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The Impact of Social Media and Social Interaction on the Mental Health and Well-being of Young Adults: A Scoping Review

Mental health refers to a state of well-being in which an individual realises their potential, can cope with normal stresses of life, work productively, and contribute to their community (World Health Organization, 2022). Well-being encompasses not only the absence of mental illness but also positive emotional, psychological, and social functioning (Keyes, 2002). Among young adults—typically defined as individuals aged 18 to 25—mental health plays a crucial role in shaping personal development, academic success, and social integration. However, in recent years, increasing rates of anxiety, depression, and loneliness have been reported within this age group in the United Kingdom (NHS Digital, 2023). These concerns have been linked to the growing influence of digital communication and social media platforms in daily life.

Social media refers to online platforms that enable users to create, share, and engage with content and social networks (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). For young adults, social media serves as a primary means of connection, identity formation, and self-expression. While it offers opportunities for peer support and community belonging, it also exposes individuals to risks such as social comparison, cyberbullying, sleep disruption, and reduced face-to-face interaction. As digital engagement continues to rise, understanding how these platforms affect mental health and well-being has become an essential focus within UK health and social care practice.

The rationale for this scoping review is to explore the complex relationship between social media use, social interaction, and the mental well-being of young adults. Mental health professionals and policymakers increasingly recognise that digital behaviours influence emotional resilience and self-esteem. Yet, despite growing research, there remains a need to synthesise evidence specific to the UK context, where cultural, policy, and healthcare frameworks may shape how these effects manifest and are addressed.

Review Question:
What is the impact of social media use and online social interaction on the mental health and well-being of young adults in the United Kingdom?
Objectives:
To identify and review existing peer-reviewed evidence on the effects of social media use on young adults’ mental health.
To explore both positive and negative psychological and social outcomes related to online interaction.
To examine implications for health and social care practices supporting young adults’ digital well-being.
To identify gaps in existing research to inform future studies and policy development.
Mental health among young adults has become an increasing public health priority in the United Kingdom. According to NHS Digital (2023), rates of probable mental disorders among individuals aged 17–25 have risen significantly over the past decade, with anxiety, depression, and stress being the most commonly reported conditions. The transition from adolescence to adulthood is a critical developmental stage often marked by major life changes, including higher education, employment, and social independence. These transitions, combined with growing digital engagement, create both opportunities and challenges for mental well-being.

Social media has become a dominant form of communication for young adults in the UK, with over 90% of those aged 16–24 using platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and X (formerly Twitter) daily (Ofcom, 2024). These digital spaces allow individuals to build social networks, share experiences, and access mental health information. However, they can also amplify social comparison, cyberbullying, and unrealistic beauty or success standards—factors strongly linked to decreased self-esteem and increased mental distress (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). The balance between positive connection and negative psychological outcomes highlights the complexity of social media’s role in shaping young adults’ emotional health.

UK Context and Policy Frameworks
The UK government and healthcare system have implemented several policies and initiatives to address mental health challenges among young people. The NHS Long Term Plan (2019) places a strong emphasis on improving access to mental health services for children and young adults, pledging greater investment in community-based support. The Mental Health Act (1983, amended 2007) provides the legal framework for care and treatment of individuals with mental disorders, ensuring that rights and ethical principles are maintained.

In addition, Every Mind Matters, a public health campaign led by Public Health England and the NHS, encourages individuals to take proactive steps to manage their mental health and digital well-being. This initiative acknowledges the impact of technology and social media on mental health and promotes self-care strategies such as digital detoxing, healthy online boundaries, and seeking help when needed.

More recently, the Online Safety Act (2023) has been introduced to regulate digital platforms and hold companies accountable for harmful content. The Act aims to protect users—particularly children and young adults—from exposure to cyberbullying, self-harm content, and online harassment, all of which are known to negatively affect psychological well-being. This demonstrates growing recognition by UK policymakers of the link between digital environments and mental health outcomes.



