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1. Introduction
1.1 Definitions of Key Concepts
For this scoping review, the main terms are explained below.
· Social media- Online systems that allow users to produce, share, and consume information, interact with others, and create social networks are referred to as social media. Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook, X (previously Twitter), and YouTube are popular social media sites (Boyd, 2014).
· [bookmark: OLE_LINK12]Teenagers and Adolescents- The World Health Organization defines adolescents as young people between the ages of 10 and 19 (WHO, 2023). Mental health may be impacted by the numerous physical, emotional, and social changes that occur during this stage of life.        
· Mental health: A person's emotional, psychological, and social well-being are all considered aspects of their mental health. People who are in good mental health are better able to manage daily life, form good relationships, and make wise judgements. Anxiety, despair, stress, low self-esteem, and other emotional challenges are examples of poor mental health (NHS Digital, 2024).
· Scoping review: One kind of research that compiles and analyses previously published findings on a certain subject is called a scoping review. Instead of gathering fresh data from participants, it aids in identifying the key conclusions, recurring themes, and gaps in the existing research (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005).
1.2 Rationale
Due to the numerous physical, mental, and social changes that young people go through, adolescence is a crucial time in life. Teens spend more time with peers, both in person and virtually, currently, as well as establish their identities and grow more independent. Additionally, these changes may increase their susceptibility to mental health issues like sadness, anxiety, and low self-esteem.
Many youngsters now use social media daily. Every day, a lot of young people use social media sites like YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat to express themselves, watch videos, interact with friends, and learn new things. Nearly all teenagers in the UK frequently use social media, with many spending several hours online every day, according to Ofcom (2024). 
There are worries about social media's impact on mental health even though it has numerous advantages, such as assisting young people in staying in touch, picking up new skills, and getting mental health support. Long-term use of social media may raise the risk of anxiety, sadness, insomnia, cyberbullying, low self-esteem, and body image issues, according to research (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2020). However, other research also indicates that social media might enhance access to useful information, lessen feelings of loneliness, and offer emotional support. 
Social media's effects on youth mental health have grown to be a significant public health concern in the UK. While the Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT) highlights the significance of establishing a safer online environment and expanding knowledge of the effects of digital technology on young people, NHS England has highlighted the need to improve mental health services for children and young people (NHS England, 2019; DSIT, 2023). Examining the data on social media's advantages and disadvantages is crucial. The goal of this scoping study is to compile the most recent research, pinpoint the key conclusions, and identify any gaps that require more investigation.
The Online Safety Act of 2023 established new legal obligations for social media firms and online platforms to enhance children's and youths' internet safety. According to the Act, businesses must provide safeguards for younger users and lessen the possibility that children would be exposed to dangerous or unlawful online information (UK Parliament, 2023). This law emphasises how crucial it is to comprehend how teens' mental health is impacted by social media. To determine the advantages and disadvantages of social media use, the variables influencing these impacts, and the gaps in the present body of research, this scoping review will look at the available data.
1.3 Review Question
What effects does social media use have on the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents?
1.4 Objectives
1. Analyse the positive and negative aspects of social media use for teenagers' mental health and wellness as documented in peer-reviewed studies.
2. Research the effects of social media on mental health outcomes, including psychological wellbeing, anxiety, depression, self-esteem, body image, and sleep quality.
3. Identify the social, platform-related, and individual elements that affect the connection between teenage mental health and social media use.
4. Map the available data and pinpoint any gaps in the body of knowledge related to health, social care, and digital health practice in the United Kingdom.
5. Make suggestions for future studies, rules and regulations, and professional practices that will promote young people's safe and healthy use of social media.

