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Impact Of Social Media Use on Young Adults’ Mental Health

Introduction: 
Social media plays a central role in the daily lives of young adults, shaping how they communicate, socialise, and perceive themselves. While these platforms provide valuable opportunities for connection and creativity, research shows that excessive or negative use can harm mental wellbeing. Increased exposure to unrealistic standards, cyberbullying, and constant connectivity has been linked to anxiety, depression, and poor sleep. This report examines the concerns of social media on young adults’ mental health and highlighting the need for digital wellbeing education and healthier online habits (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).
















Research Topic Identification: 
The Issue
The widespread use of social media among young adults has become an increasingly pressing concern for the health and care sector, particularly regarding its potential impact on mental health. In the UK, 91 % of 16–24‑year‑olds use social networking platforms (NIHR Applied Research Collaboration North Thames, 2022). At the same time, rates of mental health problems in this age group - including depression, anxiety, and self‑harm - have been rising (NHS Digital, 2022; Centre for Mental Health, 2022). Understanding the relationship between social media use and mental health is therefore essential to inform prevention, intervention, and policy strategies.
Negative effects on Mental Health
1. Anxiety and Depression: Excessive social media use has been linked to higher levels of anxiety, depression, and stress in young adults. The constant comparison with peers, exposure to idealized lifestyles, and cyberbullying can create feelings of inadequacy and low self-esteem (Twenge et al., 2018).

2. Sleep Disturbances: Nighttime use of social media can interfere with sleep quality, which in turn affects mental health. Poor sleep is associated with increased mood disorders and cognitive impairments (Levenson et al., 2016).

3. Addictive Behaviours: Young adults may develop compulsive patterns of social media use, which can lead to neglect of offline activities, reduced physical activity, and social isolation (Andreassen et al., 2017).

4. Self-Esteem and Body Image Issues: Platforms that emphasize visual content (e.g., Instagram) can negatively impact body image and self-esteem, especially in young women, due to unrealistic standards and frequent social comparison (Fardouly et al., 2015).


Who it effects?
· Young adults (18–29 years) are the most vulnerable category, as this is a developmental stage where identity, social connections, and self-esteem are highly sensitive.

· Adolescent / teenagers (13-17 years) are at significant risk – with nearly 50% having some form of addiction.

· Individuals with pre-existing mental health conditions, may experience exacerbation of symptoms due to online interactions and exposure to negative content.

· Socially isolated individuals may rely heavily on online validation, which can worsen anxiety and depressive symptoms.

· Friends / family members, and the wider support of young adults going through mental health issues connected with social media use are also affected.

· Health care professionals whilst not directly affected, health care professionals are involved in the treatment of young people with mental health issues that may arise from social media use. This can cover a diverse and large area of mental health, physical health and family support services.





According to Figure 1, only one form of social media produces a positive impact on a young person's mental health.
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Figure 1:  Mental Health, The Impact of Social Media on Young People (Statista 2019)

Investment costs into researching this topic

· A government‑investment of £29 million in 2020 was announced for research into online safety, privacy and digital wellbeing — including risks associated with online environments. (Gov.Uk, 2020)

· A programme titled Adolescence, Mental Health and the Developing Mind (2019‑2026) is budgeted at £35 million, to investigate how mental health problems emerge in young people, including digital/social media aspects. (UK Research Innovation, 2019)

To summarise, just the programmes clearly tied to young people and digital / online / social media, total £30‑£70 million+ range (and probably more when smaller individual grants are included). 

Why the need to research?

Researching is crucial because social media use is near‑universal in these age groups, meaning even modest effects on mental wellbeing could affect a large population. For example, use of certain types of social media behaviours has been linked with increased psychological distress among UK adults: in a long purpose UK survey involving 15,836 participants aged 16 and over, daily posting on social media was associated with a 0.35‑point increase in GHQ‑12 (General Health Questionnaire) score after one year (Yu, Dykxhoorn & Plackett, 2024). 
Research has also shown that among UK adolescents aged 14, longer daily social media use (five hours or more) was associated with a 50 % higher score on measures of depressive symptoms in girls and higher levels of online harassment, disrupted sleep, and body dissatisfaction as mediating factors (Boer et al., 2019). Furthermore, the relationship is complex. A UK study of more than 3,000 young adolescents found little evidence that time alone on social media caused mental health problems once other factors were accounted for (University College London, 2023).
In short, UK‑specific research is essential to identify which patterns of social media use are harmful (or beneficial), - so that mental‑health services, education systems, and policy makers can create evidence-based digital wellbeing strategies.

