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Abstract
This research examined the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents and young populations, with a particular focus on the UK.  With the focus of secondary based data collection this research has been done. The papers or articles were retrieved from databases (e.g., PubMed, Web of Science, CINAHL, and Google Scholar) totalled 12 studies published between 2018 and 2026, utilising the PRISMA framework. The results indicated a consistent relationship between excessive use or problematic use of social media and negative mental health effects (depression, anxiety, stress and low self-esteem). Further evidence supporting adolescents' use of social media for long periods of time comes from the UK, where cohort studies of the UK showed that adolescents who used social media for 5 or more hours a day reported more depressive symptoms.
This research also revealed that the nature and quality of social media interaction are factors that affect mental health. The psychological risks were higher with both active and passive forms of use, but varied by the experience of individuals based on their resilience, social supports and context. Social Comparison Theory and Displacement Theory were discussed as one of the theories that could explain the results obtained, and it was noted that the relationship is not directly causal. Suggestions ranged from enhancing Digital Literacy education to increasing support for primary care, as well as creating interventions on healthy online engagement. Yet study limitations, self-reported data and a lack of specifically UK-based evidence suggest a need for further longitudinal studies. The final chapter captures the main findings from the systematic literature review, which found that the problem, excessive use of social media, is highly related to depression, anxiety and low self-esteem among adolescents and young people in the UK. The research agenda was answered by using the analysis of 12 empirical studies, which showed that interactions between social media and mental health are complex, non-linear and moderated by individual, type of engagement, and contextual features. Targeted measures are suggested for schools, health care professionals and platform regulators, such as embedding digital literacy courses and revising health care guidelines for primary care. The research directions for the future are platform-specific long-term studies, gender disaggregated analysis, and the study and investigation of artificial intelligence applications to content curation. The dissertation provides a theoretically informed contribution from a UK perspective and a synthesis of this current public health problem.
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[bookmark: _Toc231398884]Chapter 1: Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc231398885]1.1 Introduction
Social media is widely used among young individuals in the UK. Through the technological emergence in this era, the young generation has significantly adopted social media in their daily habits (Gray, 2018). This chapter forecasts the overall background of the research to demonstrate the topic. Besides that, the problem statement is covered in this chapter to highlight the issue of the mental health impact of social media in this context. Research aims and objectives are proposed to critically derive information throughout the study. Research questions are developed to accurately investigate the context. Additionally, the rationale and structure are given to justify the dissertation systematically. Lastly, the chapter summary encapsulates the overall outcome of this chapter. 
[bookmark: _Toc231398886]1.2 Background of the research 
In today’s landscape, social media is greatly used among young adults and adolescents in the UK. In this context, it is found that 93% of young teenagers use social media regularly for entertainment, social interaction and academic purposes (Sister Hospitallers, 2026). However, high usage of social media disrupts UK-based young individuals' sleep cycle and greatly impacts their mental health in the long term. In this context, Ahmed et al. (2024), stated that excessive social media use induces anxiety, depression and sleep problems in individuals and erodes their well-being. Additionally, in the view of Rodway et al. (2023), the regular use of social media can generate suicidal thoughts in the minds of young individuals in the UK, due to online bullying and exposure to self-harm images. Hence, it can be predicted that social media has a significant negative impact on the mental health of UK-based individuals (Benson et al., 2019). If not managed sincerely, it may even lead to death-related harm in adolescents. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc232110940]Figure 1: Impact of social media on the mental health of 18-24 year old individuals in the UK
(Source: YouGov, 2026)
The aforementioned image illustrates the impact of using social media among 18 to 24 year old individuals and unravels the fatal negative impact on the young individuals in the UK. Additionally, from the empirical study of Plackett et al. (2023), it can be derived that the more time spent with social media results in more mental health related issues, such as psychological stress and depression in the adolescents of the UK. In this context, it is found that among 14 to 29 years old 49% of individuals stated that active use of social media causes stress (Life 2022). Additionally, social media usage may lead to ostracism and cyberbullying, hindering the self-esteem of individuals (Çiftci et al., 2023). However, the author also cited that social media can be helpful for young individuals to enhance their belongings and friendships through social connections. Hence, it can be interpreted from the findings that the use of social media can also be helpful for young individuals in the UK. However, excess use of social media can pose fatal mental health related issues in UK-based adolescents and young adults (Twigg et al., 2020). 
Therefore, from the overall statement, it can be summarised that social media has a great impact on the mental health of young adults and adolescents in the UK. As the use of social media is emerging with time among individuals, the risks of harm are gradually increasing despite the positive side (Winstone et al., 2021., Mülle et al., 2016). Thus, acknowledging both aspects simultaneously is crucial for the UK-based adolescents and young adults to maintain their mental health and well-being. 
[bookmark: _Toc231398887]1.3 Problem Statement 
In the rapid emergence of technology in this era, social media acts as a milestone for this advancement. Throughout the adoption of social media, the concerns of health and mental-related issues are also emerging (Winstone et al., 2022). This study intends to identify the mental health impact of social media on adolescents and young individuals in the UK. Excessive use of the social media platforms such as Facebook, Youtube and Instagram often leads to fatal mental issues, including depression and anxiety in individuals and may even bring suicidal thoughts (Rodway et al., 2023). It hampers academic performance and the well-being of young individuals (Zubair et al., 2023). In this context, Modgil (2025), found that 87% of the Gen Z population of the UK cited their mental health is negatively affected by social media. Hence, from this perspective, this research fortifies the intense negative impact on adolescents and young individuals of the UK and upholds the importance of limiting the usage (Plackett et al., 2022). Therefore, it can be summarised that through exploring the distinct impacts of social media on the mental health of the adolescents and young adults of the UK who use social media, this research identifies the cause of the usage and recommends effective ways to proactively assess the concern. 
[bookmark: _Toc231398888]1.4 Research question, aim and objectives 
Research question:
What is the degree of impact for using social media in the mental health of UK based adolescents and young adults? 
Research Aim:
The aim of this research is to identify the mental health impact for the use of social media among UK based adolescents and young adults. 
Objectives: 
· To assess the interconnection between social media and mental health such as depression anxiety and self-esteem in young adults and adolescents of the UK.
· To assess the influence of factors like platform, type of use and frequency on the physiological health of young adults and adolescents of the UK.
· To assess empirical strategies for hindering the negative mental health effects for the social media use of UK based young adults and adolescents.  
[bookmark: _Toc231398889]1.5 Rationale of the Research 
The research captures the mental health issues of the UK-based young adults and adolescents, influencing their self-esteem and reducing their productivity. Additionally, the research intends to assess factors like depression and anxiety as a result of excessive social media usage. The young adulthood and adolescence represent a developmental period where individuals are seeking identity exploration and are exposed to social vulnerabilities due to peer influence (Branje et al., 2021). It is seen that the great usage of social media among individuals leads to cyberbullying and ultimately invokes depression and anxiety in young adults and adolescents in the UK. From this study, the understanding of the spent time, interaction type and usage patterns in social media of UK-based adolescents and young adults helps to identify high-risk behaviours which is essential for understanding mental health challenges (Taddi et al., 2024). 
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[bookmark: _Toc232110941]Figure 2: The internet usage of 15 year old kids of the UK on typical weekdays
 (Source: Parliament.UK, 2018)
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[bookmark: _Toc232110942]Figure 3: The impact of online abuse and exploitation
 (Source: Parliament.UK, 2018)
It indicates the great concern of psychological distress among parents about the social media usage of adolescents and young adults in the UK. Through identifying the protective and harmful behaviours, this research intends to help mental health professionals and educators in designing appropriate strategies as per the needs of adolescents and young adults. Hence, this research focuses on identifying the specific causes of the mental impacts and assessing the psychological changes of young adults and adolescents due to the excessive consumption of social media in the UK. It is helpful for safeguarding the well-being of young adults and adolescents for balancing social media use (Winter and Lavis, 2021). However, as these concerns are increasing over time, this study effectively highlights the causes and proposes recommendations in the context appropriately. 
[bookmark: _Toc231398890]1.6 Structure of the Dissertation
This systematic literature review dissertation follows a structured approach. The introductory part defines the topic and provides justification of the study through research rationale and problem statement. Additionally, the specific research question, aim and objectives were set to critically explore the context. In addition, the methodology underpins the philosophical assumptions and presents valid strategies for data collection and analysis and interprets appropriate quality assessment methods. Lastly, the results present data extraction methods and opines an descriptive summary of included studies. Lastly, the discussion part synthesises the findings, ethical considerations and critically appraises the evidence. Additionally the literature gap is covered in this part and the limitation of the study is interpreted for future studies. 


