, and depressive symptoms, but they have also identified important benefits such as social support, identity exploration, and access to health information (McCrae, Gettings and Purssell, 2017; Khalaf et al., 2023; O'Reilly et al., 2018). This complexity means that a balanced and critically informed understanding is necessary if educators, practitioners, and policymakers are to respond effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc229061028]1.3 Rationale for the Study
This study is needed because much of the existing literature on social media and adolescent mental health is dominated by quantitative designs, large-scale surveys and correlational findings, which are valuable for identifying patterns but less effective in explaining how adolescents themselves understand and experience the issue (McCrae, Gettings and Purssell, 2017; Popat and Tarrant, 2022). As a result, there remains a need to synthesise qualitative research that foregrounds adolescents' own voices, especially within the specific cultural, educational and policy environment of the United Kingdom.
A UK-focused review is particularly important because social media use, digital policy and mental health service provision vary across national contexts. In the UK, adolescents are growing up within a rapidly changing digital landscape shaped by high platform use, increasing public concern about online safety, and policy initiatives such as the Online Safety Act 2023 (Ofcom, 2024; Online Safety Act, 2023). Understanding adolescents lived experiences within this context can support more relevant recommendations for schools, families, practitioners, and policymakers.
The rationale for using a qualitative systematic review is also methodological. By drawing together qualitative studies, the dissertation can move beyond simple cause-and-effect assumptions and examine how factors such as peer approval, self-presentation, social comparison, online support, sleep habits, privacy, digital agency, and digital literacy interact in adolescents' everyday lives (Thomas and Harden, 2008; O'Reilly et al., 2018). This makes the study more capable of generating nuanced insights that are meaningful for real-world practice.
[bookmark: _Toc229061029]1.4 Aim of the Study
This dissertation aims to explore how social media and related online vulnerabilities influence the mental health and well-being of adolescents in the United Kingdom through a qualitative systematic review of existing research.
[bookmark: _Toc229061030]1.5 Objectives of the Study
The objectives of this dissertation are:
1. To examine how social media influences adolescents' mental health and emotional well-being in the UK.
2. To explore adolescents lived experiences and perceptions of social media use.
3. To identify the main risks and potential benefits associated with adolescents' engagement with social media.
4. To examine how online vulnerability, including privacy, digital risk and harmful online interaction, relates to adolescent well-being.
5. To synthesise themes across qualitative UK-based studies on adolescent social media use, online vulnerability, and mental health.
6. To provide evidence-based recommendations for practice, policy, and future research.
[bookmark: _Toc229061031]1.6 Structure of the Dissertation
Chapter 1: Introduction 
Defines the main concepts, presents the rationale, and outlines the aim and objectives of the study. 
Chapter 2: Background / Literature Review 
Critically explores existing research, theories and debates relating to social media use and adolescent mental health. 
Chapter 3: Methods 
Describes the qualitative systematic review process, including the search strategy, inclusion/exclusion criteria, study screening, quality appraisal, and the thematic synthesis approach. 
Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion 
Presents themes generated from the included studies and interprets how these themes answer the research question. 
Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations 
Summarises the key findings and offers practice recommendations and suggestions for future research. 
Abstract 
Provided at the end of the dissertation. 
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[bookmark: _Toc229061033]2.1 Historical Background
Social media has developed rapidly over the past two decades and has become a central part of adolescent life. Earlier social networking platforms, such as Myspace, Bebo and Facebook, focused on profile creation, messaging, and peer interaction. More recent platforms, including Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, YouTube and X, place greater emphasis on visual content, short-form video, algorithmic recommendation, constant engagement, and public visibility. This shift has changed not only how adolescents communicate, but also how they present themselves, compare themselves with others and seek social approval.
The growth of smartphones has further intensified the role of social media in young people's everyday lives. Adolescents are now able to access online spaces throughout the day and night, meaning that peer interaction is no longer limited to school, home, or face-to-face settings. Social media has therefore become part of the ordinary social environment in which adolescents build friendships, express identity, follow trends, access information, and manage belonging.
This historical development is important because adolescent mental health concerns have increased during the same period in which digital engagement has become more embedded in daily life. It would be too simplistic to suggest that social media alone has caused these changes, because adolescent mental health is shaped by many factors, including family life, school pressures, inequality, peer relationships, and access to support. However, social media has become a significant environment through which many of these pressures are experienced, intensified or negotiated.
[bookmark: _Toc229061034]2.2 Theoretical Background
2.2.1 Social Comparison Theory
Social Comparison Theory is useful for understanding how social media may influence adolescent self-esteem, body image, and emotional well-being. Festinger (1954) argued that individuals evaluate themselves by comparing their abilities, appearance, and social position with those of others. In digital environments, these comparisons may become more frequent and more intense because adolescents are repeatedly exposed to idealised images, edited lifestyles, popularity indicators, and visible feedback such as likes, comments, shares, and followers.
This theory is particularly relevant to adolescence because young people are developing identity and are often extremely sensitive to peer approval. Social media can make comparisons more visible and continuous, especially on image-based platforms where appearance, popularity and lifestyle are presented publicly. As a result, adolescents may experience pressure to look attractive, appear successful, maintain social status, or present an idealised version of themselves.
However, Social Comparison Theory should not be used to assume that all social media use is harmful. Some comparisons may motivate young people or help them explore identity. The problem arises when comparison becomes unrealistic, constant, or linked to feelings of inadequacy. This makes the theory useful for understanding why social media can contribute to low self-esteem, anxiety, and body dissatisfaction for some adolescents.
2.2.2 Uses and Gratifications Theory
Uses and Gratifications Theory explains media use by focusing on what people seek from media rather than if media simply acts upon passive users. This theory suggests that adolescents actively use social media to meet needs, such as entertainment, information, social connection, identity exploration, emotional support, and escape from stress.
This is important because adolescents do not use social media for one single reason. Some young people may use it to maintain friendships, feel included or access peer support. Others may use it to seek reassurance, manage loneliness, follow influencers, express identity, or distract themselves from difficult emotions. The same platform may therefore have different effects depending on the individual's motivation and emotional context.
Uses and Gratifications Theory supports a balanced interpretation of social media. It helps explain why adolescents continue to use social media even when they recognise some negative effects. For many young people, social media is not simply a source of harm; it is also a place where they experience connection, belonging and support. This theory, therefore helps explain the mixed findings in the literature.
