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Purpose: This scoping review examines the connection between social media usage and suicidal thoughts among adolescents in the United Kingdom. It seeks to identify both the risks and protective factors linked to online engagement, cyberbullying and high levels of social media activity, as well as to synthesise evidence pertinent to policy, practice and future research. 
Methodology: Three primary studies were analysed: Marchant et al. (2017), systematic review; Riehm et al. (2019), a cross-sectional study assessing the relationships between social media; and Hamm et al. (2020), a systematic review and meta-analysis. A thematic analysis was performed to uncover recurring themes across these studies, emphasising their relevance to UK adolescents.
Results: Three principal themes were identified; (1) social media serves as both a risk factor and a supportive environment, (2) cyberbullying is a significant pathways leading to suicidal thoughts, and (3) high-intensity social media engagement correlates with emotional dysregulation and an increased risk of self-harm. Exposure to harmful content and victimisation from cyberbullying were consistently associated with heightened suicidal ideation, whereas moderated online communities provided potential protective advantages.
Conclusion: Social media plays a dual role in the mental health of adolescents. While it can facilitate peer support and emotional connections, exposure to cyberbullying, harmful content and excessive usage markedly heightens the risk of suicidal thoughts amongst adolescents in the UK. These findings underscore the necessity for safe online environments, regulatory measures, digital literacy education and focused mental health interventions. 






[bookmark: _Toc215742779]Introduction
In this review, the term ‘social media’ encompasses online platforms and mobile applications that facilitate user-generated content, peer interactions and algorithmically curated feeds (for instance, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook etc) (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010).
The phase ‘suicidal ideation’ refers to thoughts related to self-harm or suicide, which can range from passive desires to die to active contemplation or planning of suicide (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). 
The term ‘adolescents’ is defined as individuals aged approximately 10 to 19 years, according to the World Health Organisation (WHO) definition; in studies that include young individuals up to 25 years, findings pertinent to mid-to-late adolescence are examined with a focus on specific age ranges (World Health Organisation, 2024).

A breakdown of online experiences related to youth suicide as shown in the figure below.
Figure 1: (Rodway et al., 2022). 
[image: ]
According to the study:
24% of suicide fatalities (128 out of 544) involved some form of suicide-related online experience. 
Among these categories: 
13% (68/544) had sought information online regarding methods of suicide.
10% (57/544) had expressed suicidal thoughts or intentions through online communication.
5% (29/544) had encountered online bullying (cyberbullying). 
3% (16/544) had accessed websites that potentially promoted suicide or self-harm (Suárez & Croarkin, 2021; Gillespie et al., 2024; Rodway et al., 2023). 
The objective of this study is to investigate the relationship between social media usage patterns and suicidal ideation in adolescents within the United Kingdom, emphasising the identification of potential risk and protective factors. 



Rationale

Suicide continues to be one of the primary causes of fatalities among adolescents in the UK (Office for National Statistics, 2023). Increasing evidence indicates that use of social media can beneficially and negatively affect adolescents’ mental health (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2022). Although these platforms may provide opportunities for social interaction and mental health support, excessive engagement and exposure to harmful material have been associated with suicidal ideation and behaviours (O’Reilly et al., 2020). Considering the swift changes in online environments, it is crucial for health and social care professional to comprehend this relationship to inform prevention strategies, digital safety policies, and early interventions (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). A scoping review is suitable for synthesising varied evidence and mapping the current understanding within the UK context, where digital engagement among young individuals is nearly universal (Ofcom, 2024). 
Review question:
[bookmark: _Hlk215088136]What is the connection concerning social media use and suicidal thoughts amongst adolescents in the UK?





Objectives
· [bookmark: _Hlk215129851]To identify and outline research conducted in the United Kingdon (UK) that investigates the relationship between social media usage and suicidal thoughts in adolescents aged 10 to 19 years.
· To analyse the patterns, protective elements and risk factors documented in existing literature about the relationship between social media usage and suicidal thoughts in adolescents aged 10 to 19 years.
· To provide recommendations to guide forthcoming research, practices and policies in the realms of mental health and digital well-being.