[bookmark: _Toc231398891]1.7 Chapter Summary 
The significant impact of social media on the mental health of UK-based adolescents and young adults is highlighted in this study. Primarily, the introductory part discussed the context of the study. Besides that, the background of the research covered the impacts of social media on the mental health of adolescents and young adults in the UK. In addition, the problem statement is added to highlight the problem within the context. In this study, the research aim, question and objectives are interpreted to critically delve into the topic, and a rationale has been given to justify the reason behind the study. Lastly, the dissertation structure and chapter summary have been proposed to systematically structure the composition of the study and interpret the conclusion of the first chapter. 


[bookmark: _Toc227448209][bookmark: _Toc231398892]Chapter 2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _heading=h.xaommtmr7wj9][bookmark: _Toc227448210][bookmark: _Toc231398893]2.1 Introduction 
The proliferation of social media has changed the lives of teenagers and young adults, especially in the UK, where such digital interaction is highly integrated in social and educational activities (Zsila and Reyes, 2023). The literature review is a critical analysis of the existing body of knowledge on the mental health effects of using social media, both positive and negative. Themes covered are depression, anxiety, self-esteem, and cyberbullying, and the influence of usage patterns and platform characteristics. Theoretical and conceptual perspectives are also incorporated in the review to offer a systematic approach to the understanding of the phenomenon and to determine the gaps of current research.
[bookmark: _heading=h.sa9t8ruyr4vp][bookmark: _Toc227448211][bookmark: _Toc231398894]2.2 Inter connection between Social Media and Depression & Anxiety
There is a substantial body of literature that has found a significant relationship between high levels of depression and anxiety and excessive use of social media among adolescents and young adults (Gupta et al., 2022). The systematic reviews have shown that the experience of being exposed to idealised and edited content over time can result in perceived reality distortions that cause feelings of inadequacy and distress. Also, the lack of breaks in connectivity leads to the pressure to be socially active that could be a source of emotional burnout and anxiety (Vranešević et al., 2019). Empirical evidence also indicates that the content promoted by algorithms tends to enhance emotionally eliciting content, further exacerbating negative affective conditions (Keles et al., 2020; Hilty et al., 2023). Nonetheless, other researchers believe that the correlation is not causal but correlational and that results should be interpreted with caution. Regardless of these discussions, there is evident consistency in the fact that harmful usage habits, especially screen time overuse, are directly associated with the worsening of mental health outcomes (Khalaf et al., 2023). Social media – like Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, and TikTok – are very relevant to the lives of young people, and have an impact on young people's communication, identity building, and social interaction. These devices offer entertainment and connectivity, but too much of them are correlated with depression and anxiety (Lopes et al., 2022).
Di Cara et al., (2022) indicated that extended use of social media has a detrimental effect on emotional wellbeing through social comparison, cyberbullying, fear of missing out (FOMO) and self-esteem. Research in the UK found that teenagers who spend time on social networking websites are more likely to experience depression, loneliness, and psychological distress (Oh and Jung, 2020). Their aesthetic references to idealised lifestyles and to edited social media feeds can set in incredibly high expectations for what people think their life and body should look like, sometimes resulting in them feeling fed up with their lives and their own body (Krasnoff et al., 2021). Additionally, anxiety is also very historical to engagement with social media (Lopes et al., 2022). Publishing content with the goal of being seen online, replying immediately to a message, and building social media friends and engagement through likes, comments, and followers are often peer pressured among young adults. This puts emotional pressure and anxiety of evaluation on them (Khalaf et al., 2023). In addition, there may be continuous notifications and online communication, which both can accelerate cognitive overload and disrupt sleep cycles, known factors that contribute to anxiety disorders.
Another consideration linking social media with depression and anxiety is cyberbullying. People who are subjected to online harassment typically have emotional distress, loss of self-esteem, and isolation (Gupta et al., 2022). Evidence shows that exposure to cyberbullying can significantly worsen adolescents' anxiety and depressive symptoms in the UK than for those with less exposure to cyberbullying. Other researchers, however, disagree that there are bad consequences to social media (Lamber et al., 2022). Online communities can also offer emotional support, mental health awareness, and peer connection in some instances, particularly for those who are feeling isolated or under stress, such as youth (Hancock et al., 2022). Supportive digital spaces can help to help people not feel alone, and persuade them to seek professional assistance. Thus, the relationship between SMM and mental health is not so straightforward as it eventually relies on its usage pattern, length of time exposed to SMM, and psychological factors of the individual using SMM (Beyari, 2023).
As a whole, the available literature suggests a strong linkage between SMM and depression (and anxiety) in adolescents and young people in the UK. There can be social benefits from moderate, and positive, engagement, but too much, and unhealthy engagement, tends to result in poorer mental health outcomes (Vromen et al., 2015; Goodyear et al., 2019). This emphasises a positive social media experience and the need for more awareness of the psychological impacts of social media (Parry et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _heading=h.5wz8b3thq872][bookmark: _Toc227448212][bookmark: _Toc231398895]2.3 Relation within Social Media and Self-esteem 
Social media can have a very strong impact on self-esteem, especially in adolescents who are at a very critical phase of identity formation  (Falgoust et al., 2022). The focus on likes, comments, and followers preconditions the validation-based atmosphere when self-esteem will depend on the approval on the internet. Viewing of idealised lifestyles and appearance can lead to negative self-appraisal and body dissatisfaction (Blank and Lutz, 2017). Furthermore, the stress of sustaining a desirable online identity may result in mental distress and less authenticity. Although it is true that positive feedback can make some users feel more confident, this effect is net-negative on the whole when comparisons become common and internalised (Gupta et al., 2022).
