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The impact of social media usage on the mental health of young adults in the United Kingdom: A scoping review.


Introduction-

Social media has become a part of everyday life for young adults in the United Kingdom. In 2026, the number of people using social media in the UK is 57.60 million. It rose by 4.6 million (+8.7%). (Global statistics. n/d). Social media platforms like TikTok, Facebook, Instagram and snapchat are Widley used for communication, entertainment and accessing information, including health information. Young adults are among the biggest percentage of people using social media. The main survey found that young people spend an average of just over 4 hours a day on social media. (Savanta on behalf of the Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT) 2026). Research suggest that young people in the UK are spending a significant amount of time on social media. This shows a cause of concern for many parents and communities across the UK, as when social media is used in a negative way it can have a negative influence of mental health leading to, anxiety, depression. low self esteem and loneliness. At the same time so studies have shown that when social media is used it can help young adults with their loneliness and can improve access to mental health services.

In the United Kingdom, the concerns for young people’s mental health have increased over the last decade. Research suggests that. Mental health issues among young people are becoming more prevalent – and more visible. Among those aged 16–34. (Peter Fonagy, 2025). Because there is a widespread use of social media mental health has become a priority for research and policymakers to make it safer and get a deeper understanding of the relationship between social media usage and mental health.

Key concepts- 
Social media – which refers to online platforms that allow people to create and interact with digital content. 

Mental health- This is an individual’s emotional, psychological and social wellbeing. According to WHO; Mental health is a state of mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realize their abilities, learn and work well, and contribute to their community. It has intrinsic and instrumental value and is a basic human right. (World health organization). 

Young adults- In this review individuals aged between 18-25 living in the United Kingdom are referred to as young adults. 


Scoping review is a type of secondary research that maps existing literature to find the nature, range and gaps with evidence instead of measuring intervention effectiveness alone.

Rationale-
The increase of prevalence of mental health problems in young adults has become a public health concern within the UK. The use of social media has expanded rapidly which prompts debates throughout the whole of the United Kingdom around the influence on the psychological wellbeing of young adults. Existing research finds that there is a link between social media usage and depression or anxiety. Furthermore, there is other research that shows benefits of using social media and encourage social connection to tackle the ongoing epidemic of loneliness in young adults. The conflict of research justifies the need for a scoping review to summarise evidence and identify the research gaps to be able to inform healthcare practices and future researchers.  

Objectives-
· Examine the current evidence of the relationship between social media usage and mental health problems among young adults in the UK.
· Identify both the positive and negative mental health outcomes that is associated with social media
· Provide recommendations for policymakers, healthcare professionals and future researchers.


Background-

The UK government now recognise the importance of supporting and trying to improve mental health services. Additional funding has been granted in hope that many more people will be able to access mental health services. The Five Year Forward View for Mental Health, published in 2016, represented a major step, securing an additional £1 billion in funding for mental health, so that an additional 1 million people could access high quality services by 2020/21. (NHS).  Apart of the NHS long term plan, they hope to be able to prioritise early intervention with improved access to mental health services for young adults across the UK. As the government now recognise the growing mental health needs for young people.

The mental health Act 1983, is a legal framework for the assessment and treatment of individuals facing mental health crisis. (The Mental Health Act 1983 is the law in England and Wales which was updated in 2007. Mind June 2022). It tells people with mental health problems what their rights are regarding: This legislation is also in place to protect the individuals in need of support. This act does not specify social media, but it underpins the mental health concerns across England and Wales.

The online safety Act 2023 is a new Act that has been put into place to take greater responsibility for protecting young children and adults from inappropriate online content. From this act been put into place social media companies are expected to reduce the amount of harmful and illegal materials that are posted. (The Act will also protect adult users, ensuring that major platforms will need to be more transparent about which kinds of potentially harmful content they allow, and give people more control over the types of content they want to see. (Department for science, innovation & technology, 2023). 


Existing services and practice-

There are many different services within the UK that provide mental support for young adults experiencing mental health difficulties associated with social media usage.

The NHS talking therapies is a service that offers evidence-based treatments, including cognitive behavioural therapy. This is used for individuals that are experiencing anxiety and depression. To access this service, a GP can put in a referral or there are self-referral pathways.

Universities also offer wellbeing services. These services play an important role in supporting young adults with their mental health challenges. Within this service they can provide counselling, peer support and education surrounding mental health.

Charitable services across the UK such as, mind, Youngminds and Samaritans offer confidential support that can vary from online, telephone, text messaging and emails. These charities offer online resources and campaigns that are aimed at improving mental health awareness among young people. Charitable organizations like these recognise the influence social media has on young adults and the effect it currently has on psychological wellbeing.


