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Introduction
Social media has become an integral part of adolescents’ daily lives and is recognised as an important public health issue in the United Kingdom (Ghai et al., 2025). Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and YouTube provide opportunities for communication, education, entertainment and peer support. Young people use these platforms to build relationships, express themselves and access information, making social media an increasingly influential aspect of adolescent development (Kelly et al., 2024).
Despite these benefits, growing evidence suggests that excessive or problematic social media use may negatively influence mental health and wellbeing. Studies have reported associations between high levels of social media use and symptoms of anxiety, depression, poor sleep quality, reduced self-esteem, body image concerns and psychological distress among adolescents (Kelly et al., 2024; Mann et al., 2025). However, research also indicates that social media can promote social connectedness, emotional support and access to mental health resources when used appropriately, demonstrating that its impact is complex rather than entirely positive or negative (Ghai et al., 2025).
The mental health of adolescents has become a priority for health and social care professionals, educators and policymakers because emotional wellbeing during adolescence can influence educational achievement, physical health and future life outcomes. Understanding the relationship between social media use and mental health is therefore essential to inform evidence-based interventions, promote digital wellbeing and support early prevention strategies (Tremblay et al., 2025).
This scoping review examines the impact of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents aged 13–18 years in the United Kingdom. By reviewing current evidence from four recent research studies, the review aims to identify the main themes relating to the benefits and risks of social media use, explore implications for health and social care practice, and highlight areas requiring further research. The findings will contribute to a broader understanding of how digital technologies influence adolescent wellbeing and inform future policy and professional practice.
Background
Social media has become a central feature of adolescent life, transforming the way young people communicate, learn and develop relationships. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, YouTube and WhatsApp enable adolescents to interact with peers, share experiences, seek information and express their identities. In the United Kingdom, social media use has increased substantially over the past decade, with Ofcom (2025) reporting that most teenagers use multiple social media platforms daily. While these technologies provide opportunities for communication, education and social support, concerns have grown regarding their potential influence on mental health and wellbeing.
Adolescence, typically defined by the World Health Organization (2025) as the period between 10 and 19 years of age, represents an important stage of physical, emotional, cognitive and social development. During this period, young people develop independence, establish social identities and become increasingly influenced by peer relationships. Positive mental health during adolescence contributes to educational achievement, healthy relationships and future wellbeing, whereas poor mental health is associated with adverse health, educational and social outcomes later in life. NHS England (2025) has highlighted increasing demand for child and adolescent mental health services, demonstrating the importance of identifying modifiable risk and protective factors that may influence psychological wellbeing.
The rapid growth of digital technology has led researchers and policymakers to investigate the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health. The NHS Long Term Plan (NHS England, 2019) identifies improving children and young people’s mental health as a national priority, while NICE (2022) recommends early identification and evidence-based interventions for children experiencing emotional and psychological difficulties. Although social media is not identified as the sole cause of poor mental health, digital experiences are increasingly recognised as one of many environmental factors that may influence emotional wellbeing. Consequently, understanding how adolescents engage with social media is important for health and social care professionals working to promote mental health and prevent psychological difficulties (NHS England, 2025; World Health Organization, 2025).
Research examining the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health has produced mixed findings. Kelly et al. (2024), using longitudinal data from adolescents in the United Kingdom, reported that greater social networking site use was associated with increased symptoms of depression and anxiety over time, particularly among girls. However, the authors also concluded that social media represents only one factor within a broader network of influences, including family relationships, socioeconomic circumstances and pre-existing mental health difficulties (Kelly et al., 2024; Ghai et al., 2025).
Similarly, Mann et al. (2025) demonstrated that the nature of adolescents’ online engagement is as important as the amount of time spent using social media. Their research suggested that passive scrolling, appearance-focused behaviours and repeated social comparison were associated with greater psychological distress, whereas active communication and supportive interactions appeared less harmful. These findings indicate that different patterns of social media use may produce different psychological outcomes rather than all online activity having the same effect (Mann et al., 2025; Kelly et al., 2024; Ghai et al., 2025).
Further evidence supporting these findings is provided by Ghai et al. (2025), whose umbrella review synthesised evidence from multiple systematic reviews examining the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health. The review concluded that excessive or problematic social media use was consistently associated with higher levels of anxiety, depression, psychological distress and reduced wellbeing. However, the authors emphasised that the quality of existing evidence varied considerably and that most studies identified associations rather than direct causal relationships. They recommended further longitudinal and high-quality research to better understand the mechanisms through which social media influences mental health and to strengthen the evidence base for future policy and practice (Ghai et al., 2025).
In addition to emotional wellbeing, social media use has been associated with several behavioural and lifestyle factors that may indirectly affect adolescent mental health. Tremblay et al. (2025) reported that excessive recreational screen use was associated with poorer sleep quality, reduced physical activity and increased sedentary behaviour, all of which are recognised contributors to poorer mental health outcomes. Poor sleep, in particular, has been identified as an important pathway linking prolonged social media use with symptoms of anxiety and depression, as late-night screen exposure may disrupt normal sleep patterns and emotional regulation (Tremblay et al., 2025; Ghai et al., 2025).
Body image represents another important area of concern. Highly visual social media platforms expose adolescents to idealised images that may encourage appearance-based social comparison and negatively influence self-esteem. Research examining interventions targeting body image suggests that media literacy, critical thinking and education can reduce some of the harmful effects associated with appearance-focused online content. These findings indicate that educational interventions may help adolescents develop healthier relationships with social media while maintaining the benefits of digital communication (Ghai et al., 2025; Kelly et al., 2024).
Despite these concerns, social media should not be viewed solely as a source of harm. Many adolescents use online platforms to maintain friendships, access educational resources, participate in peer-support communities and obtain health-related information. For young people experiencing social isolation or living with long-term health conditions, online communities may provide emotional support and opportunities for connection that are unavailable offline. Therefore, the impact of social media is likely to depend on factors including the purpose of use, the quality of online interactions, individual resilience and existing mental health status (Ghai et al., 2025; Kelly et al., 2024; Mann et al., 2025).



