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CHAPTER 3 – Methods and Search Strategy
[bookmark: _Toc233197505][bookmark: _Toc233222479]3.1 – Introduction
The chapter is developed through the use of a desk-based, secondary methodology, which will examine the link between digital media and psychiatric outcomes in British youth. This section provides an overview of the fundamental components as established in the initial academic poster of the system of data selection, extraction and synthesis for conducting a comprehensive literature-based study (Mannarath, 2025). The methodological openness is crucial here because the sources of peer review identified provide an unbiased and quality-based empirical basis for the thematic findings presented in Chapter 4.

[bookmark: _Toc233197506][bookmark: _Toc233222480]3.2 – Search Strategy
The keywords were created from the research topic, and a structured search strategy was developed, using the following words: social media, mental health, young adults, anxiety, depression, and self-esteem. Other terminologies were added to widen the scope, e.g. "social networking sites", "psychological wellbeing", "digital wellbeing". Boolean operators were applied to narrow the search, such as "social media AND mental health", "anxiety OR depression", and NOT as needed (Shah et al., 2024). Systematic searches were conducted in PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar, and CINAHL databases, and the number of successful combinations was noted for the sake of uniformity and transparency.

[bookmark: _Toc233197507][bookmark: _Toc233222481]3.3 – Searching for Information
Primary literature was retrieved using the major academic databases such as PubMed, Scopus, Google Scholar, and CINAHL, to provide a multi-disciplinary and comprehensive collection of biomedical and psychological information. These specific platforms have been chosen because they have strict indexing requirements, high credibility of citations and a large number of peer-reviewed articles in the field of mental health. (Nicholls et al., 2022). Systematic application of electronic database filters was employed to isolate higher context studies that are more relevant. To capture the present-day digital world and its web-first approach, the search parameters included only peer-reviewed journal articles in English between 2015 and 2026.
The iterative search involved making a number of tactical modifications; generic search strings were then refined through geographical filters such as "UK" or "United Kingdom" to ensure that the search results were not swamped by non-British data cohorts. In addition, terms were modified to specifically identify the 18-25 age group and exclude research studies that were conducted independently with younger or older adult populations. The search process, including how each of these search strings was used and how many papers were retrieved at each step, is systematically documented and summarised in Appendix 1: Source Tracking Table, which is the auditable record of this search process.

[bookmark: _Toc233197508][bookmark: _Toc233222482]3.4 – Research Validation
A preliminary screening was conducted using rapid skimming methods, analysing the title, abstract, introduction and conclusion of retrieved papers to identify whether topic content matched with UK youth populations (Fok et al., 2023). This initial group of sources was evaluated through the CRAAP framework: Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, and Purpose. Strict fulfilment in all five areas was preferred. However, Currency, Relevance, and Authority received priority to capture the more contemporary algorithmic shifts through the most credible and peer-reviewed authors. This evaluation is the subject of an audit detailed in the Table of CRAAP Test (Appendix 2). For example, a 2024 study on anxieties triggered by TikTok was selected for inclusion given the high level of currency, and its localised UK relevance, whilst a 2012 global study was omitted, due to it being conducted when platform mechanics were different, for the sake of data validation. 

[bookmark: _Toc233197509][bookmark: _Toc233222483]3.5 - Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Data was rigorously filtered to ensure its quality and relevance. Inclusion criteria required articles to have been peer-reviewed, published between 2016 and 2026, be in the English language, be available online, and specifically focus on young adults (aged 18–25) in the UK. On the other hand, exclusion criteria excluded opinion blogs, non-peer-reviewed commentaries, grey literature and studies of pediatric and non-UK cohorts. These systematic boundaries prevent a thematic drift and help exclude methodologically weak data, thus guaranteeing high-quality data that directly responds to the main research goals at the end of the synthesis, as stated by Fendt (2025). 

[bookmark: _Toc233197510][bookmark: _Toc233222484]3.6 – Analysing Research
Thematic analysis of the selected secondary texts was done following the six-step framework of qualitative thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (Naeem et al., 2023). The first step was an immersive reading of the final articles, where frequent themes, patterns of behaviour and psychological consequences were identified and represented as initial open codes ("nocturnal scrolling", "upward comparison", "body dysmorphia"). These codes were then aggregated into larger themes within each theme (Goyal, 2025), matching directly to the main research questions. A matrix table was created to ensure analytical integrity and unitisation of data. This tool enabled raw extracts to be tracked and coded transparently, and its themes to be signified. This organised matrix is directly used to support the structural organisation of the qualitative synthesis accounted in Chapter 4. 

[bookmark: _Toc233197511][bookmark: _Toc233222485]3.7 – Ethical Considerations
The primary data was not collected from human participants in this study, but rather, secondary data was utilised. Therefore, the question of informed consent and patient confidentiality was moot. Accurate reference of all sources and a consistent use of the Harvard referencing were maintained, and this was practised in an ethical manner. Authors' findings were expressed with care and in an unbiased manner, avoiding plagiarism or misinterpretation. According to Manta et al. (2025), transparency and academic honesty are fundamental to secondary research. Selection and analysis of literature, and their presentation were done in a fair manner to reduce bias and ensure the credibility of the research. 

[bookmark: _Toc233197512][bookmark: _Toc233222486]3.8 – Chapter Conclusion
The methodology used in identifying the relevant literature, analysing and evaluating it for the research topic, has been described in this chapter. The evidence presented was ensured to be of high quality, relevant, and contextually sound through the use of a structured search strategy, defined inclusion and exclusion criteria, and source validation procedures, as well as a thematic coding approach. The processes were used to enable a systematic basis for the study. The next chapter summarises the results of the literature analysis, structured by the key themes, which will address the research aims and objectives. 
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