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Abstract
Mental health concerns among UK adolescents, aged 11-19, are rising significantly as SM creates room for comparisons, leading to social anxiety, body image concerns and feelings of exclusion. SM entails both positive and negative impacts on the mental health of adolescents, as SM can offer social support and a form of self-expression while contributing to social comparison, sleep disruption, and cyberbullying. It signifies the need to investigate the impact of SM on the mental health and well-being of adolescents.
The current scoping review explores existing evidence on the impact of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents in the UK. 5 peer-reviewed primary journal articles have been selected to conduct the scoping review using inclusion-exclusion criteria and search strategy.
The reviewed studies indicate that SM has a multifaceted and complex relationship with mental health outcomes among adolescents. It entails both positive and negative effects. Psychological distress, depressive symptoms, and anxiety are major health issues reported among adolescents due to their excessive exposure to social media. Social media engagement pattern and time, sleep disruption and cyber bullying are major factors that influence the relationship between SM and mental health impact.
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[bookmark: _Toc233616497]1.0 Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc233616498]1.1 Introduction to Social Media and Popularity among Adolescents 
The term “social media” (SM) emerged in the online media scenario of Tokyo in 1994, and its implications and meaning have grown ever since (Aichner et al., 2021). Social media has been defined as internet-based, persistent and decentralised platforms of mass personal communication that promote interactions among users (Aichner et al., 2021). There are numerous SM platforms available on the internet, and they can be categorised into “microblogging sites”, “social networking”, “content sharing”, “collaborative knowledge sharing”, “product and service review sites” and others (Gong and Yang, 2020). 
These SM platforms have gained significant popularity in the UK, shaping the daily lives of individuals, as there are about 55.5 million active SM users, accounting for about 80% of the whole population, with WhatsApp being the most used SM service (Slotta, 2026). The use of SM platforms among UK adolescents is specifically prevalent, as about 93% of adolescents aged 12-15 in the UK in 2023 have reported using SM platforms like TikTok, Instagram, Twitter and Snapchat regularly, highlighting the need to assess their mental health implications on children (Sisters Hospitallers, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc233616499]1.2 Adolescents' Mental Health Concerns in the UK
Mental health concerns among UK adolescents, aged 11-19, are rising significantly, as surveyed adolescents reported experiencing sadness (7.8%), although they have excluded non-school-going adolescents and school/college dropouts (Al-Zawaadi et al., 2021). Sisters Hospitallers (2026) have linked SM use to mental health conditions like low self-esteem, depression, and anxiety, as SM creates room for comparisons, leading to social anxiety, body image concerns and feelings of exclusion. It signifies the need to investigate the impact of SM on the mental health and well-being of adolescents.
[bookmark: _Toc233616500]1.3 Rationale 
Literature indicates that SM entails both positive and negative impacts on the mental health of adolescents, as SM can offer social support and a form of self-expression while also contributing to social comparison, sleep disruption, and cyberbullying (Keles et al., 2020). Thus, it is important to determine the major factors of SM usage that might have a significant impact on the mental well-being of adolescents. 
[bookmark: _Toc233616501]1.4 Research Aim and Objectives
Aim: To explore existing evidence on the impact of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents in the UK.
Objectives
· To identify the main mental health outcomes associated with social media use among adolescents in the UK.
· To examine both positive and negative effects of social media on adolescent psychological well-being.
· To explore factors influencing the relationship between social media use and mental health.
· To identify gaps within the current evidence base and provide recommendations for future research and practice.
[bookmark: _Toc233616502]2.0 Background
[bookmark: _Toc233616503]2.1 Social Media Usage among UK Adolescents 
The use of SM among young people, specifically adolescents in the UK, is extremely high, as Davies et al. (2025) observed that SM use among 12-15-year-olds has increased from 16% in 2018 to 93% by 2022, indicating the growing influence of social media in the lives of adolescents. The growing influence of SM among UK adolescents has been acknowledged by the World Economic Forum, which observed that SM sites are a major news source for UK teens, with TikTok, Instagram and YouTube being the most widely used SM platforms among 12-15-year-olds (Masterson, 2022). It highlights the need for controlling misinformation and bullying content on SM, specifically following the advent of “deepfake” technology. 
