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1. Introduction
Mental health is defined by the World Health Organization (2022) as a state of wellbeing in which individuals can cope with normal life stresses, realise their abilities, work productively, and contribute to society. During adolescence, emotional and psychological development is highly important because young people experience major physical, social, and emotional changes. Poor mental health during adolescence can negatively affect educational achievement, relationships, physical health, and long-term wellbeing.
Recent studies have suggested that excessive social media use may contribute to mental health difficulties among teenagers. Researchers have linked prolonged social media use with anxiety, depression, loneliness, poor body image, sleep disturbances, cyberbullying, and reduced self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). However, other studies suggest that social media may also provide positive benefits, including emotional support, access to mental health information, social connection, and opportunities for self-expression. Social media has become an important part of daily life for teenagers around the world, particularly within the United Kingdom. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook, and YouTube are now commonly used by adolescents for communication, entertainment, education, and self-expression. According to Ofcom (2024), the majority of young people in the UK regularly access social media platforms using smartphones and digital devices. The increased use of social media has created both opportunities and challenges for teenagers, schools, families, and healthcare professionals.

In UK schools, concerns about teenagers’ mental health have increased significantly over recent years. Schools have become increasingly involved in promoting emotional wellbeing and safeguarding students from online harm. The COVID-19 pandemic further increased teenagers’ dependence on social media for education and communication, which raised additional concerns regarding digital wellbeing and online safety.
This topic is important for healthcare, social care, and educational professionals because mental health problems among adolescents are becoming more common across the UK. Understanding how social media affects young people is necessary to improve mental health interventions, school safeguarding policies, and digital wellbeing education.
Review Question
What are the key themes related to the impact of social media on teenagers’ mental health in UK schools as identified in peer-reviewed literature?
Aim
The aim of this scoping review is to explore the impact of social media on teenagers’ mental health in UK schools.
Objectives
1. To identify key themes related to social media use and adolescent mental health.
2. To examine the relationship between social media use and issues such as anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, and sleep disturbance.
3. To identify positive and negative effects of social media on teenagers.
4. To identify gaps in current literature and provide recommendations for UK healthcare and educational practice.

2. Background
Mental health problems among children and adolescents have become a growing public health concern in the United Kingdom. According to NHS England (2023), one in five children and young people aged 8–25 years were identified as having a probable mental health disorder. Anxiety, depression, self-harm, eating disorders, and emotional distress are increasingly common among school-aged populations.
At the same time, social media use among teenagers has risen significantly. Ofcom (2024) reported that most teenagers in the UK use social media platforms daily, with many spending several hours online each day. Social media platforms are designed to encourage interaction, content sharing, and continuous engagement through features such as notifications, likes, comments, and algorithm-based content recommendations.
The increasing use of social media has raised concerns regarding its effect on emotional wellbeing. Many researchers argue that social comparison on social media can negatively affect self-esteem and body image, particularly among adolescents. Teenagers may compare themselves with unrealistic online images and lifestyles, which can contribute to feelings of inadequacy and low confidence.
Cyberbullying is another major issue associated with social media use. Cyberbullying refers to bullying that occurs through digital platforms, including social networking sites, messaging applications, and online gaming communities. Victims of cyberbullying may experience anxiety, depression, emotional distress, and social isolation. In severe cases, cyberbullying has been associated with self-harm and suicidal thoughts.
Sleep disturbance is also commonly linked to excessive social media use. Many teenagers use smartphones late at night, which may reduce sleep quality and duration. Poor sleep has been associated with reduced concentration, emotional instability, poor academic performance, and mental health difficulties.
Despite these concerns, social media may also provide positive outcomes for teenagers. Some studies suggest that online communities can provide emotional support, reduce loneliness, and increase awareness of mental health services. Young people may use social media to connect with peers, discuss personal experiences, and access educational information related to wellbeing.
In response to growing concerns, UK organisations such as NHS England, the Department for Education, and Ofcom have introduced policies and guidance aimed at improving online safety and supporting young people’s mental health. Schools are increasingly encouraged to provide digital wellbeing education, anti-bullying interventions, and safeguarding support.
The Online Safety Act 2023 introduced additional responsibilities for digital platforms to protect children from harmful online content. Similarly, schools in the UK are expected to promote safeguarding practices related to internet safety and mental wellbeing.
Although many studies have explored social media and adolescent mental health, findings remain inconsistent. Some researchers identify harmful psychological effects, while others emphasise positive social support and communication benefits. 
Therefore, conducting a scoping review is useful to examine current evidence, identify recurring themes, and highlight gaps in knowledge.