2.2.3 Self-Determination Theory
Self-Determination Theory argues that well-being is influenced by the fulfilment of three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Social media can support these needs when adolescents use online spaces to express themselves, connect with others, develop skills, participate in communities, and receive positive feedback.
At the same time, social media may undermine these needs. Autonomy may be reduced when adolescents feel pressured to post, reply or present themselves in particular ways. Competence may be affected when young people feel judged, criticised, or not good enough compared with others. Relatedness may be supported through friendship and belonging, but it may also be threatened by exclusion, cyberbullying, or lack of validation.
This theory is useful because it shows why social media can have both positive and negative effects on well-being. The impact depends not only on whether adolescents use social media, but on whether their online experiences support or frustrate their psychological needs.
2.2.4 Ecological Systems Theory
Ecological Systems Theory places adolescent development within wider systems of influence, including family, peers, school, community, culture, policy, and society. This theory is important because adolescent social media use cannot be understood only as an individual behaviour. Online experiences are connected to offline relationships, school culture, family support, platform design, safeguarding systems, and national policy.
This theory supports the wider argument of the dissertation that online vulnerability is not only about adolescents making good or bad choices online. It is also shaped by peer norms, school responses, parental guidance, mental health services, technology companies, data practices, and legislation. Therefore, supporting adolescent digital well-being requires action at multiple levels, not only individual self-control.
[bookmark: _Toc229061035]2.3 International Context
Internationally, concern about social media and adolescent mental health has grown significantly. Research from different countries has linked social media use with issues such as anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, body dissatisfaction, sleep disruption, and low self-esteem. These concerns are not limited to the UK because adolescents across many countries use similar platforms and may experience similar pressures around comparison, popularity, visibility, and online harm.
However, international research also shows that social media can provide benefits. Adolescents may use online spaces to maintain friendships, access support, explore identity, find communities, and seek information about mental health. International evidence therefore supports the view that social media has a dual role, with both risks and benefits. A key limitation of the international literature is that much of it is quantitative, and findings from other countries may not transfer directly to the UK because safeguarding systems, school responsibilities, mental health services, and online safety policies differ. This supports the need for a UK-focused review.
[bookmark: _Toc229061036]2.4 Local and National UK Context
The local and national UK context is central to this dissertation. In the UK, social media use is widespread among adolescents and has become part of everyday school, peer, and family life. Young people use social media for communication, entertainment, learning, self-expression, and social belonging. At the same time, schools, parents, health professionals, and policymakers have become increasingly concerned about online harms, emotional well-being, and children's safety online.
Adolescent mental health is also a major national concern. Schools and health services are facing increasing pressure linked to anxiety, low mood, emotional distress, and demand for mental health support. Social media should not be treated as the sole cause of these difficulties, but it is part of the environment in which many young people experience peer pressure, comparison, exclusion, belonging, and identity development.
The UK context is also important because of safeguarding responsibilities. Schools and colleges have legal and professional duties to protect children and young people from harm, including online harm. The Department for Education states that online safety is part of safeguarding and child protection, and that schools should have appropriate filtering and monitoring systems and clear processes for dealing with online concerns (Department for Education). The Online Safety Act 2023 further strengthened the national context by placing duties on regulated online services to protect children from harmful and age-inappropriate content (GOV.UK).
[bookmark: _Toc229061037]2.5 Online Vulnerability, Safeguarding and Legislation
Online vulnerability refers to the ways adolescents may be exposed to, affected by or struggle to manage risks in digital environments. These risks include cyberbullying, harmful content, privacy loss, unwanted contact, pressure to share personal information, exposure to self-harm or eating disorder content, social comparison, data collection, and reduced control over digital identity.
This concept is important because online harm is not limited to direct bullying or peer conflict. Some risks are less visible but still significant. Adolescents may not fully understand how platforms collect, store, and use their data, how algorithms influence the content they see, or how personal information may be used for commercial purposes. Stoilova, Livingstone and Nandagiri (2020) are especially relevant here because their UK-based qualitative study highlights children's capacity to understand and manage online data and privacy. Their work supports the idea that online vulnerability includes privacy, agency, and digital rights as well as emotional harm.
Safeguarding is therefore an important part of this dissertation. In the UK, safeguarding involves protecting children from harm and promoting their welfare. In relation to social media, safeguarding includes responding to cyberbullying, grooming, harmful content, harassment, image-based abuse, privacy risks, online exploitation, and emotional distress linked to digital interaction.
Legislation and policy support this discussion. The Online Safety Act 2023 places legal responsibilities on online platforms to reduce children's exposure to illegal and harmful content (GOV.UK). The Department for Education's online safety guidance explains that pupils should be taught about safe, responsible, and respectful online behaviour, including privacy, harmful content, reporting concerns and how information and data are shared online (Department for Education). The Children's Code sets standards for online services likely to be accessed by children and is linked to data protection law and children's privacy rights (Information Commissioner's Office). These frameworks show that adolescent digital well-being is not only about individual behaviour but also about platform design, children's rights, privacy protection, and national regulation.
[bookmark: _Toc229061038]2.6 Current Evidence on Risks and Benefits
The current evidence suggests that social media can create both risks and benefits for adolescents. One major risk is social comparison. Image-based platforms may expose adolescents to idealised appearances, lifestyles, and popularity indicators, which can contribute to low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and emotional pressure. Cyberbullying and online harm are also major concerns. Unlike face-to-face bullying, online bullying can continue beyond school hours, spread quickly, and reach wide audiences.
Emotional distress is another important theme in the literature. Social media may contribute to anxiety, low mood, or stress when young people feel constantly watched, judged, or compared. Sleep disruption is also commonly discussed. Adolescents may continue using social media at night because of fear of missing out, notifications, peer expectations, or pressure to respond, which can affect sleep quality, mood, concentration, and emotional regulation.
At the same time, the literature shows that social media can support well-being. Adolescents may use online spaces to maintain friendships, seek support, access mental health information, explore identity and feel connected to others. For some young people, especially those who feel isolated offline, social media may offer belonging and recognition. Overall, the evidence suggests that social media is best understood as a complex social environment whose impact depends on content, context, relationships, vulnerability, platform design, support systems, and adolescents' own agency.
