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Topic and research question
This proposal will explore the relationship between social media use and the mental health and wellbeing of adolescents. The research question is: “What does existing research suggest about the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health and wellbeing?” The review will consider both possible risks and benefits, rather than assuming that social media affects every young person in the same way.
Rationale
Social media can help adolescents communicate and maintain social connections, but concerns remain about its association with poorer mental health. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) identified associations with depression, anxiety and psychological distress, although findings varied. Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) found that associations across reviews were often weak or inconsistent. More recent evidence reported an association with internalising symptoms (Fassi et al., 2024). The relationship is therefore complex and should not be described as straightforward cause and effect. This topic matters to health and social care because practitioners need an evidence-informed understanding of young people’s online experiences when discussing wellbeing and support (Shankleman, Hammond and Jones, 2021).
Aim and objectives
The aim is to map existing research on the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health and wellbeing through a scoping review.
The objectives are to:
Identify research examining social media use and adolescent mental health.
Summarise reported associations with anxiety, depression and psychological wellbeing.
Explore factors that may shape the relationship, including patterns and types of social media use.
Consider implications for health and social care practice and identify gaps in the evidence.
Methods
A scoping review is suitable because the question is broad and studies use varied approaches. Searches will be conducted in CINAHL, MEDLINE, PsycINFO and PubMed. Search terms will combine “social media” or “social networking” with “adolescents” or “young people” and “mental health”, “wellbeing”, “anxiety” or “depression”. The review will prioritise peer-reviewed English-language research from 2019–2026 examining adolescents and mental-health or wellbeing outcomes. Studies unrelated to the question or focused exclusively on adults will be excluded. Titles and abstracts will be screened before relevant full texts are checked. Findings will be compared thematically to identify patterns, differences and evidence gaps. Associations will be interpreted cautiously because they do not establish causation (Orben and Przybylski, 2019).
Ethical considerations
As the project uses published research, it will not recruit participants or collect personal data. Ethical practice will require accurate reporting, Harvard referencing, avoidance of plagiarism and careful interpretation of study quality. Conclusions will not exaggerate potential harms or present uncertain evidence as fact.
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