[bookmark: _Toc215742780]Background
Social media has become an integral part of adolescents in the United Kingdom. Recent statistics indicate that more than 90% of UK adolescents aged 12-17 engage with social media daily, with platforms such as TikTok, Snapchat, Instagram and X ranking amongst most favoured (Ofcom, 2023). The adolescent stage is characterised by the development of identity, increased peer influence and heightened emotional sensitivity.  While social media provides avenues for self-expression, peer interaction and emotional support, it also subjects young individuals to risks such as social comparison, cyberbullying and exposure to harmful content (Marchant et al., 2017).
Suicide continues to be a significant public health issue in the UK; in 2022, there were 5,642 recorded suicides in England and Wales (10.7 per 100,000), with indications that rates among the youth have risen over the past decade and that mental health disorders are prevalent during adolescence. National surveys conducted in England indicate a substantial increase in probate mental disorders among young children and young individuals in recent years. These epidemiological patterns render the examination of digital exposure, such as social media, an urgent priority for services in the UK (Office for National Statistics, 2023).
In response to high-profile incidents and public concern (including parliamentary inquiries and advocacy from charities), the UK has intensified its focus on online safety (e.g., Online Safety Act) and has promoted research into harms and their mitigations. Concurrently, safeguarding guidelines for schools and NHS services are increasingly acknowledging the online aspects of risk assessment and safety planning (The Guardian, 2023). 
Challenges in NHS Provision reveals a system under continuous strain. Marked by escalating demand, shortages in the workforce and increasing disparities in access to timely care. The growing use of emergency, primary and elective services consistently surpass the available capacity, leading to extended waiting lists and postponed treatments. Workforce statistics indicate ongoing vacancies, elevated levels of sickness absence and a dependence on agency personnel, all of which compromise service stability and patient safety. Performance metrics demonstrate that benchmarks for waiting times, diagnostic procedures and mental health evaluations are regularly not met, with particularly alarming delays noted in mental health services for children and young people (NCMD, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc215742781]Methods

The secondary research will adhere to the scoping review framework established by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). Searches will be performed across various databases such as.
· PsycINFO
· PubMed
· CINAHL
· Scopus

The inclusion criteria will consist of three peer-reviewed studies from the UK published between 2013 and 2025 that focus on adolescents (between 13–18-year-olds) and investigate the relationship between social media and suicidal ideation or self-harm. Data will be systematically charted and subjected to thematic analysis to uncover emerging and identifying gaps in the research. 
Academic databases were explored (examples accessed during the review include PubMed/PMC, JMIR, PLOS ONE, BMJ Open and various other publisher platforms). The keywords utilised comprised combinations of: “social media”, “internet use”, “smartphone use”, “self-harm”, “suicide ideation”, “suicide attempts”, “adolescent”, “young people”, “United Kingdon”, “UK”, “longitudinal”, “cohort”, “psychological autopsy”. The reference lists of the included papers were manually searched for additional studies relevant to the UK. 
Inclusion- Peer-reviewed primary or secondary research studies pertinent to the UK or featuring UK sample(s) that examine social media/internet usage and suicidal ideation/self-harm among adolescents and young individuals.
Inclusion criteria
· Both primary and secondary research studies, which encompass systematic reviews, meta-analysis and observational studies.
· Research published in English from 2015 to 2025.
· Concentrating on adolescents or young individuals aged 10 to 24 years.
· Investigations into social media usage, online behaviours, cyberbullying, self-harm or suicidal thoughts.
· Research findings that are relevant to UK context, including international studies that can be generalised to UK adolescents.
Exclusion criteria
· Documents, websites, books, conference abstracts or opinion articles.
· Studies that exclusively target adults aged 25 and older or populations outside the adolescent demographic.
· Research that is conducted entirely outside the realms of digital or social media.
· Non-English publications or those released prior to 2015.
· Studies lacking outcomes pertinent to self-harm or suicidal ideation.


Data analysis: A thematic analysis, adhering to the six-phase framework established by Braun and Clarke (2021), was utilised to uncover recurring patterns and themes within the included studies. 