[bookmark: _Toc229061039]2.7 Gap in the Literature
Although there is a large and growing body of research on social media and adolescent mental health, important gaps remain. Much of the available evidence is quantitative and focuses on measuring associations between social media use and mental health symptoms. While this is valuable, it does not fully explain how adolescents interpret their online experiences or why social media affects young people differently.
There is also a need for more UK-based qualitative synthesis. International studies are useful, but the UK has specific safeguarding systems, education policies, mental health service pressures, and online safety legislation. This dissertation addresses that gap by synthesising ten UK-based qualitative studies, focusing on adolescents lived experiences while also considering supporting stakeholder and online-vulnerability evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc229061040]2.8 Chapter Summary
This chapter has reviewed the historical background, theoretical background, international context, local and national UK context, online vulnerability, safeguarding, legislation and current evidence relating to social media and adolescent mental health. The literature shows that social media can contribute to both risk and resilience, with outcomes shaped by comparison, peer dynamics, cyberbullying, privacy, data risk, sleep disruption, support networks, and safeguarding systems.
Four theoretical frameworks were introduced to support the analysis: Social Comparison Theory, Uses and Gratifications Theory, Self-Determination Theory and Ecological Systems Theory. Together, these theories explain why social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent well-being, and why outcomes depend on individual, social, technological and policy factors rather than on exposure alone. The next chapter explains the methodology used to conduct the qualitative systematic review, including the search strategy, eligibility criteria, PRISMA-informed study selection, CASP quality appraisal and thematic synthesis.
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[bookmark: _Toc229061042]3.2 Research Design
This dissertation adopted a qualitative systematic review design to explore how social media influences the mental health and well-being of adolescents in the United Kingdom. A systematic review was appropriate because it provides a transparent method for locating, selecting, and synthesising existing research in a way that reduces bias and strengthens methodological clarity. A qualitative focus was selected because the review aimed to understand adolescents lived experiences, perceptions, and interpretations rather than only measuring statistical associations.
Qualitative systematic reviews are especially useful when the research topic involves complexity, context and meaning. In the case of social media and adolescent mental health, the issue cannot be fully understood through prevalence figures or quantitative correlations alone, because adolescents' experiences are shaped by platform culture, peer dynamics, identity development, emotional vulnerability, and wider social context. For this reason, the review prioritised qualitative evidence while recognising that some studies included mixed or stakeholder perspectives that were still relevant to understanding adolescent online vulnerability.
[bookmark: _Toc229061043]3.3 Research Question
The review was guided by the following research question:
How does social media influence the mental health and well-being of adolescents in the United Kingdom?
This question was designed to keep the review focused on three core elements: the population of interest (adolescents); the phenomenon under investigation (social media and related online interaction); and the outcome area (mental health and well-being). The wording also reflects the interpretive nature of qualitative inquiry by asking how social media influences well-being rather than assuming a single direct or negative effect.
[bookmark: _Toc229061044]3.4 Eligibility Criteria
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were developed to ensure consistency during the screening process and to maintain alignment with the aims of the dissertation. Studies were included where they focused on adolescents or young people broadly within the secondary-school age range, were based in the United Kingdom, explored social media use or closely related online interaction, examined mental health, well-being, emotional well-being, online vulnerability or psychological experience, used qualitative methods or had a clearly identifiable qualitative component, were published in English, were peer-reviewed, and were published from 2018 onwards.
Studies were excluded where they focused mainly on adults, university students or non-adolescent populations; were not UK-based; used purely quantitative methods without an extractable qualitative component; were systematic reviews, meta-analyses, scoping reviews, editorials, commentaries or opinion papers; did not address social media, online interaction, mental health, well-being or online vulnerability in a relevant way; or lacked sufficient methodological detail. These criteria ensured that the final studies were directly relevant to the dissertation aim and capable of contributing to a thematic synthesis of adolescent lived experiences and online vulnerability.
[bookmark: _Toc229061045]3.5 Search Strategy
A structured search strategy was used to identify relevant literature across academic databases and supporting reference sources. The search process drew on principles of systematic searching by combining key concepts from the research question using Boolean operators such as AND OR. The core search concepts were social media, adolescents, teenagers, young people, mental health, well-being, online vulnerability, United Kingdom, qualitative research, interviews, focus groups, thematic analysis, grounded theory, and interpretative phenomenological analysis.
Searches were conducted using databases and academic search tools relevant to health, psychology, education, and social science research, including PubMed, Google Scholar, PsycINFO-facing searches, and reference list searching. Additional citation chasing was used to identify relevant studies connected to the work of Throuvala and colleagues, O'Reilly and colleagues, and other UK-based qualitative research on adolescent social media use. The search strategy was intentionally focused on qualitative studies because the purpose of the review was to understand how adolescents and relevant stakeholders make sense of social media, online harms, and well-being.
[bookmark: _Toc229061046]3.6 PRISMA-Informed Study Selection
The review process was informed by the PRISMA approach to systematic reporting, which supports transparency in how studies are identified, screened, and included. PRISMA was used in this dissertation as a framework for documenting the search and selection process rather than as a claim that every study in the field had been captured.
The screening process involved three main stages. First, potentially relevant records were identified through database searching, Google Scholar searching, reference list checking and citation chasing. Second, titles and abstracts were screened against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Third, full texts were examined in more detail to determine whether each study met the review criteria in relation to country, population, topic focus, and methodological design.
During this process, several studies were excluded because they were quantitative-only, review articles, non-UK studies, focused on adults or university students, or did not sufficiently address social media, online vulnerability, mental health, or well-being. Following screening and eligibility assessment, ten UK-based qualitative studies were included in the final review. Six were treated as core adolescent social media and mental health studies, two included mixed adolescent/stakeholder perspectives, one was retained as supporting stakeholder-only evidence, and one was included as supporting adolescent online-vulnerability evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc229061047]Figure 1. PRISMA - Informed Flowchart 