According to Cingel et al., (2022), there is an association between excessive social media use and low self-esteem. Adolescents often contrast their look, lifestyle and achievements to media that they see online and is carefully edited, maintained and showcased by peers, celebrities and influencers. This social comparison may result in negative body perceptions, including feelings of low confidence and body dissatisfaction (Colak et al., 2023). Young age users have the impression that they need to function with unrealistic beauty expectations, get usage likes or comments, or acquire followers to feel social acceptance (Peng and Lu, 2024). If desires are not met, small users feel a decrease in self-confidence and may feel pressured to behave in a specific method to fulfill the standards of beauty or receive social approval in the form of likes, comments and followers  (Falgoust et al., 2022).
Validation seeking has a strong link with social media self-esteem. Many youth are taking cues from online feedback about how popular they are and how accepted they are (Thelwall and Vis, 2017). While positive interactions might briefly fuel a sense of being confident, negative statements or little interaction can lead to feelings of insecurities, stress and vulnerability. Studies have shown that teens who are seeking social media validation are at greater risk for low self-esteem and mental ill-being (Cingel et al., 2022; Carter et al., 2022).
Another major factor that is linked with social media use is body image issues. Photos, fitness images and photograph filters can cause consumers to have misleading ideas about their bodies (Falgoust et al., 2022). Yu et al., (2019), indicated that young females are more susceptible to pressure based on appearance, while young males are becoming more affected by the pressure from online music, sports and lifestyles, regarding muscularity (Berryman et al., 2018). By participating in supportive online communities, viewing educational presentations, and interacting with others in positive ways, individuals may enhance their sense of confidence and identity and strengthen social relations (Miljeteig and von Soest 2022). Digital communication can be used to offer emotional support and a sense of belonging to young people facing loneliness or marginalisation.
However, for most of the body of literature, social media and self-esteem have a positive association, but also a negative one, depending on their social media use (Farooq and Farrukh, 2023). Previous studies, however, indicate that prolonged viewing of ‘social comparison content’ and an online culture of ‘self-reinforcement' are linked to reduced self-esteem of British teens and young people (Tartari, 2015). This underscores the importance of raising awareness of and encouraging positive social media usage and mental health protection.
[bookmark: _heading=h.e40tqn3v55][bookmark: _Toc231398896][bookmark: _Toc227448213]2.4 Online Harm and Cyberbullying 
Cyberbullying is one of the most dangerous features of social media usage, and there is a lot to consider in terms of mental health. Online harassment can cause anxiety, depression, and even suicidal thoughts in the victims (Khalaf et al., 2023). The anonymity and ease of digital platforms exacerbates the severity and continuity of such behaviours, where the victims find it hard to get away. In addition, viewing damaging material, such as imagery of self-harm, may legitimise damaging acts. The legal frameworks and technological interventions have been suggested as preventative measures, and it is still difficult to tackle the problem across the platforms (Ahmed et al., 2025).
Cyberbullying and online harm are very serious problems that are being created by the use of social media by adolescents and young adults in the UK (Mishra et al., 2024). Cyberbullying can be defined as using a digital platform to harass, threaten, embarrassment, or specifically target another person through a message, image, post, or social exclusion (such as leaving someone out). Due to the constant connectivity of social media and the fact that anyone can communicate with anyone else using a digital phone, the potential and risk for that person to be abused in some way online through social media platforms such as Instagram, Tik-Tok, Snapchat and Facebook, has increased significantly (Cowie et al., 2023).
Studies show that victims of cyberbullying have higher levels of depression, anxiety, stress, loneliness, and an overall low sense of self-esteem (Gholami et al., 2026). Online harassment can occur at all times, and the anonymity in which online harassment occurs makes it more psychologically damaging for a young person than traditional bullying (Mishra et al., 2024). Digital platforms are full of negative comments, body shaming, rumors and social exclusion, all of which can have a serious psychological impact on a young person and their academic performance (Sabbagh et al., 2020). More importantly, adolescents are also being exposed to harmful online content such as hate speech, material related to self-harm and unrealistic social expectations, all of which can add to the mental distress they are experiencing (Cowie et al., 2023). Most importantly, cyberbullying and online harm are major issues that are associated with the use of social media and provide a call for the awareness of digital safety and needs for stronger protections for individuals using social media.
The social acceptance and peer relationships have a special importance for the adolescent period which is a particularly vulnerable period. Research has shown that cyberbullying victims have higher rates of symptoms of psychological distress and have been found to take part in social withdrawal (Singh et al., 2026). Cyberbullying can have a profound impact on youth mental health, ranging from peer pressure to feelings of shame or embarrassment, which can even lead to self-harmful behaviours and suicidal ideation in serious cases.
Exposure to harmful online content can have an indirect impact on mental wellbeing as well as a direct impact on mental wellbeing as a direct victim of the content. Young social media users could come to experience hate speech, misinformation, body shaming material and on-line discrimination. These circumstances can result in feelings of insecurity, fear and emotional instability (Standlee, 2019). Adolescents and young adults facing repeated negative experiences online often say that they feel less satisfied with life and feel psychologically vulnerable. Speculation about the impact of constant connectivity, which is achieved through online social communications, could exacerbate these effects because people do not have a lot of opportunities to be disconnected from negative experiences, since they are connected to social media almost all the time (Khalaf et al., 2023).
Although many studies over the years have identified cyberbullying as a problem, some controversy exists about the impact of cyberbullying on mental health  (Gholami et al., 2026). Majority of the studies find that this relationship is negative and size of the effects is largely dependent on factors such as age, gender, frequency of social media use, social support networks, individual resilience. Moreover, a majority of the existing research has looked at short-term (psychological) results, while there has been comparatively limited research on longer-term mental health impacts of experiences of online harm among adolescents and young adults in the UK (Mishra et al., 2024).