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Figure 1: Social Media Usage and Time Spent Among 15-24s in the UK
(Source: UKOM, 2024)
Looking into the online activity of young people (15-24s), Instagram (53%), WhatsApp (52%), and Facebook (49%) are found to be the most used SM platforms, but in terms of time spent, TikTok (118 minutes) and Snapchat (80 minutes) secure first and second position, respectively [see Figure 1]. Such a usage pattern has significant consequences on the mental health of users, highlighting the need for further investigations. 
[bookmark: _Toc233616504]2.2 Adolescents' Mental Health Concerns Due to Long-term Exposure to Digital Platforms
Concerns regarding SM usage and the mental health of adolescents are growing because Fassi et al. (2025) observed that adolescents suffering from mental health issues, specifically internalising issues, tend to stay on SM longer and feel negatively about number of friends they have on SM as compared to adolescents without mental health issues. They tend to engage in social comparisons and have a higher impact on mood from feedback, highlighting the negative impact of SM on mental health. The UK “Royal Society for Public Health” acknowledged that excessive SM usage is linked to higher rates of cyberbullying, which can enhance mental health conditions, along with developing sleep deprivation, overstimulation and isolation, leading to impaired cognitive development, affecting their ability to connect with people outside (Sisters Hospitallers, 2026). 
Davies et al. (2025) found SM usage to be negative for adolescents from the evaluation of UK newspapers between 2014 and 2024, as 58% of headlines were framed negatively and 98% of articles discussed potential risks, including harmful content, mental health issues, inappropriate adult contact, online conflict and suicide risks (24%). In contrast, only 16% of articles refer to the benefits of SM on adolescents, increasing public anxiety. Marciano and Viswanath (2023) argued that although SM presents both positive and negative associations with the well-being of adolescents, SM has great potential in promoting good habits that facilitate the development of adolescents via inspirational content.
[bookmark: _Toc233616505]2.3 UK Strategies and Policies to Support Adolescents' Mental Health
Taking into account the potential impact of SM on adolescents, 9 out of 10 parents have demanded a ban on SM usage for adolescents under 16 years old, prompting the UK government to develop a new plan banning SM companies that offer services to adolescents under 16 by 2017 (DSIandT, 2026). The “Online Safety Act 2023” also helps in protecting adolescents under 16 by preventing their access to SM. Additionally, to address mental health concerns among adolescents, the UK government introduced the “Children and young people’s mental health services” (CYPMHS) offered by a range of institutions, including local authorities, community trusts, the NHS mental health and the voluntary sectors, which play a critical role in ensuring the mental wellness of UK adolescents (Garratt et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc233616506]2.4 Need for a Scoping Review
Past studies mainly indicate contradictory findings referring to both positive and negative impacts of SM on mental health; however, they lack focus on mental health outcomes in UK adolescents, depending on the nature of SM usage. It highlights the need to carry out thematic synthesis to recognise factors influencing the relationship between SM use and the mental health of adolescents.
[bookmark: _Toc233616507]3.0 Methods 
[bookmark: _Toc233616508]3.1 Research Design
The current study carried out a scoping review as per the brief requirement, which is a secondary research approach and helped in recognising the knowledge gap in terms of SM use and mental health concerns of adolescents (Munn et al., 2018). The five-phase scoping review framework by Arksey and O'Malley (2005) has been used in this research, which involves identifying the research question, recognising, selecting and charting the literature, and lastly, extracting the review results. Recognition of the research question is a key requirement of conducting a scoping review to ensure relevant studies are included (Mak and Thomas, 2022). 
Research Question: What are the key themes identified in the literature regarding the impact of social media use on adolescent mental health in the UK?
[bookmark: _Toc233616509]3.2 Search Strategy and Databases
An effective search strategy has been developed, which means the selection of appropriate databases and applying relevant search terms to collect the research-relevant studies (Carrera-Rivera et al., 2022). For the current scoping review, PubMed, CINAHL, PsycINFO and UWTSD Library are considered along with the Google Scholar search platform. The key search terms used in this research are “social media”, “adolescent mental health”, “psychological wellbeing”, “anxiety”, and “depression”. 
[bookmark: _Toc233616510]3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
	