	Identification: Records identified through database searching, Google Scholar searching, reference list checking and citation chasing

	↓ 

	Screening: Titles and abstracts screened for relevance to adolescents, social media, online vulnerability, mental health and qualitative design 

	↓ 

	Eligibility: Full texts assessed against UK setting, qualitative method, adolescent relevance, topic focus and publication date from 2018 onwards 

	↓ 

	Excluded: Studies excluded if quantitative-only, non-UK, adult-focused, review-only, not peer-reviewed or not sufficiently relevant 

	↓ 

	Included: Final review sample: 10 UK-based qualitative studies 

	↓ 

	Evidence categories: 6 core adolescent social media and mental health studies; 2 mixed adolescent/stakeholder studies; 1 supporting stakeholder-only study; 1 supporting adolescent online-vulnerability/privacy study 



[bookmark: _Toc229061048]Table 2. PRISMA Summary Table 

	PRISMA stage 
	Outcome 

	Identification 
	Records identified through database searching, Google Scholar searching, reference list checking and citation chasing 

	Screening 
	Titles and abstracts screened for relevance to adolescents, social media, online vulnerability, mental health and qualitative design 

	Eligibility 
	Full texts assessed against the UK setting, qualitative method, adolescent relevance, topic focus and publication date from 2018 onwards 

	Excluded 
	Studies excluded if quantitative-only, non-UK, adult-focused, review-only, not peer-reviewed or not sufficiently relevant 

	
Included 

	Final review sample: 10 UK-based qualitative studies 

	Evidence categories 
	6 core adolescent social media and mental health studies; 2 mixed adolescent/stakeholder studies; 1 supporting stakeholder-only study; 1 supporting adolescent online-vulnerability/privacy study 



[bookmark: _Toc229061049]3.7 Overview of Included Studies
The final review sample comprised ten UK-based qualitative studies. These were not treated as identical forms of evidence. Instead, they were grouped to show how each study contributed to the review.
This categorisation strengthened the review because it avoided treating all evidence as equal. The strongest weight was given to studies that directly reported adolescents' own experiences of social media and mental health. Mixed and stakeholder studies were used to support interpretation, particularly where they helped explain safeguarding, school-based prevention, and professional responses to online harm.
[bookmark: _Toc229061050]Table 1. Characteristics of Included Studies 
	No. 
	Study 
	Year 
	Evidence category 
	Participants / setting 
	Method 
	Analysis 
	Main focus 
	Use in review 

	1 
	Keles, Grealish and Leamy 
	2023 
	Core adolescent social media and mental health study 
	Adolescents, UK 
	Qualitative IPA 
	Interpretative phenomenological analysis 
	Social media experiences, COVID-19 context and mental health 
	Core evidence for adolescent mental health experiences 

	2 
	O'Reilly 
	2020 
	Mixed 
adolescent/stakeholder study 
	Adolescents and practitioners, UK 
	Qualitative focus groups 
	Qualitative analysis 
	Social media and adolescent mental 
health: benefits and harms 
	Supporting evidence from young people and practitioners 

	3 
	O'Reilly et al. 
	2018 
	Core adolescent social media and mental health study 
	54 adolescents, UK 
	Six focus groups 
	Thematic analysis 
	Adolescent perspectives on social media and mental wellbeing 
	Core evidence for adolescent views and emotional wellbeing 

	4 
	Scott, Biello and 
Woods 
	2019 
	Core adolescent social media and mental health study 
	24 adolescents, UK 
	Focus group discussions 
	Inductive reflexive thematic analysis 
	Bedtime social media use, sleep costs and peer expectations 
	Core evidence for sleep disruption 
and constant 
availability 

	5 
	Stoilova, 
Livingstone and 
Nandagiri 
	2020 
	Supporting adolescent online-
vulnerability/privacy study 
	169 children aged 11-16 in six UK secondary schools 
	28 focus groups 
	Qualitative thematic analysis 
	Online data, privacy, digital agency and risk 
	Supporting evidence for online vulnerability, privacy and data 
risk 

	6 
	Throuvala et al. 
	2019a 
	Core adolescent social media and mental health study 
	42 adolescents aged 12-16, UK 
	Six focus groups 
	Thematic analysis 
	Motivational processes, comparison, validation and problematic use 
	Core evidence for mechanisms of vulnerability and emotional pressure 

	7 
	Throuvala et al. 
	2019b 
	Core adolescent social media and mental health study 
	42 adolescents aged 12-16, UK 
	Six semi-structured focus groups 
	Constructivist grounded theory 
	Control model of adolescent social media engagement 
	Core grounded theory evidence for engagement and 
control 

	8 
	Throuvala et al. 
	2021a 
	Mixed 
adolescent/stakeholder study 
	Students, parents and teachers, UK 
	Focus groups and interviews 
	Thematic analysis 
	Online harms, severity continuum and stakeholder perspectives 
	Supporting evidence for harms, safeguarding and prevention 

	9 
	Throuvala et al. 
	2021b 
	Supporting 
stakeholder-only study 
	9 teachers, UK 
	Semi-structured interviews 
	Thematic analysis 
	Psychosocial skills and teacher recommendations for online harms prevention 
	Used cautiously for school prevention and safeguarding 

	10 
	Winstone et al. 
	2021 
	Core adolescent social media and mental health study 
	Adolescents, UK 
	Qualitative exploration 
	Qualitative thematic analysis 
	Social media use, social connectedness, displacement and stimulation 
	Core evidence for connection, belonging and displacement 



[bookmark: _Toc229061051]3.8 Data Extraction
Data extraction was conducted to record the main characteristics of the included studies consistently and comparably. For each study, information was extracted on author and year, UK setting, participant group, sample size, age range, study aim, research design, data collection method, analysis method, key findings, vulnerability factors, mental health or well-being outcomes, strengths, and limitations. Extracting these features supported the development of a study characteristics table and allowed comparison across studies during the synthesis process.
[bookmark: _Toc229061052]3.9 Quality Appraisal using CASP
Quality appraisal was undertaken using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) qualitative checklist. The CASP checklist was appropriate because it assesses key features of qualitative research, including clarity of aims, appropriateness of qualitative methodology, research design, recruitment, data collection, reflexivity, ethical considerations, rigour of analysis, clarity of findings and overall value.
The purpose of the appraisal was not to exclude studies automatically because of minor limitations, but to assess the trustworthiness and relevance of the evidence. Studies with stronger methodological clarity and direct adolescent evidence were therefore given greater interpretive weight in the synthesis.
[bookmark: _Toc229061053]Table 3. CASP Quality Appraisal Summary 
	Study 
	Evidence category 
	CASP quality judgement 
	Use in synthesis 

	Keles, Grealish and Leamy (2023) 
	Core adolescent study 
	High 
	Strong evidence for adolescent social media experiences and mental health during COVID-
19 