Thus, while there is a clear connection between cyberbullying and mental health problems in past research, additional studies are necessary to shed light on the various mechanisms by which cyberbullying can negatively affect mental health. The aim of this systematic review is to summarise what is currently known about social media-related online harm and cyberbullying in the UK in relation to mental health in adolescents and young adults and to highlight opportunities for future research.
[bookmark: _heading=h.r8mm39fq47ta][bookmark: _Toc227448214][bookmark: _Toc231398897]2.5 Positive Impacts of Social Media 
Social media has several positive aspects even though they are accompanied by some risks, such as improved social connectivity, emotional support, and self-expression (Shahzad et al., 2024). On-line communities have the potential to create a sense of belonging especially among marginalised people. Nevertheless, such advantages are frequently conditional on the balanced and careful usage, which emphasises the dualistic effect of social media (Zsila and Reyes, 2023). 
Social media is also a very important way for adolescents to express who they are and develop their identity (Scott et al., 2023). Adolescents have created a forum to share their thoughts, creativity, and personal experiences using digital platforms. This sharing often results in increased confidence, security, and participation in social activities (Zsila and Reyes, 2023). There are also many online communities and support groups that are available for adolescents to safely communicate with other people who may be dealing with the same challenges they are having (Krishna et al., 2024). This communication can often help them feel less lonely and create the bond of emotional support. Moreover, social media increases awareness about mental health issues and provides information about mental health (Miljeteig and von Soest 2022). Many companies, influencers and healthcare professionals use social media to create awareness about anxiety, depression, and well-being to encourage young people to seek help and break down the stigma attached to mental health (Zeqiri et al., 2025). Social media can also help young people learn, develop their careers, and be social activists by connecting them with access to educational resources and opportunities (Zsila and Reyes, 2023). Thus, when used responsibly and with moderation, social media can positively impact young people regarding social interaction, emotional support, and psychological well-being in the UK.
The positive influence of social media seen in relation to mental health awareness and support seeking behaviour is also evidenced. There are a number of organisations, health care professionals and support groups that leverage social media platforms to disseminate mental health information, coping tips and support services (Krishna et al., 2024). Content can minimize the stigma surrounding mental health and help to motivate youth to seek help and support when needed. Psychological wellbeing may be fostered through online support communities, which can offer emotional relief and comfort, especially for those who feel stressed, anxious, or lonely (Zsila and Reyes, 2023).
Moreover, social media can also contribute to civic engagement and social participation. Youth is involved in social issues, community projects and public debates through digital platforms, and this use occurred more often over time.Young people are more likely to engage in social causes, community projects and public debates via digital platforms over time (Miljeteig and von Soest 2022). Get involved in online campaigns and advocacy efforts, developing a sense of empowerment, social connectedness, etc. It has been suggested that these interactions contribute to psychological wellbeing as they give people a sense of contribution, belonging and purpose for life (Zeqiri et al., 2025).
But the benefits of social media are not always contingent upon the quantity and quality of use. Research indicates that there are such things as active engagement (chatting with friends, joining supportive communities) versus passive engagement (excessive social comparison, scrolling) (Shahzad et al., 2024.There is some evidence that there's active engagement and passive engagement, whereby listening to a friend, and getting involved in supportive communities, have positive effects versus excessive social comparison and social scrolling. Thus the advantages are dependent upon the amount that individuals interact with the various social media websites along with the quality of their online experiences.
In general, literature suggests that social media has a number of positive impacts on the mental health and wellbeing of the adolescent and young person. Social media can positively influence psychological development in the following ways: improving social support, allowing for self-expression, providing education, helping increase mental health awareness and improving civic engagement. However, more studies are needed in order to find out the circumstances in which these benefits are maximized, with a view to reducing potential negative effects especially for young people in the UK.
[bookmark: _heading=h.kq8a0tr8z67n][bookmark: _Toc227448215][bookmark: _Toc231398898]2.6 Factors Influencing the Impact the mental health
Social media has many moderating factors that determine the degree to which it impacts mental health. Platform use is an important factor, and heavy use has been associated with adverse effects, whereas moderate use might be comparatively safe (Zsila and Reyes, 2023). Also, the nature of interaction, whether passive consumption or active interaction, has a great influence on psychological impacts, where passive use is commonly linked to greater rates of depression (Hammoudi Halat et al., 2023). Platform-specific attributes also play a role in having different experiences, with visual-based platforms having a tendency to increase social comparison. Personal factors, such as personality, disposition and current mental health status, also predetermine vulnerability to adverse effects (Ko et al., 2025). In addition, new data suggest the significance of digital literacy and coping mechanisms in reducing risks. These results indicate that the effect of social media does not apply to all people and situations but depends on the individual and situation (Pinter et al., 2022).
The type of online activity influences mental health. Passive actions, such as constantly scrolling through feeds and comparing their lifestyle with others, can damage self-esteem and well-being (Khalaf et al., 2023). In contrast, the active engagement of positive communication and supportive interaction may enhance social connection and emotional support for young individuals. Characteristics about the individual, such as age, gender, personality, and emotional resilience, also influence the impact of social media (Gautam et al., 2024). Overwhelming evidence suggests that adolescent youth and those with lower confidence levels are more vulnerable to online pressure, cyber-bullying, and socially comparing themselves to others (Pinter et al., 2022; Sharma et al., 2022). Female users are particularly affected by appearance-focused content and body dissatisfaction.