3. Methodology
Research Design
This study used a scoping review methodology to explore peer-reviewed research related to social media and teenagers’ mental health in UK schools. A scoping review was selected because it allows researchers to map existing evidence, identify key themes, and examine gaps in current knowledge.
Search Strategy
A systematic search was conducted using academic databases including PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus, Google Scholar, and PsycINFO. These databases were selected because they contain reliable peer-reviewed literature related to healthcare, psychology, education, and adolescent wellbeing.
Keywords and Boolean operators were used to identify relevant studies. Search terms included:
· “Social media” AND “teenagers”
· “Social media” AND “mental health”
· “Adolescents” AND “UK schools”
· “Cyberbullying” AND “depression”
· “Social networking” AND “anxiety”

The search focused on studies published between 2014 and 2024 to ensure that recent evidence was included.
Inclusion Criteria
The following inclusion criteria were applied:
· Peer-reviewed journal articles
· Studies published in English
· Studies published between 2014 and 2024
· Studies involving adolescents aged 11–18 years
· Studies related to social media and mental health
· Studies conducted in educational or school-related settings
Exclusion Criteria
The following studies were excluded:
· Non-peer-reviewed sources
· Conference papers and editorials
· Policy documents and opinion articles
· Studies focused on adults
· Studies unrelated to social media or mental health
Data Selection
Initially, approximately 60 studies were identified through database searching. Titles and abstracts were screened to determine relevance. After removing duplicate and irrelevant studies, six peer-reviewed studies were selected for detailed analysis.
Data Analysis
Aveyard’s (2014) simplified thematic analysis was used to analyse findings from the selected studies. This method involved:
1. Reading and summarising each study.
2. Identifying repeated ideas and patterns.
3. Grouping similar findings into themes.
4. Comparing similarities and differences across studies.
5. Interpreting findings in relation to the review question.
Ethical Considerations
As this study involved secondary research using published academic literature, ethical approval was not required. However, ethical practice was maintained throughout the review by ensuring accurate reporting, transparency, and appropriate
Harvard referencing. Research bias was minimised through the use of clear inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Summary of Selected Studies
	Author(s)
	Aim
	Method
	Key Findings
	Relevance

	Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020)
	Examine social media and psychological wellbeing
	Systematic review
	Social media associated with anxiety and depression
	Demonstrates negative mental health effects

	Kelly et al. (2018)
	Explore social media use and depressive symptoms
	Cross-sectional study
	Heavy social media use linked with depressive symptoms
	Relevant to adolescent mental health

	Boer et al. (2021)
	Investigate problematic social media use
	International survey
	Problematic use associated with poor mental wellbeing
	Supports relationship between excessive use and distress

	Twenge and Campbell (2019)
	Examine screen time and wellbeing
	Quantitative study
	High screen time linked with lower psychological wellbeing
	Highlights risks of prolonged use

	Odgers and Jensen (2020)
	Review digital technology and adolescent wellbeing
	Literature review
	Mixed findings regarding positive and negative impacts
	Provides balanced perspective

	Viner et al. (2019)
	Investigate online risks for adolescents
	Review study
	Cyberbullying and sleep problems linked to mental health issues
	Supports safeguarding concerns