Overall, the current evidence demonstrates that the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is complex and multifaceted. While numerous studies report associations between excessive or problematic social media use and poorer mental health outcomes, the evidence also highlights important potential benefits when platforms are used positively and appropriately (Kelly et al., 2024; Ghai et al., 2025; Mann et al., 2025). Furthermore, considerable variation exists across study designs, outcome measures and definitions of problematic social media use, making it difficult to draw consistent conclusions (Ghai et al., 2025). These limitations reinforce the value of conducting a scoping review, which aims to systematically map the available evidence, identify key concepts, highlight gaps in the literature and inform future research and practice (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005; Peters et al., 2020). The findings generated through this review may contribute to a better understanding of how social media influences adolescent mental health and support the development of evidence-based policy, health promotion strategies and interventions for young people (NHS England, 2025; World Health Organization, 2025).





Methods
This study adopted a scoping review methodology to explore the current evidence on the impact of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents aged 13–18 years in the United Kingdom. A scoping review was selected because it enables researchers to systematically map the breadth of available evidence, identify key concepts and highlight gaps within the literature, making it particularly appropriate for emerging or complex research topics (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005; Peters et al., 2020).
A structured literature search was undertaken using Google Scholar to identify relevant peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2024 and 2025. The search included combinations of keywords such as social media, adolescents, mental health, wellbeing, United Kingdom, anxiety, depression and screen use. These search terms were selected to ensure that the literature addressed the research question and reflected current evidence.
The inclusion criteria were peer-reviewed journal articles published in English between 2024 and 2025, focusing on adolescents aged 13–18 years and examining the relationship between social media use and mental health or wellbeing. Studies involving adults, younger children, non-English publications, conference abstracts and articles that did not directly address the research question were excluded.
Four studies that met the inclusion criteria were selected for detailed analysis: Kelly et al. (2024), Ghai et al. (2025), Mann et al. (2025) and Tremblay et al. (2025). Data from these studies were reviewed and compared to identify recurring themes relating to the benefits and risks of social media use. The findings were then organised using thematic analysis, allowing similarities and differences across the selected studies to be identified and presented systematically. The review was reported in accordance with current guidance for scoping reviews to improve transparency and consistency (Tricco et al., 2018).