	Inclusion criteria
	Exclusion criteria

	Project Background
	Researching social media use and mental health outcomes, relevant to UK practice 
	Articles unrelated to mental health outcomes 

	Target Population
	Studies involving adolescents aged 10–19 years.
	Studies focused exclusively on adults

	Publication Type
	Peer-reviewed studies.
	Non-peer-reviewed literature.

	Publication Period
	Published between 2015 and 2026. 
	Before 2015

	Language
	English-language publications.
	Non-English publications.


Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria
[bookmark: _Toc233616511]3.4 Study Selection and Extraction Process 
Initially, 148 studies were selected from predetermined databases, and then 32 were removed following title and abstract screening. Then, further studies have been removed following the inclusion-exclusion criteria, such as a lack of peer-reviewed studies, and studies that did not focus on SM and mental health outcomes in the UK [see Figure 2]. Lastly, 5 peer-reviewed primary journal articles have been selected to conduct the scoping review. 
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Figure 2: PRISMA Flow for Scoping Review
[bookmark: _Toc233616512]3.5 Ethical Considerations 
The study has followed the ethics requirements of the UWTSD University and ensured the research outcome accurately represents the reviewed articles. Proper citations and references have been used to avoid the issue of plagiarism and maintain academic integrity.
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[bookmark: _Toc233616513]4.0 Results
	Author (Year)
	Country
	Aim
	Research Design
	Sample
	Main Findings
	Quality/Strength

	Kelly et al. (2018)
	UK
	Evaluating associations between SM use and mental health conditions like depressive symptoms among adolescents.
	UK Millennium Cohort Study (Longitudinal)
	10,904 adolescents aged 14 years
	· Heavy social media usage is linked to depressive symptoms, particularly among girls,
· Cyberbullying, poor sleep, low self-esteem and body image partially influence this relationship.
	· Large nationally representative cohort
· Validated mental health measures,
· Robust statistical analyses 

	O'Reilly et al. (2018)
	UK
	To investigate the perception of adolescents on SM and its relevance to emotional well-being and mental health.
	Qualitative study using focus groups
	54 adolescents aged 11–18 years
	· Perceived SM as a mental wellbeing threat
· Cause mood and anxiety disorders 
· Cyberbullying, peer pressure and addiction
· Potential risks rather than actual experienced harms
	· Deeper insights from adolescents' own experiences provided a contextual understanding

	Plackett et al. (2023)
	UK
	To evaluate the longitudinal associations between SM use and adolescent mental health with social connectedness and self-esteem as potential mediators
	Longitudinal observational study
	3,228 adolescents from the “UK Longitudinal Household Survey” 
	· Little evidence to indicate that higher time spent on SM indicates poorer mental conditions 2 years later
· Self-esteem has a moderate impact and can be used in prevention strategies
· Social connectedness does not influence the relationship 
	· Longitudinal design
· Adjustment for multiple confounders 

	Viner et al. (2019)
	England
	To explore mediating pathways linking SM use with the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents 
	Secondary analysis of longitudinal cohort data, “Our Futures”
	(Wave 1= 12,866; Wave 2= 10,866; Wave3= 9797)
adolescents aged 14 years
	· Associations between SM use and poorer mental health were largely mediated via cyberbullying, inadequate sleep and reduced physical activity
· SM exposure alone does not influence mental health outcomes
	· A large, nationally representative longitudinal dataset
· Mediation analysis 

	Winstone et al. (2022)
	UK
	To identify adolescent SM user profiles and evaluate associations with mental health and wellbeing.
	Longitudinal survey with latent class analysis
	2,459 adolescents aged 13–14 years
	· 4-class model of SM user
· Adolescents recognised as “Broadcasters” have reported poorer wellbeing
· Moderate users showed comparatively better mental health outcomes.
	· An innovative person-centred analytical approach 