2. Background
2.1 UK Context of Adolescent Social Media Use
For many young people in the UK, social media has become an important part of daily life. TikTok, Snapchat, Instagram, YouTube, and Twitter are just a few of the platforms that many teenagers use to interact with friends, watch videos, exchange images, and stay in touch with trends and news. Additionally, social media is utilised for information gathering, entertainment, and education.
Ofcom (2024) reports that while Snapchat continues to be a major means of communication for youngsters, TikTok is one of the most popular social media sites among young people aged 11 to 15. The study also discovered that many teenagers use social media for several hours every day, with girls typically using these sites more than guys. Additionally, girls are more likely to say that they feel like they use social media excessively (Ofcom, 2024).
Parents, teachers, medical professionals, and governments are all concerned about the growing use of social media. While social media can help young people remain in touch, develop friendships, and obtain helpful information, prolonged usage of the platform may have negative effects on their mental health and general welfare. Understanding the advantages and disadvantages of social media use among teenagers in the UK is therefore becoming more important.
2.2 Policy, Legislation and Guidance
The UK government has set up guidelines and rules in recent years to enhance online safety and safeguard children's and adolescents' mental health. These regulations acknowledge that social media can offer numerous advantages, but it can also expose youth to risky online information. 
Social media firms and internet platforms now have extra legal obligations under the internet Safety Act of 2023. These businesses are required to shield kids from harmful and unlawful materials, such as information about cyberbullying and self-harm. They must also examine internet dangers and adopt measures to prevent children’s exposure to dangerous content (UK Parliament, 2023). This law encourages children and teenagers to use the internet in safer settings.
The NHS Long Term Plan also emphasises how critical it is to enhance children's and youths' mental health care. To improve access to help, the strategy intends to boost the use of digital technologies and expand Children and Young People's Mental Health Services (CYPMHS). Additionally, it acknowledges the need for additional research to comprehend the impact of digital settings, such as social media, on the mental health of young people (NHS England, 2019).
In response to the Independent Review of social media and Children's Mental Health, the UK government has also improved digital literacy instruction in schools, encouraged more research, and given parents, educators, and medical professionals clearer guidelines. These initiatives demonstrate that social media is now acknowledged in the UK as a significant public health concern.
2.3 Existing Debates and Practice
Social media can affect young people's mental health in both positive and negative ways, according to several health and social care specialists. The best way to talk to young people and their families about social media, however, is still up for debate. When advising young people about appropriate social media use, professionals frequently lack consistent evidence and guidance, according to the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH, 2021).
To promote healthy online practices, numerous educational institutions, NHS agencies, and charitable organisations have created digital wellbeing resources. However, there isn't a single strategy employed by all organisations, and the support offered varies around the United Kingdom. This implies that certain youths are given greater assistance than others.
Many studies have concentrated on the detrimental impacts of social media, including anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, insomnia, and low self-esteem. However, social media can also help young people make connections, lessen loneliness, offer emotional support, and increase access to mental health information, according to research. Therefore, when analysing the connection between teenage mental health and social media use, it is crucial to consider both the advantages and the disadvantages (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2020).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]3. Methodology
3.1 Study Design
This study examined the available data on the impact of social media on teenagers' mental health and wellbeing using a scoping review. Because it enables researchers to investigate a wide subject, pinpoint the evidence that is already accessible, and draw attention to gaps in the body of current literature, a scoping review was selected. A scoping review, as opposed to a systematic review, attempts to map the body of research rather than evaluate the efficacy of a particular intervention.
The five-stage structure created by Arksey and O'Malley (2005) was conformed to in the review. These steps included determining the research question, finding pertinent studies, choosing appropriate studies, charting the data, and compiling, summarising, and presenting the results. Because it offers a systematic and unambiguous approach to evaluating the available data, this framework is frequently utilised in health and social care research.
Thematic analysis was used to examine the results of the chosen studies in accordance with Aveyard's (2019) recommendations. This approach was utilised to detect recurring patterns, compare results from other studies, and give a concise overview of the evidence that was available.
3.2 Search Strategy
The UWTSD Library Search, PubMed, CINAHL, EBSCOhost, ScienceDirect, and Sage Journals were searched for pertinent peer-reviewed research during March and April of 2026. "Social media" OR "online platforms" OR "digital media" AND "mental health" OR wellness OR depression OR anxiety OR "self-esteem" AND (adolescent* OR teenag* OR youth) were the search phrases used. Included were just English-language research that were released between 2016 and 2026.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Table
	Inclusion criteria
	Exclusion criteria