Results
Analysis of the four selected studies identified three main themes relating to the impact of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents aged 13–18 years in the United Kingdom.
Theme 1: Anxiety, depression and psychological distress
All four studies identified an association between social media use and poorer mental health outcomes. Kelly et al. (2024) reported that increased social networking site use was associated with higher levels of depressive and anxiety symptoms, while Mann et al. (2025) found that certain patterns of social media behaviour were linked to increased psychological distress. Ghai et al. (2025) similarly concluded that evidence across multiple reviews consistently demonstrated associations between social media use and adverse mental health outcomes.
Theme 2: Sleep, wellbeing and healthy behaviours
The studies also highlighted the influence of social media on wider aspects of adolescent wellbeing. Tremblay et al. (2025) reported that excessive screen use was associated with poorer sleep quality, reduced physical activity and lower overall wellbeing. These findings suggest that social media may affect mental health both directly and indirectly through its impact on healthy lifestyle behaviours.
Theme 3: Benefits of responsible social media use
Despite the reported risks, the literature also identified positive aspects of social media. Ghai et al. (2025) found that online platforms can provide emotional support, social connection and access to health information. Similarly, Mann et al. (2025) suggested that the effects of social media depend not only on the amount of use but also on how adolescents engage with digital platforms. Positive interactions may promote wellbeing, whereas passive or appearance-focused use may increase psychological distress.
Overall, the findings demonstrate that social media has both positive and negative influences on adolescent mental health. The reviewed studies consistently emphasised that the relationship is complex and influenced by factors including patterns of use, individual characteristics and wider social circumstances.
Discussion

This scoping review examined the impact of social media use on the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents aged 13–18 years in the United Kingdom. The findings indicate that social media has a complex relationship with adolescent mental health, with evidence demonstrating both potential benefits and potential harms. Although all four studies identified associations between social media use and poorer mental health outcomes, they also recognised that digital platforms can provide opportunities for communication, emotional support, learning and social connectedness (Kelly et al., 2024; Ghai et al., 2025).

One of the most consistent findings across the reviewed literature was the association between social media use and symptoms of anxiety, depression and psychological distress. Kelly et al. (2024) reported that greater social networking site use was associated with increased depressive and anxiety symptoms, while Mann et al. (2025) found that particular patterns of social media engagement, especially passive browsing and appearance-focused activities, were linked with poorer mental wellbeing. These findings suggest that the quality of online engagement may be more influential than the amount of time adolescents spend using social media.

However, the evidence also demonstrates that social media should not be viewed as the sole cause of poor mental health. Ghai et al. (2025) concluded that much of the current research identifies associations rather than direct causal relationships. Adolescents experiencing anxiety or depression may be more likely to seek support or social interaction online, suggesting that the relationship between social media use and mental health may be bidirectional. In addition, wider influences such as family relationships, socioeconomic circumstances, school experiences and existing psychological difficulties all contribute to adolescent wellbeing. Consequently, social media should be considered as one factor within a broader biopsychosocial context rather than the only explanation for mental health difficulties.

Although all four studies identified associations between social media use and poorer mental health outcomes, they also recognised that digital platforms can provide opportunities for communication, emotional support, learning and social connectedness (Kelly et al., 2024; Ghai et al., 2025). These findings are consistent with more recent reviews, which conclude that the impact of social media depends on how adolescents engage with digital platforms rather than social media use alone (Jungselius, 2024; Yu et al., 2024).
Implications for Health and Social Care Practice

The findings of this review have important implications for health and social care professionals working with adolescents. As social media has become an integral part of young people’s everyday lives, practitioners should routinely explore digital habits during assessments alongside other lifestyle and psychosocial factors. NHS England (2025) highlights the importance of early identification of mental health concerns, while WHO (2025) recommends promoting healthy digital behaviours to support adolescent wellbeing. Professionals should also recognise that social media can offer both benefits and risks and therefore adopt a balanced, person-centred approach when discussing online activity with young people and their families (Jungselius, 2024; Engel et al., 2024).