Table 2: Results 
[bookmark: _Toc233616514]5.0 Discussion 
[bookmark: _Toc233616515]Theme 1: Social Media Use and Psychological Distress
From the review of five selected studies, one major theme that emerges is SM usage and related psychological distress or depression symptoms that also align with the research objectives of the current scoping review. Kelly et al. (2018), in a longitudinal study, find that SM use and login depressive symptoms increase among girls, with the highest depressive symptoms being noticed in girls reporting 3 or more hours of usage of SM. According to the study, girls generally spend more time online and are likely to be more exposed to online harassment. They might also face psychological distress due to exposure to SM for having low self-esteem and dissatisfaction regarding bodyweight and appearance. All these factors contribute to a higher mental health concern among adolescent girls due to higher SM exposure compared to boys. Viner et al. (2019) observed a similar outcome to that of Kelly et al. (2018), in terms of SM usage and mental health outcomes and found that adolescent girls in the UK are more vulnerable to mental health issues due to cyberbullying. UK adolescents believe that SM directly contributes to mental health issues like suicidal ideation and depression, and exposes them to cyberbullying, which negatively affects mental health (O'Reilly et al., 2018). 
Looking into the mixed evidence on SM use impact on mental health, Winstone et al. (2022) carried out a longitudinal study, which indicates that adolescents characterised as “Broadcasters” have reflected poorer wellbeing after 1 year of SM exposure. This is because broadcasters tend to frequently share content online along with consistently socialising, messaging and browsing, referring to higher SM usage. In contrast, Viner et al. (2019) and Plackett et al. (2023), in longitudinal studies, noticed that there is little to no evidence that longer time spent on SM was linked to mental health issues later on among UK adolescents, creating difficulty in ascertaining the clinical effects on mental health of adolescents from SM. The findings address the scoping review objective to identify the main mental health outcomes associated with social media use among adolescents in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc233616516]Theme 2: Positive and Negative Experiences of Social Media Usage
The five reviewed studies indicate that SM usage entails both negative and positive experiences as SM offers all adolescents the opportunity to share their feelings and experiences with others and helps in social interactions, but it can also lead to several negative mental outcomes like anxiety and depression due to online harassment, loss of sleep quality, and quantity and impaired cognitive development (Kelly et al. 2018; O'Reilly et al. 2018). O'Reilly et al. (2018) has been extremely critical in offering perspectives of adolescents on SM usage, as it revealed that UK adolescents perceived SM as a threat to their mental well-being, as SM promotes addiction and cyberbullying, which can cause low self-esteem, depression, stress, and suicide ideation. However, they also believed that these perspectives of adolescents are influenced by societal representation of social media usage rather than negative experiences by adolescents themselves in most cases. It means that SM related discussed harms are potential risks rather than experienced harms by adolescents, undermining the realisation of actual negative effects of SM on the mental health of young people.
Winstone et al. (2022) observed that Broadcasters with higher SM usage have the poorest mental health outcomes, while moderate communicators have better well-being. However, Winstone et al. (2022) noticed the absence of positive outcomes among minimal users as compared to moderate users. It indicates that moderate SM use might be beneficial for adolescents to maintain peer-connectedness. Kim (2017) and Webster et al. (2021), as part of wider literature, have found that SM use entails both positive and negative effects on adolescent psychological well-being, but it depends on usage patterns. The findings help in addressing the objective of examining both positive and negative effects of social media on adolescent psychological well-being.
[bookmark: _Toc233616517]Theme 3: Sleep Disruption, Physical Activity, and Cyberbullying Contributing to Negative Mental Health
The relationship between SM and mental health conditions is influenced by several factors, including sleep disruption, cyberbullying, and physical activity, and this has been evidenced by reviewed studies. Online harassment and poor sleep (less than 7 hours) due to SM related disruptions contribute to higher depression scores among surveyed adolescents (Kelly et al. 2018). Viner et al. (2019) argued that very frequent SM usage is not likely to have harmful effects among adolescents unless they are exposed to harmful content like cyberbullying or their sleep is affected. They also argued that physical activity and frequent SM use have no significant impact on mental health outcomes. Cyberbullying has the most significant mediating impact on mental health outcomes following SM exposure (Kelly et al. 2018; Viner et al. 2019).
Wider literature analysis has similarly conveyed that cyberbullying via SM has a significant negative impact on mental health, as it contributes to psychosomatic conditions among adolescents (Peprah et al., 2024). Suprapto et al. (2025), on the other hand, argued that SM usage for over 4 hours/day (sedentary lifestyle) and exposure to fast food advertisements increase risks of obesity, which puts an additional burden on the mental health of adolescents. The finding addresses the objective to explore factors that influence the relationship between social media use and mental health.