	O'Reilly (2020) 
	Mixed adolescent/stakeholder study 
	Moderate 
	Useful supporting evidence on adolescent mental health and practitioner perspectives 

	O'Reilly et al. (2018) 
	Core adolescent study 
	Moderate 
	Useful direct adolescent evidence on social media and mental wellbeing 

	Scott, Biello and Woods (2019) 
	Core adolescent study 
	Moderate 
	Strong relevance to bedtime social media use, sleep and wellbeing 

	Stoilova, Livingstone and Nandagiri (2020) 
	Supporting adolescent online vulnerability/privacy study 
	High 
	Used to support online vulnerability, privacy, digital agency and data risk 

	Throuvala et al. (2019a) 
	Core adolescent study 
	High 
	Strong evidence on motivational processes, comparison, validation and problematic use 

	Throuvala et al. (2019b) 
	Core adolescent study 
	High 
	Strong grounded theory evidence on adolescent social media engagement 

	Throuvala et al. (2021a) 
	Mixed adolescent/stakeholder study 
	High 
	Strong supporting evidence on online harms and the severity continuum 

	Throuvala et al. (2021b) 
	Supporting stakeholder-only study 
	High 
	Used cautiously for school prevention, safeguarding and psychosocial skills 

	Winstone et al. (2021) 
	Core adolescent study 
	High 
	Strong evidence on social connectedness, displacement and stimulation 



Overall, the CASP appraisal indicated that the included studies were suitable for thematic synthesis. The strongest evidence came from the core adolescent studies because these directly captured young people’s experiences of social media and mental health. The mixed and supporting studies strengthened the review by adding wider perspectives on online harms, prevention, privacy, safeguarding and digital risk. However, these studies were interpreted carefully because not all of them focused directly on adolescent mental health outcomes.   


[bookmark: _Toc229061054]3.10 Data Analysis
The included studies were analysed using thematic synthesis. This method was suitable because it allows findings from different qualitative studies to be brought together into higher-order themes while remaining grounded in participants' experiences. Thematic synthesis was particularly appropriate for this dissertation because the aim was not simply to describe individual studies, but to identify common patterns in how adolescents experience social media, online vulnerability, and mental well-being.
The analysis followed three main stages. First, the findings sections of the included studies were read closely to identify repeated ideas relevant to adolescent social media use and mental health. Second, these ideas were grouped into descriptive themes such as social connection, comparison, validation, cyberbullying, emotional distress, sleep disruption, privacy, agency, and digital boundaries. Third, analytical themes were developed to consider what these patterns revealed about adolescent well-being, vulnerability, and digital life in the UK. Because the review included diverse types of qualitative evidence, the synthesis gave greatest weight to studies that directly captured adolescents' own accounts.
[bookmark: _Toc229061055]3.11 Ethical Considerations
Although this dissertation did not involve primary data collection, ethical considerations remained important throughout the review process. All material used in the review was drawn from publicly available published research, meaning that no direct contact took place with participants and no new personal data was collected.
The first ethical consideration was the accurate representation of the original authors' findings. Care was taken to avoid overstating conclusions, misrepresenting qualitative findings, or presenting supporting studies as if they were all direct adolescent mental health studies. The second ethical consideration was transparency: the review clearly distinguished between the several types of included evidence and acknowledged limitations in the evidence base. The third was academic integrity: all sources used in the dissertation were acknowledged through Harvard referencing, and the synthesis was grounded in published literature rather than unsupported opinion.
A fourth consideration was reflexivity. As a researcher engaging with qualitative evidence, it was important to remain aware of how personal assumptions or perspectives might influence the interpretation of findings. Throughout the review, care was taken to represent the voices and experiences of adolescents as described in the original studies, rather than imposing external interpretations. This reflexive awareness strengthened the credibility of the thematic synthesis by ensuring that analytical decisions remained grounded in the evidence rather than in preconceived conclusions about social media and mental health.
[bookmark: _Toc229061056]3.12 Strengths and Limitations of the Methodology
The methodology used in this dissertation has several strengths. First, the use of a systematic review design enhanced transparency by requiring clear eligibility criteria, a documented search process and a structured approach to synthesis. Second, the focus on qualitative evidence allowed the dissertation to foreground adolescents lived experiences. Third, the use of thematic synthesis and CASP appraisal strengthened the analytical depth and methodological rigour of the review.
However, the methodology also has limitations. Although ten UK-based qualitative studies were included, only six were core adolescent social media and mental health studies. A further limitation is that UK-based qualitative evidence on adolescent social media and mental health remains smaller than the wider quantitative literature. Variations in terminology, age ranges and study design also made screening more complex. These limitations do not invalidate the review, but they show the importance of methodological caution and transparency.
[bookmark: _Toc229061057]3.13 Chapter Summary
This chapter has explained the methodological approach used in the dissertation and demonstrated how the review was designed to identify and synthesise qualitative evidence on social media, online vulnerability, and adolescent mental health in the UK. It outlined the research design, research question, eligibility criteria, search strategy, PRISMA-informed selection process, data extraction, CASP quality appraisal, thematic synthesis, and ethical considerations, including reflexivity.
The final review sample comprised ten UK-based qualitative studies, grouped according to their contribution to the review. Six were core adolescent social media and mental health studies, two provided mixed adolescent and stakeholder perspectives, one contributed teacher-only evidence on prevention, and one strengthened the online-vulnerability and privacy dimension of the review. This categorisation ensured that the synthesis gave greatest weight to direct adolescent evidence while using supporting studies to deepen interpretation. The next chapter presents the findings and critically discusses the themes that emerged from the thematic synthesis.

