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ABSTRACT 
This research report explores the impact of social media use on young people’s mental health in the United Kingdom, focusing on key risks, potential benefits and implications for health and social care practice. A scoping review methodology was used to map current UK‑based evidence. Three peer‑reviewed qualitative studies were identified through systematic database searching and analysed using thematic analysis. Two major themes emerged: emotional and psychological impacts of social media use, and cyberbullying and harmful digital environments.
The findings show that social media has a dual influence on young people’s wellbeing. Adolescents reported stress, anxiety, low self‑esteem and exposure to harmful content, while also valuing privacy, connection and opportunities for self‑reflection offered by digital platforms. Cyberbullying and anonymity were identified as significant risks, with young people often reluctant to disclose online harm to practitioners. These results highlight the need for improved digital literacy, non‑judgemental communication and routine exploration of online experiences within UK health and social care settings.
Limitations include the small number of included studies and the rapidly evolving nature of digital environments. Recommendations are provided for practice, policy, families and future research.


INTRODUCTION
Definitions of main concepts
Social media refers to digital platforms that enable communication, content sharing and interaction (Ofcom, 2023). Young people in UK policy are defined as individuals aged 11–25 (Department for Education, 2023). Mental health refers to emotional, psychological and social wellbeing (NHS Digital, 2023). Wellbeing includes subjective feelings of functioning, resilience and life satisfaction (Royal Society for Public Health, 2022).


Rationale
Social media is used daily by 97% of UK adolescents (Ofcom, 2023), while mental health difficulties among young people have increased significantly (NHS Digital, 2023). This parallel rise has led to concerns about how digital environments influence wellbeing, safety and access to support. Research shows mixed findings: some studies highlight risks such as cyberbullying and social comparison, while others emphasise benefits such as peer support and identity exploration.
Review question
What does current UK‑based evidence reveal about the impact of social media use on young people’s mental health?
Objectives
1. Identify risks associated with social media use.
2. Identify potential benefits of digital engagement.
3. Explore implications for UK health and social care practice.

BACKGROUND
Social media has become central to young people’s daily lives, influencing communication, identity formation and wellbeing. In the UK, rising mental health difficulties among adolescents have intensified concerns about online risks. National data show that one in five young people now meets criteria for a probable mental disorder (NHS Digital, 2023), while social media use is almost universal (Ofcom, 2023).

UK policy frameworks emphasise addressing online harms. The Online Safety Act (2023) requires technology companies to reduce exposure to harmful content, including cyberbullying and self‑harm material. Charities such as YoungMinds and NSPCC report increasing concerns related to digital pressure, body image and cyberbullying.

Health and social care services are encouraged to explore online experiences during assessments (NHS England, 2019), yet research shows that young people often feel judged when discussing social media use (Derges et al., 2023). At the same time, digital tools can support wellbeing by offering privacy, flexibility and peer connection (Bye et al., 2025).

METHODS
Study design
A scoping review methodology was used to map existing evidence on social media and young people’s mental health. Scoping reviews aim to identify key concepts, gaps and types of evidence within a broad topic (Tricco et al., 2018).
Search strategy
Searches were conducted in:
· ProQuest Central
· EBSCOhost Academic Search Premier
· PubMed
· Google Scholar (supplementary)
Keywords (Boolean operators)
“social media” AND “young people” “adolescents” AND “mental health” “UK” OR “United Kingdom” “cyberbullying” OR “online harms” “digital technology” AND “wellbeing”
Inclusion criteria
Studies were included if they:
· were published between 2016–2026
· were peer‑reviewed academic journal articles
· were conducted in the UK or used UK‑based young people
· focused on individuals aged 11–25 (DfE definition)
· examined social media in relation to mental health
· used qualitative, quantitative or mixed‑methods designs
Exclusion criteria
· commentaries, editorials
· studies on adults over 25
· studies not related to mental health
· studies not focused on social media
· non‑UK studies
Study selection
The search produced 312 records. I screened titles first, then abstracts. Only 42 full texts were reviewed. Three studies met all criteria.
Data extraction
A structured extraction sheet was used to record:
· author
· aim
· method
· sample
· key findings
· relevance
Data analysis
Thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six‑step framework. Both inductive and deductive approaches were used.
Ethical considerations
Secondary data only; no ethical approval required.