Theme 1: Anxiety and Depression
One of the most frequently identified themes across the reviewed literature was the relationship between social media use and symptoms of anxiety and depression among teenagers. Several studies suggested that excessive or problematic social media use may negatively affect adolescents' emotional wellbeing and increase the risk of developing psychological distress. As social media has become integrated into young people's daily lives, concerns have grown regarding its influence on mental health, particularly during adolescence, which is a critical period for emotional and psychological development.
Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found strong evidence linking prolonged social media use with increased levels of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress among adolescents. Their systematic review highlighted several factors that may explain this relationship, including repeated exposure to unrealistic online images, constant social comparison, fear of missing out (FOMO), and pressure to maintain an ideal online identity. These experiences may reduce self-esteem and contribute to negative emotions, particularly among teenagers who spend long periods engaging with social networking platforms. The authors also suggested that adolescents who rely heavily on social media for social validation may become more vulnerable to emotional difficulties when their expectations are not met.
Similarly, Kelly et al. (2018) reported that adolescents who spent more than three hours per day using social media were more likely to experience symptoms of depression compared with those who spent less time online. Their findings, based on data from the UK Millennium Cohort Study, suggested that the relationship between social media use and mental health may be influenced by factors such as cyberbullying, reduced sleep quality, low physical activity, and dissatisfaction with body image. The study also found that female adolescents appeared particularly vulnerable to emotional distress related to online interactions and appearance-based comparisons, highlighting possible gender differences in how social media affects mental wellbeing.
Twenge and Campbell (2019) also identified a significant relationship between increased screen time and lower psychological wellbeing. Their study suggested that adolescents who spent extended periods using digital media reported higher levels of loneliness, reduced happiness, and lower life satisfaction. The researchers argued that spending excessive time online may reduce opportunities for face-to-face communication, participation in physical activities, and engagement in hobbies that support emotional wellbeing. Consequently, an imbalance between online and offline activities may contribute to poorer mental health outcomes among young people.
However, not all research has reached the same conclusion. Odgers and Jensen (2020) argued that the evidence regarding the effects of social media on adolescent mental health remains inconsistent. While some young people experience anxiety, depression, or emotional distress associated with excessive social media use, others report positive experiences, including increased social support, improved communication with peers, and greater access to mental health information. The authors suggested that the impact of social media depends on several factors, including the type of content viewed, the purpose of use, individual personality characteristics, and existing mental health conditions. They emphasised that social media itself may not directly cause mental health problems but may interact with other personal, social, and environmental factors.
Overall, the reviewed studies indicate that there is a significant association between excessive social media use and symptoms of anxiety and depression among teenagers. Although the evidence does not establish a direct cause-and-effect relationship, it consistently suggests that prolonged exposure to social comparison, online pressure, and negative digital experiences may increase psychological vulnerability. These findings highlight the importance of promoting healthy digital habits and providing appropriate mental health support for adolescents, particularly within UK schools where teachers and healthcare professionals play an important role in identifying early signs of emotional distress and encouraging positive online behaviour.

Theme 2: Cyberbullying and Online Harassment
Cyberbullying emerged as another significant theme within the literature. Cyberbullying involves the use of digital technology to harass, threaten, or embarrass individuals online.
Viner et al. (2019) found that teenagers exposed to cyberbullying were more likely to experience emotional distress, anxiety, depression, and social withdrawal. Victims of online harassment often reported feelings of fear, isolation, and low self-esteem.
The reviewed literature suggested that cyberbullying differs from traditional bullying because harmful content can spread rapidly online and remain permanently accessible. Teenagers may therefore experience continuous emotional stress.
Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) also identified cyberbullying as a major contributor to poor mental health outcomes among adolescents. Young people who experienced online abuse were more likely to report self-harm behaviours and emotional difficulties.
Schools play an important role in safeguarding students from cyberbullying. However, many studies suggested that schools may struggle to manage online behaviour because harmful interactions often occur outside school hours.
Overall, cyberbullying was identified as a serious mental health concern requiring stronger educational interventions, safeguarding policies, and parental awareness.
Theme 3: Sleep Disturbance and Academic Performance
Another important theme identified in the literature was the relationship between social media use, sleep disturbance, and academic performance.
Several studies suggested that teenagers frequently use smartphones late at night, leading to reduced sleep quality and shorter sleep duration. Twenge and Campbell (2019) found that excessive screen time was associated with poor sleep patterns and lower levels of psychological wellbeing.
Sleep deprivation may negatively affect concentration, memory, emotional regulation, and school performance. Teenagers who experience poor sleep are more likely to feel tired, anxious, and emotionally unstable during the school day.
Viner et al. (2019) also reported that social media notifications and online engagement may interrupt sleep patterns and increase stress levels. Many adolescents feel pressure to remain constantly connected online, which may contribute to emotional exhaustion.
The reviewed studies highlighted concerns regarding academic performance among teenagers with high levels of social media use. Reduced concentration, procrastination, and lower academic motivation were commonly reported.
Overall, findings suggested that excessive social media use may contribute to sleep-related problems and reduced educational performance among teenagers.
Theme 4: Positive Effects of Social Media
Although much of the literature focused on negative effects, several studies also identified positive aspects of social media use.
Odgers and Jensen (2020) argued that social media can support social connection, emotional expression, and access to mental health information. Teenagers may use online communities to discuss emotional experiences and seek support from peers.
Some adolescents reported that social media reduced feelings of loneliness and improved communication with friends and family. Online mental health campaigns and awareness programmes may also encourage young people to seek help when experiencing emotional difficulties.
The reviewed studies suggested that social media itself is not always harmful. Instead, negative outcomes may depend on the type of content viewed, the amount of time spent online, and the quality of online interactions.
Positive experiences were more likely when social media was used in moderation and for supportive communication rather than comparison or harmful interactions.
Overall, findings demonstrated that social media may provide both risks and benefits for teenagers’ mental health.