Key challenged and research gaps-

The awareness of the relationship between social media and mental health is growing but there are multiple challenges that remain.
Firstly, a lot of the research identifies associations between social media and how much it is used and poor mental health. Yet it still can not establish a direct cause of the relationship between the two as many studies use cross sectional research designs. And yet it remains unclear whether social media really does have a contribution to the mental health problems or if individuals facing mental health problems tend to use social media more as a distraction.

Additionally, many different studies measure social media differently including screen time or engagement with specific social media platforms. This leads to inconsistency of research and accuracy which then makes the comparison between different studies more challenging as it limits the development of evidence-based recommendations.   There is more focus on certain social media apps than others. When there needs to be more coverage over all the social media apps combines. 

Finally, compared to other countries and continents there is little research in the UK that focuses on young adults. A large percentage of evidence originates from the United States. Therefore, this highlights the need for further research that is UK-based to gain a better understanding of how social media has an influence on young adults’ mental health.

Overall, these challenges show that there is a need for further research in the UK and justify this scoping review. This review will contribute to awareness of how social media affects the mental health of young adults in the UK.

















Methods-
This study has adopted a scoping review methodology to examine the existing literature regarding the impact of social media usage on the mental health of young adults In the United Kingdom.
Data collection approach-
A literature search was conducted following these electronic databases:
· UWTSD library 
· PubMed
These databases were chosen as they contain high-quality reviewed literature regarding psychology, public health and digital health. 
Search key words-
· Young adults
· Mental health
· Social media 
· Depression
· Anxiety 
· Digital health
· United Kingdom

Inclusion criteria- 
· Published between 2017-2026
· Focused on young adults
· Findings that are applicable to the UK
· Use of social media and mental health

Exclusion criteria-
· Opinion papers
· Studies published before 2016
· Articles unavailable to view in full text
· Conference abstracts
Study selection-
The data base searches identified a huge number of potentially relevant studies. Any duplicates that come up where removed and multiple abstracts were screened against the inclusion list. Each full text article was assessed for eligibility for this review.
Data analysis-
A thematic analysis approach was used to shorten down the findings from the studies. From using this method, it allowed common themes to be identified.

Each finding was grouped into the following themes:
· Anxiety 
· Depression
· Social media 
· Social support
· Sleep quality 
· Positive use of social media 
· Negative use of social media 
· Screen time

Ethical consideration-
As this study is based entirely on secondary research, ethical principles were maintained by using only peer-reviewed academic literature, accurately reporting each finding and avoiding plagiarism. Both positive and negative evidence was acknowledged relating to the impact of social media usage and mental health.



	Author(s), year
	Research objective 
	Methods
	Key findings 
	Relevance to review question

	Claudia Marino. et al, (2018)
	The association between problematic Facebook use, psychological distress and well-being among adolescents and young adults
	A systematic review and meta-analysis 
	There is a positive correlation between problematic Facebook use and psychological distress.
	Demonstrates a social media platform influencing psychological health.

	Naresh Behara, Sipra Khunita, et al. (2025)
	Impact of social media use physical, mental, social, and emotional health, sleep quality, body image and mood
	A systematic literature review with narrative synthesis 
	That daily social media usage is linked to stress, anxiety and depression and poor sleep.
	Provides a clear insight on the negative effects of using social media every day.

	Rachel Cohen, et al. (2021)
	The case for body positivity on social media: Perspectives on current advances and future directions.
	A literature review
	The effects that are positive in seeing different body images and highlight the importance of difference 
	Shows a positive side of social media and how it can benefit individuals. 

	Tali Gazit, et al. (2025)
	The effect of positive and negative daily social media emotional experiences on older adults.
	A literature review 
	Social media provides opportunities for support by can increase the exposure of cyberbullying 
	Highlights both the positive and negative effects of social media