[bookmark: _Toc215742782]Ethical considerations: 

Since this study is a secondary research project that utilises publicly accessible literature, it does not necessitate ethical approval. Nonetheless, ethical integrity will be upheld by means of transparent reporting, precise citation, and the prevention of plagiarism, in alignment with the research ethics policy of UWTSD (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2025). Moreover, I will pay close attention to accurately representing the current research, recognising the academic contributions of the authors, and following the principles of academic honesty and responsible knowledge during the entire study.  
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The table below presents the main characteristics of the studies selected (e.g. aim, methods, finding, etc.) Thematic analysis - synthesis of the data collected from the selected studies for the scoping review.
	Author, Year
	Aim
	Methodology/Method
	Findings

	Marchant et al. (2017)
	To investigate the connections amongst internet usage, online behaviour, self-harm and suicidal tendencies in youth.
	A comprehensive examination of both qualitative and quantitative research studies; a narrative synthesis. 
	The risks and benefit associated with online activities have been identified. Exposure to harmful content, unmoderated forums, and instances of cyberbullying are correlated with heightened self-harm and suicidal thoughts. Conversely, moderated communities offer support and foster connections. 

	Riehm et al. (2019)
	To analyse the correlation between the length of social media engagement and internalising symptoms, such as suicidal ideation. 
	A cross-sectional survey targeting adolescents; utilising logistic regression analysis. 
	Extensive daily engagement with social media is linked to a rise in depression, anxiety and suicidal ideation. A dose-response response relationship has been noted. 

	Hamm et al. (2020)
	To assess the potential relationship between cyberbullying and suicidal thoughts, self-harm or suicidal attempts in teenagers. 
	 A systematic review accompanied by a meta-analysis.  
	 There exists a significant correlation between experiences of cyberbullying victimisation and suicidal thoughts or self-harm. While the act of perpetrating cyberbullying is also associated, the correlation is comparatively weaker. 



An examination of the three studies uncovered three predominant themes pertinent to the research:
1) Social media functioning as both a hazardous and supportive environment
2) Cyberbullying identified as a significant contributor to suicidal thoughts
3) The relationship between the frequency of social media usage and emotional dysregulation 
Theme 1- Marchant et al. (2017) discovered that the social media can serve both as a protective and detrimental environment for adolescents, contingent upon the type of engagement. The review indicated that certain young individuals utilise online platforms to seek support, share distressing experiences and discover communities where they feel excepted. These supportive exchanges may alleviate feelings of isolation and promote help-seeking behaviours (Marchant et al., 2017). 
Conversely, the same research highlighted considerable risks. Exposure to images of self-harm, content related to suicide and unmoderated forums can normalise harmful behaviours and heighten suicidal ideation (Marchant et al., 2017). This issue is particularly pertinent for adolescents in the UK, as organisations like Samaritans have raised alarms regarding the widespread presence of pro-self-harm material on platforms that are popular in the UK. 
Riehm et al. (2019) also indirectly uphold this duality, positing that while social media can foster connections, it simultaneously subjects adolescents to negative social comparisons and emotionally distressing content. 
The strength of this theme resides in the nuanced comprehension that social media cannot be simply classified as “good” or “bad”. This duality mirrors the authentic experiences of adolescents. 
Nevertheless, a limitation present in many studies is the failure to distinguish between various types of online usage, for instance, passive scrolling versus active engagement- making it challenging to ascertain which behaviours pose greater risks. 
Moreover, the impact of platform algorithms, which can inadvertently promote harmful content to susceptible users, remains under-explored. This has significant ramifications for UK adolescents, particularly in the context of the Online Safety Act (2023), which seeks to regulate harmful digital content but lacks consistency in its enforcement. 
Theme 2- Cyberbullying has emerged as the most reliable and influential predictor of suicidal ideation in the studies reviewed. Hamm et al. (2020) discovered that adolescents who faced cyberbullying victimisation were considerably more inclined to express suicidal thoughts, engage in self-harming behaviours and attempt suicide. The meta-analysis revealed substantial effect sizes, suggesting that cyberbullying is not simply correlated with distress but may actively exacerbate mental health. 
Marchant et al. (2017) also recognised cyberbullying as one of the most detrimental online experiences, emphasising that its ongoing and widespread nature heightens anxiety and feelings of hopelessness among youth. While Riehm et al. (2019) concentrated more on the duration of social media usage, they acknowledged cyberbullying as a crucial mechanism through which extensive use may elevate suicidal ideation. 
This theme is strongly supported by robust evidence, including meta-analytic results (Hamm et al., 2020). However, a notable limitation is the prevalence of cross-sectional designs, which hinder definitive conclusions regarding causality. It is plausible the adolescents with pre-existing mental health challenges are more susceptible to victimisation, resulting in a reciprocal relationship. In the UK, the incidence of cyberbullying remains alarmingly high, with Ofcom reporting that approximately one in four adolescents experience online bullying annually. The alignment between UK statistics and the studies reviewed reinforces the relevance of this theme to the research question. 
Theme 3- Riehm et al. (2029) present compelling evidence indication a dose-response correlation between extensive social media engagement and internalising symptoms, including suicidal ideation. Adolescents who utilise social media for three or more hours daily are significantly more inclined to report symptoms of depression, anxiety and suicidal thoughts. Marchant et al. (2017) further posited that repeated exposure to harmful content exacerbates emotional dysregulation and contagion effects. 
In the content of the UK, national surveys reveal that adolescents often surpass three hours of daily social media use, frequently during late night hours, which further disrupts sleep- a recognised risk factor for suicide ideation. 
Although the correlation between online time and adverse mental health outcomes is significant, it necessitates careful interpretation. The duration of usage does not elucidate the underlying reasons for adolescents’ online engagement. Some individuals may engage in excessive social media use out of boredom or routine, which others may do so because of loneliness or pre-existing emotional distress. This suggests that the relationship may be bidirectional. 
Nonetheless, the evidence underscores the necessity of monitoring usage patterns, maintaining sleep hygiene and managing exposure to harmful content, all of which represent modifiable risk factors. 
[bookmark: _Toc215742784]Discussion