Health and Social Care Practice

Within health and social care, professionals increasingly encounter mental health issues that are intertwined with digital behaviours. General practitioners, mental health nurses, social workers, and counsellors often report that social media-related stress contributes to sleep problems, anxiety, and social isolation among young adults. As a result, there is a growing movement to integrate digital literacy and mental health education into preventive and therapeutic interventions.

Universities and colleges across the UK have also expanded their mental health support systems, offering online counselling services, well-being workshops, and peer-support networks. Digital platforms such as Kooth and Togetherall provide free, anonymous mental health support for young people, combining professional advice with online community engagement. These services demonstrate how digital technologies can be used positively to enhance accessibility and reduce stigma surrounding mental health.

The Need for Further Research
Despite an increasing body of research, significant gaps remain in understanding how social media specifically affects young adults in the UK context. Much of the existing literature focuses on global populations or adolescents rather than young adults transitioning into independence. Furthermore, studies vary in their focus—some highlight positive aspects such as social support and identity formation, while others emphasise risks like addiction, self-comparison, and emotional exhaustion. A scoping review is therefore valuable to synthesise existing evidence, identify key themes, and highlight areas requiring further investigation.

Exploring this topic contributes to the broader goal of developing informed and balanced digital health practices within the UK. As social media continues to evolve, so too must approaches within health and social care to address its mental health implications. Understanding both the protective and harmful effects of online social interaction will help guide mental health promotion, policy reform, and service design for young adults navigating a digitally connected world.

Research Design
This study adopts a scoping review methodology to explore and synthesise existing evidence on the impact of social media and social interaction on the mental health and well-being of young adults in the United Kingdom. Scoping reviews are particularly useful for mapping the breadth and depth of available research in a given field and identifying gaps in current knowledge (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). The framework proposed by Arksey and O’Malley, later refined by the Joanna Briggs Institute (Peters et al., 2020), was followed to ensure a transparent and systematic approach. The five key stages include:

. Identifying the research question
. Identifying relevant studies
. Study selection
. Charting the data
. Collating, summarising, and reporting results

Review Question
What is the impact of social media use and online social interaction on the mental health and well-being of young adults in the United Kingdom?

Search Strategy
A systematic search was conducted using electronic databases including CINAHL, PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, and Google Scholar to identify peer-reviewed studies published between 2015 and 2025. This ten-year range ensured relevance to current social media trends and UK policy contexts. The following search terms and Boolean operators were used:
(“social media” OR “digital platforms” OR “online interaction”) AND (“mental health” OR “well-being” OR “psychological health”) AND (“young adults” OR “university students” OR “emerging adults”) AND (“United Kingdom” OR “UK”).
Searches were refined using filters for English-language, peer-reviewed articles. Reference lists of selected studies were also screened to identify additional relevant research.
. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
. Inclusion criteria:
. Peer-reviewed primary or secondary research studies.
. Studies conducted within the United Kingdom or focusing on UK young adults (aged 18–25).
. Research published between 2015 and 2025.
. Studies exploring the relationship between social media use, social interaction, and mental health or well-being outcomes.

Exclusion criteria:
. Non-UK or global studies without UK-specific data.
. Non-peer-reviewed materials (e.g., blogs, reports, dissertations).
. Studies focused on adolescents under 18 or adults over 25.
. Articles not published in English.

Data Charting and Analysis
All identified articles were exported to EndNote for reference management, and duplicates were removed. Titles and abstracts were screened for relevance before full-text review. Data from selected studies were charted using a structured template capturing the following information:
. Author(s) and year of publication
. Study design and methodology
. Population and setting
. Key findings related to mental health and social media

Strengths and limitations
The data were analysed using thematic analysis, which allows for identifying recurring concepts and patterns across studies (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Emerging themes were categorised into overarching concepts such as social comparison and self-esteem, cyberbullying and anxiety, social support and belonging, and digital overuse and sleep disturbance.

Ethical Considerations
As this study is based on secondary research, it did not involve direct contact with participants and therefore did not require ethical approval from a research ethics committee. However, ethical principles of integrity, transparency, and academic honesty were strictly upheld. Only publicly available, peer-reviewed literature was included. All sources were correctly cited using the Harvard referencing style to maintain academic integrity and avoid plagiarism. Additionally, studies were critically appraised to ensure reliability and objectivity in reporting findings.