Health and social care professionals should adopt a person-centred approach that recognises the individual needs, experiences and circumstances of each adolescent. Rather than advising young people to stop using social media altogether, practitioners should encourage healthy digital habits, including balanced screen time, critical evaluation of online content and regular breaks from social media. Promoting digital literacy can help adolescents recognise harmful content, reduce exposure to unrealistic comparisons and make safer choices online, while encouraging positive online interactions and appropriate help-seeking behaviours (WHO, 2025; Ofcom, 2025). This balanced approach reflects current evidence that the effects of social media vary according to how young people engage with digital platforms and the support available to them (Jungselius, 2024; Engel et al., 2024).
Schools also play an important role in supporting adolescent mental health by incorporating digital wellbeing education into the curriculum. Collaborative working between teachers, school nurses, mental health practitioners and families can strengthen the early identification of mental health concerns and ensure that young people receive timely and appropriate support (NHS England, 2025). Parents and carers should be encouraged to engage in open, supportive conversations about social media use, helping adolescents develop safe, responsible and balanced online behaviours rather than relying solely on restrictive approaches (Ofcom, 2025). Current evidence suggests that digital literacy education, positive parental involvement and partnership working can help young people navigate online environments more safely while maintaining the benefits of social media use (WHO, 2025; Jungselius, 2024; Engel et al., 2024).
Strengths and Limitations
At a wider level, policymakers and public health organisations should continue developing evidence-based guidance that promotes positive digital wellbeing while recognising both the benefits and potential risks of social media use. Investment in preventative mental health services, digital education programmes and early intervention initiatives may help reduce the long-term impact of problematic social media use on adolescent mental health (NHS England, 2025; UK Health Security Agency, 2023). Schools and health services should work collaboratively to promote digital literacy, online safety and early intervention, reflecting national safeguarding guidance and helping young people navigate online environments safely (Department for Education, 2023; Ofcom, 2025; Livingstone and Stoilova, 2021). Supporting parents and carers to have open conversations about social media use is also recommended to help adolescents develop healthier online behaviours, resilience and positive coping strategies (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2024; UNICEF, 2021). A coordinated, multi-agency approach involving health professionals, schools, families and policymakers remains essential to support young people’s mental wellbeing both online and offline (Ghai et al., 2025; Jungselius, 2024).
This scoping review has several strengths. It draws upon recent peer-reviewed literature published between 2024 and 2025, ensuring that the findings reflect current evidence on adolescent social media use and mental health. The review also followed a recognised scoping review methodology based on the framework developed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), further refined by Peters et al. (2020), and reported in accordance with the PRISMA-ScR guidance (Tricco et al., 2018). The inclusion of longitudinal studies and an umbrella review strengthened the overall quality of the evidence by providing both broad overviews and detailed insights into the relationship between social media use and psychological wellbeing. Using multiple sources also enabled comparison of findings across different study designs, increasing the credibility of the review.

However, several limitations should be acknowledged. A key limitation is that most of the included studies identified associations rather than causal relationships, making it difficult to determine whether social media use directly causes poor mental health or whether adolescents experiencing mental health difficulties are more likely to engage with social media. In addition, differences in study design, outcome measures and methods of assessing social media use limited direct comparison between studies.

Another limitation is that many studies relied on self-reported measures of screen time and mental health, which may be affected by recall bias or social desirability bias. Furthermore, this review included only English-language, peer-reviewed publications within a defined time period, meaning that relevant studies published in other languages or outside the selected dates may have been excluded. Finally, as this was a scoping review rather than a systematic review or meta-analysis, the evidence was mapped and synthesised without formally assessing the quality or risk of bias of each individual study.

Despite these strengths, several limitations should be acknowledged. Only four studies were included, which limits the breadth of available evidence. The review also focused on English-language publications published between 2024 and 2025, meaning that relevant studies published in other languages or outside this timeframe may have been excluded. Furthermore, most of the included studies identified associations rather than causal relationships, making it difficult to determine whether social media directly causes poorer mental health outcomes (Ghai et al., 2025). As this was a scoping review, the aim was to map the available evidence rather than critically appraise the methodological quality of each individual study, which is consistent with established scoping review guidance (Peters et al., 2020; Tricco et al., 2018).


Conclusion
This scoping review explored the relationship between social media use and the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents aged 13–18 years in the United Kingdom. The evidence indicates that social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent wellbeing. While online platforms provide opportunities for communication, peer support, self-expression and access to health information, excessive or problematic use has been associated with increased symptoms of anxiety, depression, poor sleep quality and reduced psychological wellbeing.

The review also demonstrates that the relationship between social media use and mental health is complex and influenced by a range of biological, psychological and social factors. Current evidence suggests that social media should not be viewed as the sole cause of mental health difficulties but as one of several interacting influences affecting adolescent wellbeing. This highlights the importance of adopting a holistic, person-centred approach when assessing and supporting young people.

Overall, the findings emphasise the need for collaborative working between health and social care professionals, families, schools and policymakers to promote healthy digital behaviours and support positive mental health outcomes. Continued research, digital literacy education and early intervention strategies will be essential to ensure that adolescents can benefit from social media while minimising its potential risks.

Recommendations
In light of the evidence presented, the following recommendations are proposed for future research, policy and health and social care practice:
· Health and social care professionals should routinely discuss social media use and online experiences during adolescent mental health and wellbeing assessments.
· Schools should strengthen digital literacy and online safety education to promote safe, balanced and responsible social media use.
· Parents and carers should be supported through guidance and educational resources to encourage healthy screen use and recognise signs of online harm.
· Policymakers should continue investing in evidence-based digital wellbeing initiatives and early intervention programmes that support adolescent mental health.
· Future research should investigate the long-term effects of different patterns of social media use on adolescent mental health and wellbeing, particularly within diverse UK populations.
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