5. Discussion
This scoping review explored the impact of social media on teenagers’ mental health in UK schools. The findings identified several important themes, including anxiety and depression, cyberbullying, sleep disturbance, academic performance, and positive social connection.
One of the main findings across the literature was the association between excessive social media use and poor mental health outcomes. Several studies suggested that teenagers who spend long periods online may experience increased anxiety, depressive symptoms, loneliness, and reduced self-esteem. Social comparison was identified as a significant contributing factor because adolescents may compare themselves with unrealistic online images and lifestyles.
Cyberbullying was also identified as a major issue affecting teenagers’ emotional wellbeing. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously through smartphones and social networking platforms. The emotional effects may therefore be more severe because harmful content can spread rapidly and remain visible online.
The findings also highlighted concerns regarding sleep quality and academic performance. Many adolescents use social media late at night, which may disrupt sleep patterns and increase fatigue. Poor sleep can negatively affect emotional regulation, concentration, and educational achievement.
Despite these negative findings, the review also identified positive aspects of social media use. Some teenagers use online platforms for emotional support, communication, and mental health awareness. Social media may therefore provide opportunities for connection and self-expression when used responsibly.
The reviewed studies demonstrated that social media itself may not directly cause mental health problems. Instead, the effects appear to depend on factors such as screen time, online behaviour, exposure to harmful content, and individual vulnerability.
Several gaps in the literature were identified. Many studies relied on self-reported data, which may reduce reliability. In addition, most studies focused on short-term effects rather than long-term mental health outcomes. Further UK-based longitudinal studies are needed to explore how social media affects adolescents over time.
The findings have important implications for healthcare and educational practice in the UK. Schools should continue developing safeguarding strategies related to online safety and cyberbullying. Digital wellbeing education may help students understand healthy online behaviour and reduce harmful social comparison.
Healthcare professionals should also consider the role of social media when assessing adolescent mental health. Early intervention and mental health support services may help reduce emotional distress among vulnerable young people.
Parents and carers also play an important role in supporting teenagers’ digital wellbeing. Encouraging balanced screen time, healthy sleep habits, and open communication may reduce negative effects associated with excessive social media use.
Overall, the findings suggest that social media has a complex relationship with teenagers’ mental health. While excessive or harmful use may contribute to psychological difficulties, positive online experiences may also provide social and emotional support.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations
This scoping review examined peer-reviewed literature related to the impact of social media on teenagers’ mental health in UK schools. The review identified several key themes, including anxiety and depression, cyberbullying, sleep disturbance, academic performance, and positive social connection.
The findings demonstrated that excessive social media use may negatively affect adolescents’ emotional wellbeing, particularly through social comparison, online harassment, and poor sleep quality. However, social media may also provide opportunities for social support, communication, and mental health awareness.
The review highlighted the importance of addressing digital wellbeing within healthcare and educational settings. Schools, healthcare professionals, parents, and policymakers all have important roles in supporting teenagers’ mental health in an increasingly digital society.
Recommendations for Practice
1. Schools should provide digital wellbeing education to increase awareness of healthy online behaviour.
2. Anti-cyberbullying interventions should be strengthened within educational settings.
3. Mental health support services for adolescents should be expanded.
4. Parents should encourage balanced screen time and healthy sleep routines.
5. Healthcare professionals should consider social media use during mental health assessments.
Recommendations for Future Research
1. More UK-based longitudinal studies are needed.
2. Future research should explore positive and negative impacts separately.
3. Additional studies should investigate differences between age groups and genders.
4. Research should examine the effectiveness of school-based digital wellbeing interventions.
In conclusion, social media remains a significant influence on teenagers’ mental health in UK schools. Although online platforms may provide opportunities for communication and support, excessive or harmful use may contribute to emotional distress and psychological difficulties. Continued research and effective safeguarding strategies are therefore essential.
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