Discussion-
The findings across the reviewed literature consistently demonstrate that social media has a influence on psychological wellbeing; However, the influence varies depending on how social media is used by everyone. While most of the studies highlight more of the negative mental health outcomes for individuals it is linked with problematic or excessive social media usage. Some of the research highlights the positive outcome when body positivity and meaningful information is shared.
Marino et al. (2018) Highlighted a positive correlation between problematic Facebook and psychological distress with young adults. Their systematic review and meta-analysis strengthen the findings from this review and the reliability as it combines evidence from different studies which reducing the chances of any bias study. Correspondingly, Naresh Behara, et al. (2025) concluded that daily social media usage is associated with increased stress levels, anxiety, depression and poor sleep quality. These findings support Marino et al. (2018), as it Is suggesting that too much social media usage and engagement across different social media platforms can have a negative impact on the mental wellbeing of young adults across different populations.
Conversely, both studies demonstrate a relationship between social media usage and mental health and the deteriation it can have on psychological well-being. Neither of them can establish causation as a lot of the evidence solely relies on observational evidence. Therefore, it them limits the study to determine if social media is the main cause of psychological distress or if young adults with mental health issues are more likely to engage across different social media platforms excessively to distract themselves. This represents a limitation with the current evidence base.
In contrast, Cohen et al. (2021), provides an alternative perspective by demonstrating how social media can have a positive influence on body image through exposure to positive content. While the content is positive it is also diverse in appearances. Rather than portraying social media in a negative and harmful way, this study does the opposite and highlights the potential for young adults to feel accepted and have some confidence about their appearance. Having body positivity content coming up on social media challenges the unrealistic beauty standards that have also been set online for young adults both male and female. The findings from this study differ from Marion et al. (2018), and Behara, et al. (2025), as they both illustrate that the effect social media has on an individual depends on the type of content the individual interacts with. Because of this, it suggests that healthcare professionals should consider promoting the quality of the online engagement rather than only focusing on limiting screentime in aid to help with the relationship between mental health and social media usage. 
In addition, Gazit et al. (2025) identified both the positive and negative emotional experiences that older adults face when using social media. The review suggests that using social media can help with loneliness and encourage interaction. Social interaction benefits individuals emotionally as well as socially. Even though this review investigated older adults more, there is a link between older adults and young adults sharing the same emotions and mental health issues. However, the study acknowledges that there are risks like cyberbullying and a larger risk of been exposed to hurtful materials. The findings from this review reinforce the complexity of social media and suggest that each outcome depends on the individual and their digital literacy.
Regardless of the consistency of findings, there are still a lot of gaps that remain within the existing literature. As a lot of the studies rely on self-reported measures of the usage of social media, this means that the vulnerability to recall bias is high and show inaccurate reporting. Furthermore, there is limited research or investigations on the long-term effect on mental health and the effects of using social media through different life stages. Many of the studies focus on the younger generation even though there is an increasing growth of middle-aged and older adults who are using social media as a part of there everyday life. 
Rapidly evolving platforms like TikTok and threads are not included in any of the findings alongside the emerging artificial intelligence these have not been explored within current research which is limiting the applicability of older studies to today digital social networks.
The evidence that has been reviewed has implications for healthcare practices as healthcare professionals should be recognising the problematic social media usage as a contributing factor when assessing service users and their needs, specifically when they are been assessed and are experiencing depression, anxiety, reduced self-esteem and poor sleep. Health care professionals should focus more on improving digital literacy and encouraging healthy online behaviours rather than discouraging social media use completely. 
 More research should be concluded to examine the casual relationship between social media and mental health over longer periods of time. As well as researching into each social media platform looking at different age ranges, culture, ethnic background and sexual orientation. Additionally, exploring interventions that are designed to encourage healthier online habits, as this would provide healthcare professionals and policymakers the evidence to reduce the negative psychological effects associated with social media.
Overall, the evidence that has been concluded suggests that social media is not beneficial or harmful. In fact, the impact that social media has on mental well-being all depends on the frequency of usage and the nature of the online interactions from everyone. A balanced approach that can maximise the benefits of social media and reducing the exposure to hurtful, negative content is more likely to produce the most positive mental health outcomes.



Conclusion and recommendations-
This literature review examined the impact of social media use on mental health by analysing current evidence from systematic and literature reviews, The findings from these reviews indictae that social media has both positive and negative affects on the psychological well-being on young adults as it depends on the frequency of useage, the type of content that is been viewed alongside the purpose of the individual been on the chosen social media platform. Majority of the evidence demonstrates that excessive or problematic usage of social media is associated with increased stress, anxiety and depression. Many of the studies rely on self-reported measures which make it difficult to determine if social media has a direct effect on psychological well-being.
Overall, the review demonstrates that social media is a complex public health cause of concern rather than it been beneficial or harmful to young adults and there mental health. The findings highlight the need for promoting healthy digital habits and emotional support.

Recommendations-
Future research should take into consideration the new and developing apps so that any studies that take place in the future are fair and interventions and strategies can be put in place to reduce problematic social media usage.
Healthcare professionals should consider social media use when assessing individual’s for, anxiety, poor diet, poor sleep, depression, low self-esteem and body image issues. Mental health promotion programmes should be educational and different academic organisations should collaborate to improve digital literacy.
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