In addition, individuals are also influenced by their family environment, peer influence, and any digital literacy that they may possess (White et al., 2024). Supportive parenting and teaching youth to be aware of healthy behaviours online will improve the likelihood that they will not be exposed to harmful effects of social media (Ahmed et al., 2025). However, individuals who do not have parental guidance and/or supervision when using social media may be more likely to be exposed to inappropriate content and experience harm from using social media (Dekel et al., 2024). Hence, the impact of social media on the mental health of youth can vary significantly based on how, why, and how frequently young people use digital platforms.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ebapaloy8dha][bookmark: _Toc231398899][bookmark: _Toc227448216]2.7 Theoretical Framework 
The connection between the use of social media and mental health can be explained in a number of theoretical perspectives. According to the Uses and Gratification Theory, young people are actively using social media to satisfy psychological and social needs like entertainment, identity formation and social interaction (Kim and Cake, 2025). Nevertheless, such a hedonism-based use can also create dependence and overuse with the ensuing negative mental health consequences (Gyimah, 2024). Equally, Social Comparison Theory also emphasises that exposure to idealised representations on the internet prompts users to make comparisons with others, which leads to lower self-esteem and anxiety in most cases (Powdthavee, 2024). Social comparisons can have positive effects when they are used as sources of motivation and inspiration by the individual when they look up to other successful individuals. Positive comparisons can foster the motivation to improve, to set goals, to progress in life. Nevertheless, the body of literature is mostly about how overuse of social media is likely to lead to bad social comparison experiences and thus affect mental wellness (Wheeler, 2024).
This systematic review is therefore significant for the Social Comparison Theory because it offers a useful way of understanding the relationships between adolescents and young adults' psychological responses to interacting with other people via social media in the UK. The theory can help answer the why for why viewing idealized images on-line can lead to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and body image issues.
Moreover, Displacement Theory posits that time on the social media substitutes valuable offline communication, thus undermining social connections and emotional well-being (Hall and Liu, 2022). Moreover, Self-Determination Theory places significant importance on autonomy, competence, and relatedness that can be compromised due to unhealthy online engagement habits. These theories put forward a holistic approach to understanding the psychological impacts of social media use (Falgoust et al., 2022). Users can display achievements, get positive feedback and practice activity to build their confidence and self-efficacy. To support their sense of competency and personal development, educational content and sharing communities for new skills and professional networks may also help.
Social media can also be a negative influence on meeting these psychological needs, however. High levels of reliance on likes, comments and external validation have been known to affect one's sense of autonomy as they become dependent on other people's affirmation. Loss of feeling competent and feeling socialised can cause psychological distress due to negative feedback, cyber-bullying or social exclusion. However, the psychological needs which are not met can lead to anxiety, depression, stress and unhappiness with life among the young users Falgoust et al., 2022).
The concept of self-determination theory can be used to give an explanation to the positive and negative benefits of social media to mental health. In contrast to Social Comparison Theory, which mostly explains negative psychological states generated by the comparison processes, SDT provides a much broader focus, stating that social media may have a positive or negative psychological impact on users if it meets or does not meet their basic psychological needs.
[bookmark: _heading=h.tq54pe7l7wed][bookmark: _Toc227448217][bookmark: _Toc231398900]2.8 Conceptual Framework
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc232110943]Figure 4: Conceptual framework
 (Source: Self-Developed)
This paper conceptualises the use of social media as the independent variable that determines the mental health outcomes of adolescents and young adults. Depression, anxiety, and self-esteem are the dependent variables that are influenced by direct and indirect mechanisms (Ahmed et al., 2025). Intermediary variables like cyberbullying, sleep disturbance, and social comparison have a strong impact on this relationship but moderating variables including frequency of use, type of engagement, and platform characteristics have a more significant impact. The framework emphasises the fact that the effect of social media is not linear, but rather complex and multidimensional and that the results of behavioural patterns and contextual factors should be evaluated with a subtle understanding of the effects on mental health (Gupta et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _heading=h.lfdvq36vfn0l][bookmark: _Toc231398901][bookmark: _Toc227448218]2.9 Literature Gap
Although there has been research, there are still a number of gaps in the literature. To begin with, no studies are UK specific, most of the findings are made based on the global context, which restricts their applicability. Secondly, the available studies tend to focus on the amount of time spent on social media instead of analysing the nature and quality of engagement (Dekel et al., 2024). Thirdly, the mixed results about the positive and negative effects suggest that more detailed and longitudinal research is required. Moreover, the topic of the importance of the new technologies, including artificial intelligence in content regulation and cyberbullying prevention, has been given little focus. These gaps need to be addressed to create a more detailed picture of the issue (Philipo et al., 2026).
[bookmark: _heading=h.f0mmm15wektd][bookmark: _Toc231398902][bookmark: _Toc227448219]2.10 Chapter Summary 
The chapter critically examined the available literature on the mental health effects of social media in adolescents and young adults. It brought out the two-sidedness of social media, focusing on the positive and negative aspects. Theoretical and conceptual frameworks offered a systematic approach to the understanding of the complex relationship considered, whereas the empirical studies revealed that there were significant associations with depression, anxiety, and self-esteem problems. Such important influencing factors as usage patterns and individual differences were also discussed. Notably, a number of gaps in the literature were discovered, which is why further research is necessary. The next chapter will describe the approach to fill these gaps and meet the research goals.