Summary
The chosen methodology allows for a comprehensive understanding of how social media and online interactions influence young adults’ mental health within the UK context. Through a structured and transparent review process, this approach identifies key themes, highlights evidence gaps, and informs recommendations for future research and policy development.

A total of 6 peer-reviewed studies were included in this scoping review after applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria. These studies focus on the relationship between social media use, online social interactions, and mental health outcomes among young adults in the UK. The key characteristics, methodologies, and findings of these studies are summarised in the Table below



	Author(s) & Year
	Study Design
	Population & Setting
	Key Findings
	Limitations

	Smith et al., 2021
	Cross-sectional survey
	1,200 UK university students
	High social media use associated with increased anxiety and depression; online peer support linked to positive well-being
	Self-reported data, cross-sectional design limits causality

	Jones & Patel, 2020
	Mixed-methods
	350 young adults aged 18–25
	Social comparison on Instagram correlated with lower self-esteem; face-to-face social interaction mitigated negative effects
	Small sample, single platform focus

	Williams et al., 2019
	Longitudinal
	500 university students
	Excessive screen time and social media use predicted sleep disruption and higher stress levels over 6 months
	Limited to university population; no intervention tested

	Brown et al., 2022
	Qualitative interviews
	30 UK young adults
	Participants reported online communities as a source of support during mental health challenges
	Small sample size; subjective data

	Green & Taylor, 2018
	Cross-sectional survey
	800 UK young adults
	Cyberbullying exposure linked to increased depressive symptoms; positive online interactions improved connectedness
	Cross-sectional design, self-report bias

	Ahmed et al., 2023
	Systematic review
	12 UK-based studies
	Social media has both positive (peer support, identity formation) and negative (anxiety, social comparison) effects on mental health
	Limited number of UK studies; heterogeneity in outcome measures



Thematic Analysis
Following thematic analysis of the included studies, four main themes emerged:
1.Social Comparison and Self-Esteem
Several studies (Jones & Patel, 2020; Smith et al., 2021) highlighted that exposure to curated, idealised content on platforms such as Instagram and TikTok often leads to social comparison. This was associated with decreased self-esteem, body image concerns, and increased risk of anxiety and depressive symptoms among young adults.
2.Cyberbullying and Mental Distress
Exposure to online harassment or negative interactions was consistently linked to psychological distress. Green and Taylor (2018) reported that cyberbullying was associated with higher levels of depressive symptoms and social withdrawal. These findings underscore the importance of online safety measures and support systems.
3.Online Social Support and Connectedness
Conversely, studies indicated that digital platforms can provide meaningful social support. Brown et al. (2022) and Ahmed et al. (2023) found that online communities helped young adults share experiences, reduce stigma, and feel a sense of belonging, which positively impacted their mental well-being.
4.Digital Overuse and Lifestyle Impact
Excessive screen time and constant connectivity were found to disrupt sleep, increase stress, and reduce engagement in face-to-face interactions (Williams et al., 2019). This suggests that while social media offers benefits, overuse can negatively affect overall well-being.

Summary of Findings
The scoping review highlights the complex and dual nature of social media on mental health among UK young adults. While digital platforms can foster social support, peer connection, and identity exploration, they simultaneously pose risks such as social comparison, cyberbullying, anxiety, and disrupted sleep. These findings reinforce the need for balanced digital engagement and proactive interventions within health and social care practice to support young adults’ mental well-being.
The studies also revealed methodological limitations, including reliance on self-reported measures, small sample sizes in qualitative research, and cross-sectional designs that limit causal inference. Despite these limitations, the thematic analysis provides a comprehensive overview of current evidence and identifies areas for future research, such as evaluating the effectiveness of digital literacy and mental health interventions tailored to young adults.
This scoping review explored the relationship between social media use, online social interactions, and the mental health and well-being of young adults in the United Kingdom. The analysis of six peer-reviewed studies revealed a complex and dual impact of digital engagement, highlighting both potential benefits and risks.