According to Statista, both parents and young adolescents think social media has the biggest negative impact on teens’ mental health.
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Figure 2:  Social Media: The Biggest Threat to Teens' Mental Health? (Statista, 2019)







Research Methodologies:
Both quantitative and qualitative research methods have distinct purposes and present different characteristics in how they gather and view data. Quantitative research is centred on collecting numerical data to test hypotheses, measure variables, and draw conclusions (Simply Psychology, n.d.). It involves tools such as surveys or experiments and statistical techniques and data harvesting. (Qualtrics, n.d.).
Qualitative research is a method that involves collecting and analysing non-numerical data to understand feelings, opinions, or experiences in depth. It explores questions about "why" and "how," providing insights into people's perspectives and behaviours, unlike quantitative research which uses numbers to find out "how many" or "how much".
Combining both methods often yields the most comprehensive results.
This report is mainly centred on quantitative research due to the nature of statistical information purposely conducted for this topic. Upon finishing this report, I decided the need to add qualitative research for educational purposes. This was a self-constructed survey asked to 50 people in the centre of Birmingham with variable age and gender differences. The full survey questionnaire is provided in Appendix A. Detailed summary of people's thoughts and feelings regarding mental health and social media are found in Appendix B.

Data Collection:
Primary research involves collecting original data directly from sources to answer specific questions. It allows researchers to gather firsthand information relevant to their study, often through methods like surveys, interviews, experiments, or observations. Primary research is valuable because it provides up-to-date, relevant, and specific insights that cannot be obtained elsewhere (Creswell, 2014).
Secondary research uses existing data collected by others. This includes books, academic journals, government reports, or online databases. Researchers analyse and interpret this information to support their findings without conducting new experiments or surveys. Secondary research is often faster and less expensive. (Saunders et al., 2019). Combining both methods often produce the most comprehensive results.
This report features mostly secondary research through journals, books, medical websites and statistic websites. Sources included in this report have been assessed using the CRAAP test, with relevance a key factor. As detailed above there is primary research conducted in Appendix A and B as addition to this report.

Conclusion: 
In conclusion, the impact of social media on young adults’ mental health is complex. Research in the UK shows that heavy use of platforms - especially among those aged 16-24 - correlates with higher incidences of anxiety, depression and poor sleep (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). However, newer longitudinal work from the UK indicates that sheer time spent is less predictive than the manner of engagement - what a person does on social media, and how one feels while doing it. Hence the key takeaway is that how young adults use social media matters more than just how much. Ultimately, promoting healthy digital habits, raising awareness around online comparison and cyber‑bullying, and integrating mental health education into digital literacy will be vital to safeguard young adults’ future wellbeing.
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Appendix A
Survey Questions & Methods
This appendix contains a full set of survey questions from my study to perform a qualitative research task.
	Question

	1. How would you describe your relationship with social media in your daily life?

	2. What role does social media play in how you connect with friends, family or communities?

	3. How do you feel when you spend a lot of time on social media?

	4. Can you describe a time when social media negatively affected how you felt about yourself?

	5. How do different types of content (e.g. lifestyle, news, influencers, memes) effect your emotions or mental well-being?











Appendix B
Summary of findings for the qualitative survey
1. Social Media as a Daily Routine
Participants described social media as an important aspect of their daily lives. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook were frequently mentioned as spaces for relaxation, information seeking, and social interaction. Several respondents noted that checking social media had become a habitual activity—often embedded in morning or evening routines. One participant described it as “the first thing I look at when I wake up and the last thing I scroll before bed.”
This was seen as both convenient and intrusive; while participants valued accessibility to news and entertainment, many acknowledged difficulties disengaging from constant connectivity.
2. Connection and Community
Most participants emphasized the relational benefits of social media. It was seen as a tool for maintaining contact with friends and family, particularly across long distances, and for helping a sense of belonging within online communities. One respondent noted, “It helps me stay connected with people I wouldn’t normally see,” while another highlighted how online groups provided emotional support.
However, some also expressed that digital communication could feel superficial compared to face-to-face interaction, indicating tension between connectivity and authenticity.
3. Emotional Fatigue and Self-Comparison
A common theme involved emotional exhaustion stemming from prolonged social media use. Participants frequently reported feeling drained, anxious, or overstimulated after long periods online. Many associated these feelings with constant exposure to lifestyles and achievement-oriented content. As one participant put it, “It’s hard not to feel like everyone else is doing better than me.”
This sense of comparison often diminished self-esteem, suggesting that while social media can entertain, it can simultaneously foster self-criticism.

4. Negative Impact on Self-Perception
When recalling specific experiences where social media negatively affected self-image, participants often referred to body image concerns and social inadequacy. Visual platforms such as Instagram were most frequently mentioned as triggers for self-doubt. One participant shared, “Seeing influencers who look perfect makes me question how I look or what I’m doing with my life.”
These reflections indicate that social media exposure can amplify feelings of insecurity, particularly among users who engage heavily with likes or appearance-focused content.

5. Emotional Impact of Content Types
Participants described varying emotional responses to different forms of content. Humorous and relatable posts, such as memes or everyday observations, tended to make positive emotions and reduce stress. In contrast, lifestyle, fitness, and influencer content were often linked to self-comparison and negative affect. News content elicited mixed responses - some participants valued being informed, while others reported heightened anxiety due to viewing global crises or political conflict.
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