[bookmark: _Toc231398903]Chapter 3: Methodology 
[bookmark: _Toc231398904]3.1 Introduction 
Currently social media has an immense impact upon adolescents and young individuals. Here, in the methodology part, the context is underpinned with philosophical assumptions. Additionally, the Interpretivism philosophy is selected in the study. Besides that, the inductive research approach is adopted in this study for developing theory based on the findings. Furthermore, this study has incorporated a systematic literature review in this study for collecting existing journals and exploring the perspective of different authors. Moreover, cross-sectional study had chosen in this context as it is helpful for conducting the research in a small time frame inexpensively. Furthermore, the search strategy has been chosen to exclude and include peripherals in this study. Besides that, the data extraction had been done by the PRISMA flow chart. Additionally, the assessment is done by evaluating the studies and lastly the data analysis is conducted for synthesising the data and ethical considerations have been proposed to uphold the integrity of the study. 
[bookmark: _Toc231398905]3.2 Research Philosophy
The research philosophy is the set of beliefs and assumptions which helps to guide the research process (Melnikovas, 2018). In this context, the impact of social media on young adults and adolescents are assessed through understanding the subjective meaning of the online experiences of the individuals. It was helpful for deriving the subjective truth through thematic analysis by implementing the Interpretivist philosophy in the study (Dissanayake, 2023). It was helpful for analysing the social processes and allows for critically evaluating the complex factors (Hogain, 2018). Additionally, from the interpretivist sense the visual presence on social media creates a real feel to individuals, often replacing their physical world interactions. From an interpretivist perspective, it helps to improve the interest of individuals in social media, inducing their mental health (Oh et al., 2018). 
Additionally, the knowledge gathered by the young individuals from social media was often designed to maximise the engagement of individuals, affecting their emotional state of mind through prioritising emotional contents. It helps to massively engage individuals in social media and disrupts their mental health through depression and anxiety (De et al., 2025). These factors are helpful to follow the interpretivist approach as research philosophy in this research and uphold a deeper understanding of the context. 
Here, positivism was not taken due to its inability to justify the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents and young adults. As positivism subjectively assesses the context. Here, it might be helpful to derive the numerical analysis between the social media usages of individuals but it was not helpful to assess the impact through the perspective of an individual. However, a positivist approach was not taken in this study due to its weakness in analysing the social factors. Also, it may not be able to unveil the meanings attached to social phenomena (Hogain, 2018). Thus, an interpretivist philosophical approach has been adopted in this study. It was helpful for the study to evaluate appropriate findings from the study. Therefore, it can be summarised that through the subjective lens, the assessment of the impact of social media on the mental health of young adults and adolescents was beneficial for the study. 
[bookmark: _Toc231398906]3.3 Research Approach 
The research approach in the methodological perspective helps to identify the logic behind the theory development and helps to align the study with research philosophy (Melnikovas, 2018). An inductive approach helps to analyse specific findings and identify patterns for developing a theory based on the facts (Kumar and Ujire, 2024). In this context, the impact of social media on the mental health of young individuals and adolescents was observed to identify the patterns between the mental health and the digital interactions through qualitative analysis. Thus, through identifying the facts, the theory will be developed based on the findings. An inductive research approach helps to improve understanding by finding patterns in the study. It also allows for revealing insights based on complex phenomena (Kumar and Ujire, 2024). 
Here, the state of mind was primarily observed to gather the experience of the individuals. Next, the patterns are recognised in the study for identifying the similarities. Through evaluating the similarities, the theory was finally developed for generalising the outcome. However, the deductive method was not chosen as it excessively relied on the theories. The reliance on the theory often narrows the development of new ideas and inhibits innovations (Daniel and George, 2025). Here, the deductive method was not chosen as it narrows the understanding of the impact of social media on the mental health of young adults and adolescents by relying on theories. 
Hence, for these reasons, the deductive approach was not selected in this study. Thus, the Inductive approach was justified for this study. Therefore, it can be summarised that through observing the relation between mental health and social media, this study intends to assess the similarities and interpret the findings using the inductive approach. Hence, it helped explore the concept and interpret justified findings. 
[bookmark: _Toc231398907]3.4 Research Design 
Here, the existing literature was assessed as a data source for synthesising evidence. Due to that, a systematic literature review was adopted as a research design in this study (Mengist et al., 2020). Here, various databases like web of science and pubmed have been taken to gather accurate data on the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents and young adults in the UK. Additionally, the systematic literature review helped extract genuine information from verified sources. It was helpful for the research to make it more insightful and legitimate (Abdullah et al., 2023). Additionally, the study incorporated various authors' perspectives to critically evaluate the topic with the help of distinct perspectives. Here, the textual data are derived from peer-reviewed articles to properly answer the research questions and maintain transparency over the research process (Field, 2025). However, the traditional literature review was not selected due to its inability to provide a summary of the evidence and rigorously analyse the study. Additionally, the risk of bias exists in the traditional literature review, which can negatively affect the study (Snyder, 2019). Therefore, it can be acknowledged that the Systematic literature review was helpful for this study to explore different perspectives of various authors and interpret a justified verdict on the study. Hence, through applying this research design, it was helpful for the study to critically evaluate the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents and young adults in the UK. 
[bookmark: _Toc231398908]3.5 Time Period 
The time horizon helps to structure the timeframe for the collection, analysis and interpretation of the information (Melnikovas, 2018). Here, the impact of social media on mental health was assessed through exploring the experiences of the impact on individuals in a single time frame. Here, the cross-sectional time frame helps capture the diverse perspectives of Adolescents and young adults about the impact of social media on their mental health in a specific time frame. Here, a cross-sectional time horizon was appropriate as it enables the research in a cost-friendly way and allows the researcher to interpret findings in a timely manner (Maier et al., 2023). However, the longitudinal time horizon was not selected as the method is very time-consuming and requires a huge investment in the study (Petersen et al., 2024). Therefore, it can be interpreted that the implementation of the cross-sectional time horizon was helpful in this study as it enables the researcher to derive results in a specific time frame (Sheringham et al., 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc231398909]3.6 Search strategy 
Database used: In this study, various databases were used, that are available in google scholar, pubmed, web of science and CINAHL. It is beneficial for deriving appropriate information for this study. Additionally, the mental health impact of social media was primarily searched for by effectively selecting the journals for gathering insights about the study. Lastly, the time frame for the publishing of the journals is from March 2018 to March 2026. 
Search terms: The majorly used keywords in this study are 'Social Media', 'Mental health', 'Adolescents', 'Young Adults', 'Depression', 'UK', 'Cyberbullying', 'well-being', 'Suicidal thoughts' and 'Anxiety'. Here, these keywords are helpful to find out specific points in this study and act as a KEYWORD for structuring the overall dissertation. 
[bookmark: _Toc232110918]Table 1: Boolean operators  
	Concept
	Search terms
	Boolean operator