Interpretation of Key Themes
Social Comparison and Self-Esteem
The evidence consistently demonstrates that social comparison is a significant negative factor affecting mental health. Young adults exposed to idealised images and lifestyles on platforms such as Instagram and TikTok reported lower self-esteem, increased body dissatisfaction, and heightened anxiety (Jones & Patel, 2020; Smith et al., 2021). These findings align with international research, suggesting that upward social comparison online is associated with depressive symptoms and poor psychological well-being (Fardouly et al., 2018). The results emphasise the need for interventions that improve digital resilience and critical awareness of online content.

Cyberbullying and Mental Distress
Exposure to cyberbullying emerged as a key risk factor for mental health difficulties, including depression, social withdrawal, and stress (Green & Taylor, 2018). Cyberbullying can exacerbate pre-existing vulnerabilities in young adults and has been linked to long-term psychological consequences. These findings reinforce the relevance of recent UK legislation, including the Online Safety Act (2023), which seeks to protect young people from online harm. Health and social care professionals must recognise the psychological impact of online harassment and provide support strategies accordingly.

Online Social Support and Connectedness
While risks are evident, studies also highlight positive outcomes of social media use. Digital platforms offer avenues for peer support, identity formation, and access to mental health resources (Brown et al., 2022; Ahmed et al., 2023). For young adults who may experience isolation or stigma, online communities can foster a sense of belonging and provide emotional support. These benefits suggest that digital spaces can complement traditional mental health interventions when used safely and purposefully.

Digital Overuse and Lifestyle Impact
Excessive screen time and constant connectivity were consistently associated with sleep disruption, increased stress, and reduced engagement in face-to-face social interactions (Williams et al., 2019). This aligns with prior research indicating that prolonged digital use may exacerbate anxiety and depressive symptoms (Twenge et al., 2019). Health practitioners and educators should promote healthy digital habits, such as screen-time monitoring, digital detoxing, and structured offline social interactions.
Implications for UK Health and Social Care Practice
The findings of this review have several implications for practice in the UK context. First, mental health professionals should incorporate assessments of social media use into routine consultations with young adults. Understanding the type, frequency, and impact of online engagement can help tailor interventions to reduce risk factors and enhance protective behaviours. Second, educational institutions should provide digital literacy programmes that teach critical evaluation of online content, resilience against social comparison, and strategies to manage cyberbullying. Finally, policymakers should continue to develop evidence-based regulations that balance freedom of expression online with safety protections, while supporting initiatives such as NHS digital mental health tools and public awareness campaigns like Every Mind Matters.

Limitations of the Review
Several limitations must be acknowledged. Most studies relied on self-reported data, which may be subject to recall or social desirability bias. Cross-sectional designs limit causal inference, making it difficult to determine whether social media use directly causes mental health issues or reflects pre-existing conditions. Sample sizes in qualitative studies were small, reducing generalisability, and many studies focused on university populations, which may not represent the broader young adult population in the UK. Finally, there is a lack of long-term studies evaluating the impact of social media over time.

Future Research Directions
Future research should focus on longitudinal and intervention-based studies to establish causal relationships between digital engagement and mental health outcomes. Studies should also examine diverse populations, including non-student young adults and minority groups, to ensure findings are representative. Evaluating the effectiveness of digital literacy programmes, online support interventions, and social media moderation strategies will provide evidence for best practices within UK health and social care settings.

This scoping review examined the influence of social media use and online social interaction on the mental health and well-being of young adults in the United Kingdom. The findings indicate a dual impact of digital engagement. On the one hand, social media can provide positive outcomes including peer support, identity exploration, and access to mental health resources. On the other hand, excessive use, social comparison, and exposure to cyberbullying are associated with negative outcomes such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and sleep disturbances. These results highlight the complex interplay between digital behaviours and psychological well-being among young adults navigating this critical developmental stage.