The result of this scoping review reveals a significant correlation between the use of social media and suicidal ideation among adolescents in the UK. 
The studies examined demonstrate consistent trends: exposure to detrimental content, experiences of cyberbullying and high levels of social media engagement are linked to heightened psychological distress and an increased likelihood of suicidal thoughts. These trends underscore the dangers associated with online interactions and the intensified social pressures that adolescents already encounter offline. 
Marchant et al. (2017) stress that exposure to self-harm content and unregulated forums can result in emotional contagion, normalising self-harm behaviours and exacerbating suicidal thoughts. In the context of the UK, this issue is particularly alarming given the constraints of mental health services; many adolescents may seek support or peer interaction in online environments, inadvertently heightening their exposure to potentially harmful content. Riehm et at. (2019) further emphasise that extended and frequent use of social media can disrupt sleep patterns, foster negative social comparisons and increase encounters with distressing interactions, all of which are recognised risk factors of suicidal ideation.
Data regarding the varied effects of particular platforms (e.g., TikTok versus Instagram) is limited, as is the evidence concerning algorithmic detriments, such as recommendation systems that endorse harmful content. Underrepresented groups, including LGBTQ+ youth and adolescents with care experience, hinder the generalisability of existing research. 
From the policy standpoint, the Online Safety Act (2023) establishes a legislative framework aimed at regulating harmful content and ensuring accountability among social media platforms. Nevertheless, the successful implementation of this act relies on enforcement, compliance from platforms and ongoing monitoring. 
Incorporating research findings into policy formulation and merging legislation with educational initiatives, mental health support and awareness campaigns is crucial for reducing the risks linked to social media usage. 
The literature reviewed reveals a complex and multifaceted relationship between social media usage and suicidal ideation among adolescents in the UK. While earlier sections have identified key themes, a more profound critical analysis uncovers tension, contradictions and contextual factors that influence how adolescents navigate online environments. Notably, all studies reviewed recognise that digital spaces are not intrinsically harmful; instead, risk arise form usage patterns, individual vulnerabilities and the design of platforms. This nuanced perspective is crucial when contemplating intervention strategies within the UK, where social media engagement is nearly ubiquitous among adolescents (Ofcom, 2023). 
A significant issue emphasised throughout the literature is the interaction between preexisting mental health issues and detrimental online experiences. Adolescents suffering from depression or anxiety may be more inclined to seeking online communities or engage with content associated with self-harm or suicidal thoughts (Marchant et al., 2017).
Riehm et al. (2019) propose that young individuals with emotional challenges are not simply passive consumers of harmful content; rather, they may actively seek out online environments their reinforce their emotional conditions. This suggests the potential for a reciprocal cycle: emotional distress leads to increased social media engagement, which subsequently exposes adolescents to additional triggers such as cyberbullying or harmful algorithms. 
Grasping this cycle is essential for the development of early interventions or targeted support services. 
Another significant factor to consider is the influence of platform algorithms and content recommendation systems. While none of the three studies examined directly assess the impact of algorithms, their result suggests that automated content recommendations could heighten exposure to detrimental material. Following the viewing of specific posts, algorithms may continuously recommend similar content, which could normalise or reinforce self-harm behaviours. This issue is particularly pertinent to the recent regulatory changes in the UK, especially the Online Safety Act (2023), which aims to mitigate the algorithmic amplification of harmful content.
Ultimately, the studies that have been reviewed collectively highlight a significant societal concern: the disparity between the digital experiences of adolescents and the supervision or comprehension provided by adults. Numerous parents and educators express feeling ill-equipped to effectively navigate or oversee social media platforms. 
At the same time, adolescents frequently lack the necessary digital literacy skills to identify unsafe online behaviours or to handle incidents of cyberbullying. This disconnects leads to a delayed recognition of risks and missed chances for early intervention. Educational institutions and mental health services must receive updated training and resources that align with contemporary digital trends and platform functionalities.
In summary, the extended discussion underscores that the connection between social media and suicidal thoughts cannot be simplified to a mere cause-and-effect relationship. Rather, it is influenced by individual vulnerabilities, online behaviours, platform design and broader societal pressures. Tackling these challenges necessitates a coordinated, multi-faceted strategy that balances safety with the acknowledgement that social media can also act a crucial source of support for numerous young individuals. 
Limitations of the scoping review
This review intentionally selected three peer-reviewed studies relevant to the UK to meet the assignment requirements; therefore, it does not seek to be exhaustive of the broader international literature. The selection of these three studies was made to ensure a diversity of design (including a longitudinal population study, a clinical cohort profile and a focused review), but a more extensive scoping or systematic review would provide a more thorough mapping of the subject. 