	Intervention
	Social Media, Online medium, Internet usage
	OR

	Outcomes
	Mental health, depression, anxiety, distress, and psychological stress.
	OR

	Population
	Young adults and Adolescents
	AND

	Location
	UK, England, Britain.
	OR

	Combination
	Intervention, Outcomes, Population, Location.
	AND


[bookmark: _Toc231398910]3.7 Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
Here, specifically, the adolescents who are aged between 12-17 and the young adults who ages between 18 years to 25 years are chosen due to the major use of social media by these age groups, instead of kids and older adults. Additionally, social media is chosen as an intervention instead of physical interactions, as it harms the mental health of individuals. Furthermore, the mental health-related outcomes are selected due to the impact on individuals regarding the impact of social media on mental health, including depression and anxiety. Additionally, the study design was selected as a systematic literature review due to the lack of transparency of the Traditional literature review. The language was established in English instead of Non-English due to its generalisability. Lastly, the timeframe for the published journals was selected from March 2018 to March 2026 to maintain real-time data instead of old information. 
[bookmark: _Toc232110919]Table 2: Inclusion and exclusion criteria
	Criteria
	Inclusion
	Exclusion

	Population
	Young adults and Adolescents
	Kids, Older adults. 

	Intervention
	Social Media, Online medium, Internet usage
	Physical Interaction, Real Life. 

	Outcomes
	Mental health, depression, anxiety, distress, and psychological stress.
	Happiness, enjoyment, peacefulness. 

	Study design
	Systematic Literature Review.
	Traditional Literature Review. 

	Language
	English
	Non-English.

	Timeframe
	March 2018 to March 2026.
	Before 2018.


[bookmark: _Toc231398911]3.8 Study selection/data extraction - PRISMA flow chart 

Identification of studies via databases and registers


Records identified from*:
Databases (n = 325)
Registers (n = 0)
Records removed before screening: 244
Duplicate records removed (n = 50)
Records marked as ineligible by automation tools (n = 30)
Records removed for other reasons (n = 164)


Identification







Screening

Records screened
(n = 81)
Records excluded**
(n = 28)





Reports sought for retrieval
(n = 53)
Reports not retrieved
(n = 28)





Reports assessed for eligibility
(n = 25)
Reports excluded:
Reason 1 (n = 4, out dated)
Reason 2 (n = 3, missing key words)
Reason 3 (n = 6, not accessible)
etc.




Included



Studies included in review
(n = 12 )





[bookmark: _Toc231398912]3.9 Quality assessment of include studies 
With the help of above mentioned data bases, initially 325 papers were found. However, with following inclusion criteria and proper filter process 12 articles were selected. To determine the reliability and validity of the findings, the quality of the included studies (n = 12) was properly evaluated. An orderly appraisal method was employed based on accepted criteria modified after the tools of critical appraisal like Critical Appraisal Skills Programme checklist. This allowed assessing methodological rigor, relevance, and possible bias in all the chosen studies in a consistent manner.

The studies were evaluated on the basis of some major criteria, such as the clarity of research purposes, the suitability of the study design, sampling, data collection procedures and validity of results (Petersen et al., 2024). Special emphasis was placed on whether the studies clearly outlined its population (young adults and adolescents), and whether the process of measuring the results of depression, anxiety, and psychological stress was implemented with the help of validated tools.
The chance of bias was also taken into account. Articles where there are missing data reports of studies, no clarity in sampling methods or as a result of uncontrolled confounding variables were ranked as less quality. On the other hand, large sample size, longitudinal studies, and validated psychological scales were considered to be of higher quality.
In general, most of the incorporated studies were of moderate to high quality, which means that the evidence base is quite sound. Nevertheless, certain methodological flaws imply that results ought to be taken with a grain of salt. The research in the future needs to take more rigorous designs like longitudinal or experimental research to enhance causal inference.
[bookmark: _Toc231398913]3.10. Data Extraction 
[bookmark: _Toc232110920]Table 3: Data Extraction
	SL No.
	Author/year
	Context
(Country/Discipline)
	Theory/Framework
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Limitations
	Relevance to the Study

	1
	Khalaf, A.M., Alubied, A.A., Khalaf, A.M., Rifaey, A.A., Alubied, A. and Rifaey, A., 2023. The impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents and young adults: a systematic review. Cureus, 15(8).
	
	displaced behavior theory
	Systematic Literature review
	Social media helps to improve social connection and conversely it may impact their mental health. 
	However, this paper doesn't focus on cultural norms which may fluctuate the generalised findings.
	Social media significantly impacts the mental health of teenagers through chronic sleep loss, depression and anxiety. 