  
 
 
 	 

[bookmark: _Toc229061058]CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
This chapter presents the findings of the qualitative systematic review and critically discusses how social media influences the mental health and well-being of adolescents in the United Kingdom. The chapter is organised thematically to move beyond simple study-by-study description and instead identify broader patterns across the included evidence. The discussion focuses on adolescents lived experiences and examines both negative and positive dimensions of social media use rather than assuming that social media is either entirely harmful or entirely beneficial.
The final review included ten UK-based qualitative studies. Six were core adolescent social media and mental health studies, two included mixed adolescent/stakeholder perspectives, one was retained as supporting stakeholder-only evidence, and one was included as supporting adolescent online-vulnerability evidence. The strongest interpretive weight was given to the six core adolescent studies because these directly explored young people's experiences of social media, mental health, well-being, peer pressure, comparison, sleep disruption, online harm, and connectedness.
[bookmark: _Toc229061059]4.1 Overview of the Included Studies
The ten studies included in the review were united by a shared concern with adolescent social media use, online experience, well-being, or vulnerability. However, they differed in their specific focus and type of evidence. Keles, Grealish and Leamy (2023), O'Reilly et al. (2018), Scott, Biello and Woods (2019), Throuvala et al. (2019a), Throuvala et al. (2019b), and Winstone et al. (2021) provided the core adolescent-perspective evidence. O'Reilly (2020) and Throuvala et al. (2021a) added mixed adolescent and stakeholder perspectives. Throuvala et al. (2021b) contributed teacher perspectives on prevention and psychosocial skills, while Stoilova, Livingstone and Nandagiri (2020) strengthened the online-vulnerability dimension by exploring children's understanding of data, privacy, and digital risk.
Across the evidence base, adolescents rarely described social media as wholly positive or negative. Instead, social media appeared as a contradictory space where connection and harm could coexist. The same platforms that supported friendship, belonging and self-expression could also intensify comparison, pressure, anxiety, cyberbullying, sleep disruption and concerns about privacy or control. This duality is central to the findings of the review.
[bookmark: _Toc229061060]4.2 Theme One: Social Media as a Source of Connection and Belonging
A central theme across the included studies was that social media can foster connection, belonging and emotional support for adolescents. Young people described online platforms as spaces where they could maintain friendships, communicate quickly, feel socially included and access peer support. This suggests that social media can function as an important relational resource during adolescence, when peer belonging is linked to identity and emotional well-being.
This finding is important because it challenges simplistic assumptions that social media is inherently damaging. Adolescents often valued online spaces because they allowed them to stay connected with friends, share experiences, and maintain relationships outside school hours. Winstone et al. (2021), for example, is particularly relevant because it explores social connectedness and the ways in which social media may either displace or stimulate social interaction. O'Reilly et al. (2018) also show that adolescents' views of social media and mental health are complex rather than one-sided.
However, online connections were not always experienced as purely supportive. Some adolescents described feeling pressure to remain constantly available, respond quickly, or stay visible within peer networks. Social media could provide reassurance and belonging, but it could also create expectations that made adolescents feel unable to switch off. The findings therefore suggest that online connection becomes beneficial or harmful depending on the emotional context, peer dynamics and degree of control adolescents feel they have.
[bookmark: _Toc229061061]4.3 Theme Two: Social Comparison, Validation and Emotional Pressure
A second major theme was the emotional pressure created by comparison, visibility, and the search for validation. Adolescents described feeling judged in relation to appearance, popularity, lifestyle, and social status, especially on image-based platforms. These experiences could generate insecurity, self-consciousness, and pressure to present an idealised version of the self.
This theme was especially visible in studies that explored problematic or emotionally difficult social media use. Throuvala et al. (2019a) identified motivational and dysfunctional mechanisms linked to adolescent social media use, including peer comparison, validation, and emotional regulation. Throuvala et al. (2019b) further developed this through a grounded theory analysis, showing how adolescents' engagement with social media could become tied to control, relational visibility, and peer evaluation.
The findings suggest that adolescents are not passive recipients of online pressure. Many young people recognise that online content is filtered, selective or unrealistic. However, awareness does not always protect them from emotional impact. Even when adolescents understand that online images or lifestyles may be curated, repeated exposure can still shape self-esteem, mood, and perceived social worth. This is important because it shows that digital literacy alone may not be enough if wider peer and platform pressures remain unchanged.
[bookmark: _Toc229061062]4.4 Theme Three: Cyberbullying, Online Harm and Vulnerability
Another prominent theme was the role of cyberbullying, hostility, and online harm in undermining adolescent well-being. Across the evidence, adolescents identified social media as a setting where peer conflict, exclusion, harassment, and hostile commentary could become intensified. Unlike offline conflict, online harm can spread quickly, remain visible, and reach wider audiences, increasing embarrassment, distress, and anxiety.
The qualitative evidence shows that online harm is broader than direct cyberbullying alone. Adolescents also described subtler forms of harm, including exclusion from group chats, pressure to respond, fear of negative judgment, unwanted visibility, exposure to harmful content and the emotional strain of being constantly monitored by peers. Throuvala et al. (2021a) is useful here because it frames online harms along a severity continuum, showing that harm can range from everyday pressure and discomfort to more serious risks such as self-harm content, cyberbullying, or severe emotional distress.
Stoilova, Livingstone and Nandagiri (2020) adds an important online-vulnerability dimension by showing that adolescents' digital risks are not limited to peer interaction. Online vulnerability can also involve privacy, datafication, limited understanding of how personal data is collected and used, and difficulties managing agency in complex digital environments. Although this study is not primarily a mental health outcomes study, it strengthens the review by showing that adolescent vulnerability online includes both interpersonal and structural risks.
[bookmark: _Toc229061063]4.5 Theme Four: Emotional Distress, Anxiety and Mood Disruption
The included studies also suggest that social media can contribute to emotional distress, anxiety, and mood disruption. Adolescents described feeling overwhelmed by online expectations, distressed by comparison and affected by the emotional atmosphere of digital spaces. In some accounts, social media intensified pre-existing insecurities or make it harder for them to disengage from negative thoughts and peer-related worries.
This theme should be interpreted carefully. The qualitative evidence does not prove that social media directly causes anxiety or depression in every adolescent. Instead, it shows how young people experience social media as part of a wider emotional environment. Keles, Grealish and Leamy (2023), which used interpretative phenomenological analysis, is especially useful because it explores how adolescents made sense of social media experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic and how these experiences affected mental health.
A key analytical point is that emotional distress was often intertwined with dependence on social media for belonging and visibility. Adolescents could recognise that social media affected their mood negatively but still feel unable to withdraw because online platforms remained central to friendship and social life. This tension shows why simple advice to "use social media less" may be inadequate. For many adolescents, the issue is not just screen time, but the emotional and social meaning attached to online interaction.
[bookmark: _Toc229061064]4.6 Theme Five: Sleep Disruption, Time Displacement and Constant Availability
Sleep disruption and time displacement formed another important theme. Scott, Biello and Woods (2019) directly explored bedtime social media use and showed that adolescents may continue using social media at night despite recognising the cost to sleep. This reflects the social nature of social media use, where young people may fear missing out, feel pressure to respond or worry about being excluded if they disconnect.