RESULTS
Selected studies
Table 1. Characteristics of the selected studies
	No.
	Study
	Aim
	Methods & Sample
	Key Findings

	1.
	Bye et al. (2025)
	Explore youth engagement in digital mental health tools.
	Conversations with 16 young people aged 13–25.
	Privacy valued; concerns about data sharing.

	2.
	O’Reilly et al. (2018)
	Explore adolescents’ views on social media and wellbeing.
	Group discussions with 54 adolescents aged 11–18.
	Social media seen as dangerous; cyberbullying common.

	3.
	Derges et al. (2023)
	Examine communication about social media in mental health care.
	Conversations with 11 young people and 15 practitioners.
	Young people feel judged; limited disclosure.



THEMATIC ANALYSIS
Theme 1: Emotional and psychological impacts
Young people reported stress, anxiety, low self‑esteem and emotional strain linked to social media (O’Reilly et al., 2018).
Furthermore, digital tools offered privacy and self‑reflection (Bye et al., 2025).
In addition, fear of judgement prevented disclosure of distressing online experiences (Derges et al., 2023).

Theme 2: Cyberbullying and harmful digital environments
Cyberbullying, trolling and harmful content were common (O’Reilly et al., 2018).
Furthermore, anonymity increased risk.
Additionally, young people rarely disclosed online harm due to fear of judgement (Derges et al., 2023).
Concerns about data privacy also contributed to mistrust (Bye et al., 2025).

DISCUSSION
The findings show that social media has a dual impact on young people’s mental health. Emotional strain, anxiety and comparison were common, aligning with wider literature (Odgers, 2023; Woods & Scott, 2020). However, digital tools can also support wellbeing through privacy and peer connection (Best et al., 2020).
Cyberbullying emerged as a major risk, consistent with reports from YoungMinds (2023) and NSPCC (2023). Fear of judgement prevents disclosure, while practitioners lack confidence in exploring digital experiences (Derges et al., 2023). This creates a safeguarding gap.
Implications for practice include the need for digital assessments, improved digital literacy and non‑judgemental communication. Policy frameworks such as the Online Safety Act (2023) support safer digital environments, but practitioners must integrate digital considerations into routine care.
Limitations include the small number of studies, qualitative designs and rapidly evolving digital environments.

CONCLUSION
Social media can both harm and support young people’s mental health. Emotional strain, anxiety and cyberbullying are significant risks, while digital tools can offer privacy and connection. Young people often avoid disclosing online harm, and practitioners require greater digital literacy. A balanced, youth‑centred approach is essential.

Recommendations
For practice
· Introduce routine digital assessments (NHS England, 2019).
· Provide digital literacy training (YoungMinds, 2023).
· Use non‑judgemental communication (Derges et al., 2023).
· Use digital tools to support engagement (Bye et al., 2025).
For policymakers
· Develop national guidance aligned with the Online Safety Act (2023).
· Strengthen safeguarding frameworks (House of Commons Library, 2023).
· Fund digital wellbeing training (DfE, 2023).
· Support co‑produced digital initiatives (UNICEF, 2022).
For families and communities
· Promote open conversations (NSPCC, 2023).
· Increase awareness of safe digital practices (RSPH, 2022).
· Encourage balanced digital habits (YoungMinds, 2023).
· Provide guidance for parents (Barnardo’s, 2023).
For future research
· Conduct larger UK‑based mixed‑methods studies.
· Investigate protective factors (Livingstone, 2021).
· Explore practitioner training needs.
· Examine disclosure barriers.
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