	Peer-reviewed empirical studies published between 2016 and 2026
	Editorials, conference papers and review articles

	Studies published in English
	Studies published in other languages

	Participants aged 10–19 years
	Studies involving only adults or children under 10

	Studies examining social media use and mental health or wellbeing
	Studies unrelated to both social media and mental health

	UK studies or international studies relevant to UK practice
	Studies with limited relevance to adolescent health and social care practice
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3.4 Study Selection
412 studies were found in the literature search. The inclusion and exclusion criteria were used to screen 289 titles and abstracts after duplicate entries were removed. Six papers were chosen for the final scoping review after a total of 37 full-text articles were examined.
3.5 Data Extraction and Analysis
Each study's author, year of publication, nation, research design, sample size, and key conclusions were all gathered. Thematic analysis was then used to examine the research (Aveyard, 2019). Three primary themes emerged from the findings:
Adolescent mental health is negatively impacted by social media.
Benefits of using social media.
Factors that affect how social media use and mental health are related
3.6 Ethical Considerations
There was no personal contact with individuals in this scoping review; only published research was used. Thus, ethical approval was not necessary. Plagiarism was avoided, all sources were cited according to the UWTSD Harvard Referencing style, and the results were presented truthfully and impartially. 
4. Results
4.1 Summary of Included Studies
This scoping review comprised six peer-reviewed studies in total. The studies employed a variety of research techniques, including longitudinal, cohort, cross-sectional, and mixed methods research, and were conducted in the United Kingdom, the United States, and Australia. Together, they investigated the connection between teenage mental health and social media use. Table 1 displays the key features of the chosen research.
Table
	Study
	Year
	Country
	Design
	Sample
	Key Measures

	Kelly et al.
	2021
	UK & Australia
	Population-based cohort study
	10,904 adolescents
Aged 14

	Social media use, depressive symptoms, online harassment, sleep, self-esteem and body image

	Orben et al.
	2022
	UK
	Cross-sectional and longitudinal study
	 84,011 participants, including adolescents aged 10–21

	Social media use and life satisfaction across different developmental stages

	Woods and Scott
	
	2016 Scotland, UK
	Cross-sectional study
	467 adolescents
aged 11–17 
	 Social media use, sleep quality, self-esteem, anxiety and depression

	O’Reilly et al.
	
	2018 UK
	Qualitative focus-group study
	54 adolescents aged 11–18
	Adolescents’ views about social media, mental health, risks and potential benefits

	Riehm et al.
	
	2019
USA
	 Population-based cohort study
	6,595 adolescents aged 12–15
	Time spent using social media and internalising and externalising mental health problems

	Coyne et al
	
	2020 | USA
	Eight-year longitudinal study
	500 adolescents
	Time spent using social media, depression and anxiety