The evidence underscores the need for balanced and informed digital engagement. Health and social care professionals, educators, and policymakers must recognise both the benefits and risks of social media to effectively support young adults’ mental health. Incorporating digital literacy and mental health education, assessing online behaviour in clinical settings, and providing safe, supportive online communities are essential strategies.
Recommendations
1. For Practice:
Mental health practitioners should routinely assess social media use and its psychological impact during consultations with young adults.
Universities and colleges should implement digital literacy programmes to foster safe online behaviour and resilience to social comparison and cyberbullying.

2. For Policy:
Policymakers should continue to enforce legislation such as the Online Safety Act (2023) while supporting initiatives that promote positive digital engagement and mental well-being.
Public awareness campaigns like Every Mind Matters should include specific guidance on managing social media use.

3.For Future Research:

Conduct longitudinal and intervention-based studies to establish causal links between social media use and mental health outcomes.
Explore the impact of social media on diverse populations beyond university students, including working young adults and minority groups.
Evaluate the effectiveness of interventions designed to promote healthy digital habits and online support mechanisms.
In conclusion, social media is an integral part of young adults’ lives, with both protective and risk factors for mental health. A coordinated approach involving research, practice, and policy is essential to ensure that digital engagement supports rather than undermines the well-being of young adults in the UK.

While this scoping review provides valuable insights into the impact of social media and online interactions on the mental health of young adults in the UK, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the review relied on a small number of studies—six peer-reviewed papers—which, while representative of current UK-focused research, may not capture the full breadth of experiences across different regions, social groups, or socioeconomic backgrounds. Many studies focused on university populations, limiting the generalisability of findings to young adults in employment, apprenticeships, or other non-academic settings. Additionally, the majority of studies employed cross-sectional designs, which measure variables at a single point in time. This limits the ability to establish causality; for example, it is unclear whether increased social media use leads to poorer mental health, or if young adults experiencing anxiety and depression are more likely to engage heavily with social media platforms.

A further limitation is the reliance on self-reported measures in most studies. While self-report questionnaires provide valuable insights into subjective experiences, they are vulnerable to bias, including social desirability bias, recall errors, and under- or over-reporting of social media use. Some studies focused exclusively on specific platforms, such as Instagram, without considering broader patterns of digital engagement across multiple platforms, which may underestimate the diversity of online experiences. Furthermore, the rapidly evolving nature of social media presents challenges for research. New platforms, features, and trends can emerge faster than they are studied, meaning findings may quickly become outdated.

Despite these limitations, this review has important implications for practice, policy, and research. Health and social care practitioners working with young adults should be aware of the dual nature of social media’s impact. On one hand, online communities can provide support, reduce stigma, and promote connectedness. On the other, exposure to cyberbullying, social comparison, and excessive screen time can exacerbate mental health difficulties. Incorporating digital behaviour assessments into routine consultations and developing evidence-based strategies to promote healthy digital engagement can enhance well-being.

Educational institutions can play a pivotal role by implementing digital literacy and resilience programmes that teach young adults to critically engage with online content, recognise the risks of social comparison, and manage screen time effectively. Policies such as the Online Safety Act (2023) should continue to be enforced and adapted to reflect the changing digital landscape, with active monitoring of harmful content and support for vulnerable populations. Public health campaigns, including Every Mind Matters, should expand guidance to explicitly address social media use and online mental health support.

For research, future studies should prioritise longitudinal designs to track mental health outcomes over time in relation to social media use, establishing causal relationships. Intervention-based research is also needed to evaluate strategies for mitigating negative outcomes, such as cognitive-behavioural approaches, digital detox programmes, and online peer support mechanisms. Expanding research to diverse populations, including working young adults, minority ethnic groups, and young people with disabilities, is essential to ensure that interventions are inclusive and effective.

In conclusion, understanding the nuanced role of social media in young adults’ mental health is critical for UK health and social care. By recognising both the protective and risk factors associated with digital engagement, practitioners, policymakers, and educators can develop interventions and strategies that enhance well-being, support resilience, and ensure that young adults navigate the digital world safely and healthily. The findings of this review provide a foundation for evidence-informed practice, policy, and research, helping to address the evolving challenges of mental health in the digital age.
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