The evidence suggests that sleep disruption is not only a behavioural issue but also a social and emotional one. Adolescents may stay online because they want to maintain friendships, avoid missing conversations or manage peer expectations. This means that interventions focused only on restricting devices may be less effective if they do not address the social pressures that keep adolescents connected late at night.
[bookmark: _Toc229061065]4.7 Theme Six: Agency, Privacy and Boundary Management
Despite the risks identified across the studies, adolescents were not presented as passive victims of social media. Many young people actively tried to manage their online experiences through strategies such as curating feeds, muting notifications, taking breaks, limiting what they shared, blocking or avoiding harmful interactions and seeking support from peers.
This theme is important because it complicates deficit-based portrayals of adolescents as unable to manage digital life. However, their ability to manage these risks was uneven. Some had stronger digital literacy, emotional support, and confidence, while others found it harder to resist peer pressure, manage privacy or disengage from harmful patterns. Stoilova, Livingstone and Nandagiri (2020) is especially relevant because it shows that adolescents may understand interpersonal privacy more easily than commercial or institutional data practices, which highlights the importance of privacy literacy, digital agency, and transparent platform design.
[bookmark: _Toc229061066]4.8 Theme Seven: Prevention, Digital Literacy and Supportive Interventions
The evidence also highlighted the importance of prevention, digital literacy, and supportive interventions. Throuvala et al. (2021b), although based on teachers rather than adolescents, is useful because it focuses on psychosocial skills, school-based prevention, and teacher recommendations for reducing online harms. The findings suggest that prevention should not focus only on warning adolescents about danger or reducing screen time. Instead, digital well-being education should address emotional self-awareness, peer pressure, validation, online boundaries, privacy, cyberbullying, sleep hygiene, and help-seeking.
O'Reilly (2020) and Throuvala et al. (2021a) also support this point by including wider stakeholder perspectives. These studies show that adults working with or caring for adolescents recognise the importance of social media in young people's mental health but may also struggle to respond in a balanced way. Prevention, therefore, needs to be collaborative, involving adolescents, schools, parents, practitioners, and platforms rather than placing responsibility only on young people.
[bookmark: _Toc229061067]4.9 The Dual Nature of Social Media
When the themes are viewed together, the most important overall finding is the dual nature of social media in adolescent life. Social media was rarely experienced as purely harmful or purely beneficial. Instead, the same features that created support and connection could also create comparison, pressure, and distress. The same platforms that offered belonging could expose adolescents to exclusion, cyberbullying, harmful content, privacy risks, or emotional overload.
This duality explains why public debates about social media and mental health often become polarised. Adolescents' accounts suggest that both positive and negative narratives contain some truth, but neither is sufficient on its own. This finding also supports the theoretical discussion in Chapter 2. Uses and Gratifications Theory helps explain why adolescents continue to use social media because it meets social and emotional needs. Social Comparison Theory helps explain why the same spaces can intensify insecurity. Ecological Systems Theory shows that adolescent social media experiences cannot be separated from school, family, peers, platforms, and wider cultural expectations.                                                                        
[bookmark: _Toc229061068]4.10 Critical Discussion of the Evidence Base
The evidence reviewed in this dissertation offers important insight into adolescent lived experience, but it also has limitations. Although ten UK-based qualitative studies were included, only six were core adolescent social media and mental health studies. The remaining studies strengthened the review by adding mixed stakeholder perspectives, teacher perspectives and online-vulnerability evidence, but they should not be treated as identical to direct adolescent mental health studies.
This distinction strengthens rather than weakens the dissertation because it shows methodological awareness. The review gives the greatest weight to studies that directly report adolescents’ own experiences, while using mixed and supporting studies to deepen interpretation. This approach avoids overstating the evidence and makes the synthesis more transparent.
Another limitation is that the terminology and sampling varied across the studies. Some referred to adolescents, others to children, teenagers or young people. Some focused directly on mental health, while others focused on connectedness, sleep, online harms, privacy or digital risk. These differences make comparison more complex, but they also reflect the reality that adolescent mental health and online vulnerability are interconnected rather than separate issues.
Ultimately, most of the evidence is based on self-reported qualitative accounts. This means the review cannot prove direct causation between social media use and mental health outcomes. However, this is not a weakness in relation to the aim of the dissertation. The purpose was to understand adolescents’ experiences and meanings, and qualitative evidence is particularly strong for showing how young people interpret social media in their everyday lives.
However, there are limitations. Many of the included studies relied on relatively small sample sizes, which may limit the generalisability of findings. In addition, qualitative data is often based on self-reports, meaning that participants’ accounts may be influenced by memory, social desirability or personal interpretation. There is also variation in how studies define and measure concepts such as well-being and social media use, which can make comparison more complex.
Furthermore, although the review focuses on UK-based studies, the diversity of adolescent experiences may not be fully represented. Factors such as socioeconomic background, ethnicity and gender may influence how social media is experienced, but these are not always explored in depth.
These limitations do not reduce the value of the findings, but they highlight the need for careful interpretation and for further research that builds on qualitative insights while addressing gaps in representation and scope.
[bookmark: _Toc229061069]4.11 Implications for Practice and Policy
The findings have several implications for education, health, and social care practice. First, schools and practitioners should avoid treating social media only as a danger. Second, digital well-being education should move beyond simple screen-time messages and address the quality of online interaction, emotional pressure, social comparison, privacy, peer norms, and boundary management. Third, mental health and youth support services should be prepared to discuss social media as part of adolescents' everyday lives. Fourth, policy responses should recognise that responsibility cannot rest only with adolescents. Schools, parents, practitioners, technology companies, and policymakers all have a role in creating safer and more supportive digital environments, particularly in relation to online harms, data privacy, platform design, and the commercial use of children's personal information.
For policymakers, the findings reinforce the importance of strengthening online safety regulation and ensuring that platforms are held accountable for protecting young users. This includes improving content moderation, reducing exposure to harmful material and increasing transparency around data use.
For families, the results highlight the importance of open communication about social media use, rather than relying solely on monitoring or restriction. Supporting adolescents to reflect on their online experiences may help them develop greater awareness and control.
Overall, a collaborative approach is needed, involving schools, families, practitioners and technology companies, to promote safer and more positive digital environments for adolescents.
In addition, it is important to recognise that adolescents are not passive users of social media, but active individuals who engage with content in different ways. This means that support should not take a one-size-fits-all approach, as young people have different levels of vulnerability, resilience and digital understanding. Practitioners working with adolescents should be encouraged to include conversations about social media within mental health support, as it can both negatively and positively affect well-being. This may involve helping young people to manage online interactions, set boundaries, and think more critically about the content they see. By taking a more realistic and youth-focused approach, support systems can better reflect adolescents’ everyday experiences and help promote healthier and more balanced use of social media.