[bookmark: OLE_LINK6]4.2 Thematic Analysis of Findings
Theme 1: Negative Mental Health Impacts  
According to most of the research, excessive usage of social media is associated with worse mental health. Woods and Scott (2016) found that greater social media use, particularly at night, was associated with poor sleep, anxiety, depression and low self-esteem. According to Riehm et al. (2019), teenagers who spent more than three hours a day on social media were more likely to take in mental health issues. The study did not demonstrate that social media was the direct cause of these issues, but it did find a connection.
More social media use was linked to more depressed symptoms, especially in girls, according to Kelly et al. (2019). Poor sleep, low self-esteem, body image issues, and online harassment were found to be potential contributory causes. According to adolescents, exposure to harmful content and cyberbullying are significant dangers to mental health (O'Reilly et al., 2018). Poorer sleep quality has also been linked to late-night social media use, which may have a detrimental impact on mental health (Woods and Scott, 2016).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK7]Theme 2: Positive Mental Health Impacts
Social media can help young people communicate, get emotional support, and feel less alone, even though it can also have negative effects. Additionally, it might offer chances for learning and self-expression as well as access to mental health information (O’Reilly et al., 2018).
Theme 3: Factors Shaping Outcomes
Depending on a young person's age and gender, there may be different relationships between social media use and wellbeing. Increased social media use was linked to reduced life satisfaction during several developmental stages, according to Orben et al. (2022). Additionally, Kelly et al. (2019) discovered greater correlations between girls' use of social media and depressed symptoms. This shows that instruction may need to match individual developmental requirements and weaknesses.
5. Discussion
[bookmark: OLE_LINK9]5.1 Interpretation of Key Findings
This study shows that social media has no intrinsic negative or positive effects on teenage mental health. The way it is used, who uses it, and the context all have a significant impact on its consequences. In a similar vein, Coyne et al. (2020) discovered that social media use did not predict sadness or anxiety in the future on its own, indicating the complexity of the relationship. 
Young individuals who use social media lazily may be encouraged to compare themselves to idealised online personas, which could have a negative impact on their welfare and self-esteem (Festinger, 1954; Vogel et al., 2014). But social media can also help lonely youth connect and get support. Its overall impact on mental health seems to be minimal, as wellbeing is also influenced by family life, current emotional challenges, and other variables (Orben et al., 2022).
5.2 Alignment with UK Policy and Practice
The results are in keeping with the objectives of the Online Safety Act 2023, which attempts to lessen hazardous online content rather than completely prohibit youth from using social media. The review did, however, also point out several shortcomings in contemporary practice. Instead of teaching youth how to use social media securely, NHS guidelines and school programs frequently concentrate on cutting down on screen time. The review also discovered that because younger teenagers and girls are more likely to experience negative consequences, they may require more focused support. Social media might also be utilised more successfully to improve mental health, offer trustworthy information, and motivate youth to get help when they need it.
5.3 Limitations of the Review
There are various restrictions on this review. Most of the included research used self-reported data, which might not necessarily be reliable. It is challenging to comprehend the long-term impacts of social media because just a tiny number of people monitored young people over an extended length of time. Additionally, there is a dearth of study on more recent platforms and emerging technologies like artificial intelligence. The results might not be representative of all teenagers or social media experiences because only six studies were considered.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK10]6. Conclusion and Recommendations
6.1 Conclusion
Social media has positive as well as negative impacts on teenagers' mental health and wellbeing, according to this scoping review. Social media gave young people the chance to express themselves, make friends, and obtain mental health information, even though excessive use, hazardous online content, and sleep deprivation were associated with worse mental health. The results imply that social media's effects vary depending on how it is used, the young person's specific needs, and the degree of support from friends, family, and experts. Therefore, rather than just restricting screen time, a balanced strategy that promotes safe and responsible use is probably going to be more successful.
6.2 Recommendations
For Policy
1. Changes to NHS and UK government rules should focus on how young people use social media, not just how long they are online.
2. [bookmark: OLE_LINK11]Make social media companies give users clear, easy-to-find ways to limit their exposure to certain types of material, especially for users under 16 years old.
3. Help fund more long-term research in the UK to learn more about how social media affects the mental health of young people over time, including how new technologies and AI affect this.
For Health and Social Care Practice
1. Provide young people who are marginalised and vulnerable with easily available digital wellbeing materials so they may stay safe online and connect with supportive groups.
2. Integrate digital wellbeing training into the initial and continuing professional development of CYPMHS staff, teachers and social workers.
3. Use social media platforms to promote trusted mental health information and signpost to services, building on the finding that many young people seek help online first.
For Schools and Families
1. Teach kids early on how to use computers and social media safely. This will help them understand the risks of the internet and form good online habits.
2. Parents, teachers, and other adults who care for teens should talk to them about social media in an open way, so they can understand both the pros and cons. They shouldn't just rely on strict rules.
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