[bookmark: _Toc233616518]Theme 4: Intensity and Patterns of Social Media Engagement and their Effects on Mental Health
Reviewed literature denotes that SM exposure alone does not contribute to mental health; usage patterns and intensity largely influence the mental health outcomes of adolescent users. Kelly et al. (2018), for instance, found that two-fifths of adolescent girls use SM for 3 (43.1%) or more hours as compared to one-fifth of boys (21.9%), thus, face higher online harassment and depressive symptoms. It aligns with the assumption that excessive SM usage contributes to negative mental health conditions. The more time spent on SM, the more adolescent girls reported experiencing dissatisfaction regarding body weight and appearance, which directly connects to the depressive symptoms (Kelly et al., 2018). Winstone et al. (2022) acknowledged that SM usage patterns influence mental health outcomes after categorising users into 4 models- “High Communicators, Moderate Communicators, Broadcasters and Minimal users” and found that Broadcasters with higher SM usage have the poorest mental health performance, whereas Moderate Communicators experience better well-being by reducing self-harm potential. Plackett et al. (2023), in contrast, did not find higher SM usage linked with mental health issues. These findings help in addressing research objectives 1 and 3. 
[bookmark: _Toc233616519]Theme 5: The Dynamics of Relationship between Mental Health and Social Media Among Adolescents
The reviewed literature observed a bidirectional relationship between mental health and SM usage, which means excessive SM usage can contribute to mental health conditions, including depressive symptoms among adolescents. Similarly, adolescents with mental health issues are likely to use SM more to feel validated or even gain help (Kelly et al. 2018; Winstone et al. 2022). Kelly et al. (2018), however, noted that online harassment and poor sleep contribute to depressive symptoms among adolescents due to SM usage, addressing the third research objective in this scoping review. Viner et al. (2019) and Plackett et al. (2023), in contrast, observed that there was little evidence to indicate that the longer time spent on SM contributes to mental health issues later on among UK adolescents. They further noticed that self-esteem and social connectedness do not influence or mediate the relationship anymore. 
However, the bidirectional relationship has been acknowledged by wider literature since Heffer et al. (2019), and Fassi et al. (2025) observed that adolescents with mental issues like internalising tend to stay on SM longer and feel negatively about number of friends, feedback on posts, and engage in social comparisons more than adolescents without mental health issues. 
Based on research findings, there are several gaps in current evidence base as adolescents, similar to adults, consider SM as faulty for negative effects rather than taking accountability themselves, highlighting the need to investigate accountability and awareness of the negative sides of SM and offer recommendations for future research and practice to address all research objectives (O'Reilly et al. 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc233616520]6.0 Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc233616521]6.1 Conclusion 
The scoping review evaluated existing evidence on the impact of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents in the UK, focusing on 5 primary peer-reviewed journal articles. The review denotes that the SM has a multifaceted and complex relationship with mental health among adolescents, as it entails both positive and negative effects, and these negative effects are mostly societal representations learned by adolescents rather than experiencing any negative impact themselves. Nevertheless, psychological distress, depressive symptoms, and anxiety are major health issues reported among adolescents due to their excessive exposure to social media. Social media engagement pattern and time, sleep disruption and cyberbullying are major factors that influence the relationship between SM and mental health impact. This relationship, therefore, depends on the context in which SM is used to indicate mental health conditions, but moderate usage seems to have a positive impact rather than a negative one. 
[bookmark: _Toc233616522]6.2 Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc233616523]6.2.1 Recommendations for UK Education and Mental Health Care Services and Policy Recommendations
Digital literature should be a key requirement for UK schools to assist adolescents in navigating social media by learning safe usage, recognising harmful behaviour and determining the accuracy of misleading online content. Both caregivers at home and mental health professionals should encourage adolescents to talk about social media usage and their experiences with adolescents to offer guidance and even implement restrictions on usage where required. Policymakers, on the other hand, can contribute to the implementation and viewing of the Online Safety Act of the UK to minimise exposure of adolescents to cyberbullying, inappropriate adult contact and other harmful content. 
[bookmark: _Toc233616524]6.2.2 Recommendations for Future Research 
The future studies must focus on evaluating the directional relationship between SM use and mental health conditions among UK adolescents via longitudinal studies by applying standardised measures to them to compare and contrast the study findings over time. Additionally, future studies can focus on evaluating online accountability on the adverse impacts of SM usage, as very few studies have evaluated matters of accountability and resilience development. 
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