[bookmark: _Toc215742785]Conclusion and Recommendations 
This scoping review illustrates that social media has a dual impact on the mental health of adolescents. On one hand, it can offer supportive environments, foster peer connections and provide emotional validation; on the other hand, exposure to detrimental content, cyberbullying and excessive usage markedly heightens the risk of suicidal thoughts amongst adolescents in the UK. 
The results highlight the pressing necessity for coordinated interventions that encompass policy, education and mental health services. 
Tackling the dual aspects of social media is essential for mitigating psychological distress and reducing the risk of suicide in this at-risk demographic.
Recommendations for future policy and health and social care practice. 
For Policy and Organisations 
· Enhance the enforcement of the Online Safety Act (2023) to guarantee that social media platforms swiftly eliminate harmful content.
· Introduce algorithmic protections to avert recurrent exposure to content related to self-harm and suicide.
· Mandate the establishment of reporting mechanisms and the monitoring od cyberbullying incidents on social media platforms.
For Schools and Youth Services
· Initiate educational programs focused on digital resilience and cyberbullying.
· Create early detection tools for online-related distress among adolescents.
· Promote collaboration with parents, caregivers and mental health professionals to supportive environments.
For research
· Undertake UK-specific longitudinal research to identify causal relationships between social media usage and suicidal thoughts.
· Investigate the effects specific to platforms and the influence of algorithms on content exposure.
· Priorities research on marginalised groups, including LGBTQ+ adolescents and youth with care experience, to enhance inclusivity and the generalisability of the findings. 
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