[bookmark: _Toc229061070]CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
[bookmark: _Toc229061071]5.1 Summary of Main Findings
The findings show that social media plays a complex and often contradictory role in adolescent mental health and well-being. Across the ten included studies, social media was not experienced as simply harmful or beneficial. Instead, it emerged as a space where connection, support and self-expression could exist alongside comparison, pressure, cyberbullying, sleep disruption, privacy concerns, and emotional distress.
The strongest evidence came from the six core adolescent studies, which showed that adolescents use social media to maintain friendships, seek belonging, express identity, and access peer support. However, they also showed that social media can intensify emotional pressure through comparison, validation-seeking, fear of missing out, visibility and peer judgement. Online harm should be understood broadly, existing on a continuum from everyday digital stress to more serious forms of harm. The review also found that adolescents' agency was real but uneven, and that online vulnerability extends to privacy, datafication and digital rights as well as mental health outcomes.
An additional important point is that adolescents experience social media in different ways depending on their individual circumstances. This includes factors such as their confidence, mental health, friendships and the type of content they see online. This means that social media does not affect all young people in the same way, and some may be more vulnerable to negative effects than others. At the same time, some adolescents may benefit from the connection and support that social media can provide. This shows that it is important to understand social media use in context, rather than focusing only on how much time is spent online. It also highlights the need for balanced approaches that recognise both the risks and benefits when supporting adolescent mental health.
[bookmark: _Toc229061072]5.2 Answer to the Research Question
The research question asked: How does social media influence the mental health and well-being of adolescents in the United Kingdom?
The review found that social media influences adolescent mental health and well-being in both positive and negative ways. Positively, it can support friendship, belonging, identity exploration, peer support, and access to information. Negatively, it can contribute to comparison, anxiety, emotional distress, cyberbullying, sleep disruption, pressure to remain available and concerns around privacy and online vulnerability. The overall answer is that social media does not have a single fixed effect on adolescent mental health. Its influence depends on how it is used, the type of content encountered, the quality of online interactions, the adolescent's emotional state, their offline support, their level of digital literacy and the wider social and platform environment.
[bookmark: _Toc229061073]5.3 Recommendations for Practice
The findings suggest that schools, health professionals, and youth practitioners should adopt balanced approaches to adolescent social media use. Social media should not be presented only as harmful, because adolescents also use it for connection, belonging, and support.
First, digital well-being education should be strengthened in schools. This education should go beyond basic online safety messages and should include social comparison, validation, privacy, data use, emotional boundaries, sleep hygiene, cyberbullying, peer pressure, and help-seeking. Second, schools should create safe spaces for adolescents to discuss social media honestly, recognising both benefits and risks. Third, mental health practitioners should include social media in assessments and support conversations with adolescents. Fourth, parents and carers should be supported to understand adolescent digital life, with guidance focused on communication, trust, and boundaries rather than surveillance alone.
[bookmark: _Toc229061074]5.4 Recommendations for Policy
At the policy level, the findings support the need for stronger attention to online safety, platform accountability, and children's digital rights. Policymakers should continue to strengthen protections against harmful content, cyberbullying, and exploitative platform practices. Platforms should be expected to design online environments that are safer, more transparent, and more supportive of young people's well-being. Policy should also recognise the importance of digital literacy and privacy education, supporting adolescents to understand not only interpersonal risks but also structural risks such as data collection, targeted content, and commercial use of personal information.
[bookmark: _Toc229061075]5.5 Recommendations for Future Research
Future research should continue to explore adolescent social media use using qualitative methods. More UK-based qualitative studies are needed, including diverse groups of adolescents from different ethnic backgrounds, socioeconomic groups, regions, gender identities, and mental health experiences. Longitudinal qualitative research would also be valuable. Further research is also needed on emerging platforms, algorithmic content, privacy, datafication and artificial intelligence, as digital environments change rapidly and new forms of risk and support continue to emerge.
[bookmark: _Toc229061076]5.6 Strengths and Limitations of the Dissertation
A key strength of this dissertation is its qualitative focus, which allowed the review to explore how adolescents understand and experience social media rather than relying only on statistical associations. The UK focus makes the findings more relevant to UK schools, practitioners, and policy contexts. The use of PRISMA-informed study selection and CASP quality appraisal also strengthened the transparency and rigour of the review, and the careful categorisation of the evidence base increased credibility.
However, only six of the ten studies were core adolescent social media and mental health studies. Qualitative studies cannot prove direct causation, and the digital environment changes rapidly, meaning that findings may need updating as platforms, online risks and adolescent practices evolve.
[bookmark: _Toc229061077]5.7 Final Conclusion
This dissertation set out to explore how social media influences adolescent mental health and well-being in the United Kingdom through a qualitative systematic review. The findings show that social media has a complex, contradictory, and context-dependent role in adolescent life. It can support connection, belonging, identity exploration and peer support, but it can also contribute to comparison, emotional pressure, cyberbullying, sleep disruption, privacy concerns, and online vulnerability.
The review found that social media should not be understood as either simply good or simply bad. Its impact depends on the quality of online interactions, the content encountered, peer expectations, platform design, offline support, individual vulnerability, and adolescents' ability to manage digital boundaries. Effective responses must therefore be balanced, evidence-based and adolescent-informed. Supporting adolescent digital well-being requires shared responsibility across adolescents, schools, families, practitioners, policymakers, and technology platforms.
In conclusion, this dissertation highlights the importance of moving beyond simplistic narratives that portray social media as either entirely harmful or entirely beneficial. Instead, it should be understood as a complex social environment that interacts with individual, relational and structural factors. Recognising this complexity is essential for developing effective responses that support adolescent mental health in a digital age.
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