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TITLE: The impact of social media use on the mental health and well-being of adolescents aged 13 to 18 in the UK

1) Aim: 
The proposed study aims to critically examine links between social media use and mental health and well-being among adolescents aged 13 to 18 in the UK, identifying risks, benefits and the impact on health and social care practices.

2) Objectives:
1. To define and examine social media use and adolescent mental health and well-being among young people aged 13 to 18 in the UK.
2. To analyse current literature, evidence and data in relation to associations between social media use, anxiety, depression, self-esteem and well-being. 
3. To evaluate findings through thematic analysis to identify recurring risks, benefits, and differences associated with age, gender, and social circumstances. 
4. To develop evidence-based recommendations for parents, schools, and health and social care professionals supporting adolescents who use social media.
3) Background/Rationale:
Adolescent mental health is an important concern in health and social care, with NHS England (2023) noting that around one in five people aged between 8 and 25 in England had a probable mental illness. These findings establish the wider context, but neither separates the proposed age group nor shows that social media caused these issues. The review will therefore distinguish background prevalence from evidence about social media exposure. Saleem et al. (2024) linked problematic social media use with depressive and anxiety symptoms, identifying sleep deprivation and social comparison among potential mechanisms. However, their review included participants aged between 5 and 18 and heterogeneous studies, limiting levels of external validity and applicability to UK adolescents between 13 and 18 years old. Plackett et al. (2023) found little evidence that more time spent using social media predicted later mental health issues following adjustment. Their exposure measure obtained active interaction, highlighting why duration and problematic engagement should be examined separately. Ramlau et al. (2025) also outline potential benefits, including support, connection and self-expression, whilst Davies et al. (2025) found that UK newspaper coverage emphasised the risks. Public narratives will therefore provide context, rather than substitute for empirical findings. 
The research gap is in relation to inconsistent findings, different definitions and uncertainty about which adolescents experience specific outcomes. A focused synthesis will examine how study design, engagement patterns and social circumstances help to explain disagreement. Its intended impact is proportionate guidance that recognises possible harms whilst upholding beneficial participation. It will also identify where evidence is insufficient for more confident recommendations. The review will differentiate mental health symptoms from diagnosed disorders and positive wellbeing, because these outcomes address different questions. It will also consider whether research measures active communication, passive browsing or a loss of control over use. This difference should prevent wider claims about all social media use being drawn from studies that examine just one type of engagement.
4) Methods and Ethical considerations:
The project will utilise secondary research through structured searching, the selection of sources, evaluation and thematic analysis. PsycINFO, PubMed and CINAHL will be searched through the available UWTSD library access. Searches will combine social media terms with adolescence, mental health, wellbeing, anxiety, depression, and UK location terms. AND will link contexts, and OR will link alternatives, including wellbeing and well-being, for example. Search dates, databases, filters and the findings will be recorded clearly to uphold transparency and reliability. Empirical research published in English from 2021 to the final search date will be the basis of the main evidence, whilst eligible studies will include UK adolescents aged between 13 and 18; broader samples will be included only where relevant findings can be identified separately. International reviews will inform contextual insight, rather than being influential to the UK. Furthermore, findings from England will be differentiated from evidence about Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. Exclusions will include unrelated screen activities and publications that do not have a clear link to mental health or wellbeing.
Titles and abstracts will be screened before full texts are assessed, and duplicates and reasons for exclusion will be documented. Sources will be assessed using CRAAP (currency, relevance, authority, accuracy, and purpose (Meriam Library, 2010).  Evaluation will consider publication and data collection dates, population relevance, author experience and expertise, supporting evidence and potential commercial interests. Research design, sample limitations and adjustments for existing mental health difficulties will also inform interpretation, whilst publication in an academic journal in itself will not determine reliability. An extraction table will document the study location, ages, sample, design, social media measures, outcomes, findings and limitations. The researcher will read the findings repeatedly, assign initial codes, and compare recurring patterns across sources. Any related codes will be grouped into themes, possibly including sleep, social comparison, harmful interactions and supportive connections. The themes will then be reviewed against contradictory findings and methodological differences. Quantitative associations will be described alongside qualitative accounts without treating them as equivalent evidence or guessing causation. None of the participants will be recruited, and only published material will be used. The researcher will confirm applicable university ethics requirements with the lecturer (ethical practice will include paraphrasing, accurate citations, transparent selection, and a true representation of uncertainty). Furthermore, beneficial or neutral findings will receive focus, in addition to risks, to reduce selective reporting. It is important to note that no identifiable social media posts will be collected or documented. Limitations will include English language selection, restricted database access and assessment by one researcher. These constraints may influence which studies are found and how the findings are assessed. Maintaining clear selection notes and outlining uncertain decisions with the lecturer will enhance transparency; however, it cannot remove subjectivity, and so recommendations will reflect the strength and applicability of the available evidence.


5) Resources: 
Resources will include UWTSD Library services, relevant academic databases and NHS, professional and policy publications. Library staff will support the development of the search and access difficulties. Feedback from the lecturer will guide scope, structure and the interpretation pathway, whilst study skills will support critical writing and Harvard referencing. Peer discussions will support planning while upholding independent authorship, Word will support the development of drafts, Excel will organise evidence, and Zotero will manage references. It will be important to have protected study periods and backed-up files to uphold continuity; however, if progress isn’t being made, the researcher will prioritise completing evidence selection and analysis before carrying out more contextual reading (whilst maintaining the time for revision and final reference checks).  




6) Timescale:
	Time period
	Task
	Feedback and revision

	Weeks 1–3
	Proposal and scope
	Use proposal feedback; revise objectives.

	Weeks 4–7
	Chapters 1 and 2
	Draft introduction and literature context; seek lecturer feedback.

	Weeks 8–11
	Chapter 3 and methods
	Develop searches and source evaluation; revise methods.

	Weeks 12–14
	Academic Methods Poster
	Prepare poster; incorporate available feedback.

	Weeks 15–18
	Chapter 4
	Analyse themes; review findings and limitations.

	Weeks 19–22
	Chapter 5
	[bookmark: _Int_XOyuhfZg]Draft discussion, recommendations, and conclusion.

	Weeks 23–25
	Complete draft
	Seek feedback where available; allow revision time.

	Weeks 26–27
	March 2027 submission
	Proofread, check references and submit dissertation.





7) Self-reflection as researcher (any strengths or challenges):
The Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle is an important method to use, reflecting on preparing the proposal and receiving feedback. The draft shows a strength in recognising conflicting evidence and the possible benefits alongside risks. However, translating ideas into clear objectives, a realistic timetable, and an applied reflection requires more development. The complexity of conflicting findings may result in uncertainty and result in excessively descriptive discussions, which could inhibit critical insight. Evaluating this challenge suggests that an organised evidence record is needed to link each interpretation to its source and limitations. The researcher concludes that identifying disagreement is a beneficial starting point; however, a stronger analysis requires an explanation. The action plan is to maintain a source-tracking table and a reflective log, reviewing progress weekly, using lecturer, library and study skills support. Each review will identify one improvement and check whether earlier feedback has been addressed. 
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