	2
	Purba, A.K., Thomson, R.M., Henery, P.M., Pearce, A., Henderson, M. and Katikireddi, S.V., 2023. Social media use and health risk behaviours in young people: systematic review and meta-analysis. bmj, 383.
	
	self determination theory, Gateway theory, Reverse gateway theory)
	Systematic Literature review
	Social media use is significantly associated with various health issues of adolescents including increased alcohol use, drug use, unhealthy dietary. 
	The limitation of the study was using a fictitious influencer in the study. 
	Social media greatly impacts the mental health of adolescents including depression and poor diet. 

	3
	Ismail, A., 2021. Impact of social media on teenagers: Nigerian experience. Journal of Media & Management, 3(4), pp.1-7.
	Nigeria
	 Gratification Theory
	Primary and secondary mixed method. 
	The social media has an immense impact on the mental health of the adolescents such as depression and suicidal thoughts. 
	This study specifically focuses on Nigeria. 
	The social media negatively impacts the mental health of individuals and might lead to suicidal thoughts and depression. 

	4
	Shannon, H., Bush, K., Villeneuve, P.J., Hellemans, K.G. and Guimond, S., 2022. Problematic social media use in adolescents and young adults: systematic review and meta-analysis. JMIR mental health, 9(4), p.e33450.
	
	
	Quantitative systematic literature review
	The study found a significant relationship between negative mental health impacts and problematic social media use. 
	The number of studies in each meta-analysis were limited. 
	The problematic social media use often leads to depression, anxiety and stress in adolescents and young adults. 

	5
	Orben, A. and Przybylski, A.K., 2019. Screens, teens, and psychological well-being: Evidence from three time-use-diary studies. Psychological science, 30(5), pp.682-696. 
	Ireland, the United States, and the United Kingdom
	Open Science Framework
	Primary quantitative
	Digital screens significantly reduce the well-being of adolescents. 
	Using Time-use diaries as a method may raise ethical queries. 
	Social media sites negatively affect the psychological well-being of adolescents and young adults. 

	6
	Beyens, I., Pouwels, J.L., van Driel, I.I., Keijsers, L. and Valkenburg, P.M., 2020. The effect of social media on well-being differs from adolescent to adolescent. Scientific reports, 10(1), p.10763.
	Netherlands
	Open Science Framework
	Experience Sampling Methodology (ESM)
	The study highlighted the impact of social media on the psychological well-being varies person to person. 
	The sampling size of this study was small, which may fluctuate the results if a higher population is selected. 
	The studies provide useful insights that the use of social media doesn’t have any direct correlation with the psychological well-being of adolescents and young adults.

	7
	Sabar, S., Dzulkalnine, N. and Khir, M.M., 2024. The impact of social media on mental health of young adults: A literature review. Information Management and Business Review, 16(3), pp.447-460.
	Malaysia 
	Social comparison theory
	Traditional Literature Review
	Social media offers significant benefits, conversely it poses significant risks to the mental well-being of young adults such as anxiety, depression and lowered self-esteem. 
	This hasn’t focused on the specific effect of different social media platforms like facebook, instagram and facebook.
	Social media has an immense impact on the psychological well-being of younger adults. 

	8.
	Plackett, R., Sheringham, J. and Dykxhoorn, J. (2023) ‘The longitudinal impact of social media use on UK adolescents' mental health: longitudinal observational study’, Journal of medical Internet research, 25, p.e43213. 
	UK; Public Health / Adolescent Mental Health
	Mediation framework 
	Longitudinal observational study using secondary data (Understanding Society dataset, n=3228).
	Self-esteem initially appeared to mediate the relationship, but this effect became non-significant after adjustment
	Reliance on self-reported data; limited measurement of social media use (time-based only, not type/quality);
	Highly relevant as it provides UK-based longitudinal evidence, challenging assumptions of a direct causal link between social media use and poor mental health.

	9.
	Yu, Y., Dykxhoorn, J. and Plackett, R., (2024). The impact of different types of social media use on the mental health of UK adults: Longitudinal observational study. Journal of medical Internet research, 26, p.e56950.

	Adults Mental Health in the UK 
	Behavioural usage framework
	Longitudinal observational study using Understanding Society dataset (n=15,836 adults); linear regression analysis controlling for demographic variables
	Active use (frequent posting) was associated with slightly higher mental health problems over time.
	Focuses on adults rather than adolescents.
	Provides important UK longitudinal evidence and highlights that type of social media use matters, not just time spent.

	10.
	Kelly, Y., Zilanawala, A., Booker, C. and Sacker, A., (2018). Social media use and adolescent mental health: Findings from the UK Millennium Cohort Study. EClinicalMedicine, 6, pp.59-68.

	UK Adolescent Mental Health
	Self-esteem framework
	Cross-sectional analysis using UK Millennium Cohort Study (n=10,904 adolescents aged 14); multivariate regression and path analysis
	Found a positive association between higher social media use and depressive symptoms, especially among girls. Greater usage (≥5 hours) significantly increased depressive symptom scores.
	Cross-sectional design limits causal inference; reliance on self-reported data; measures quantity rather than quality of social media use; potential confounding variables
	Its relevant  as this paper strongly supports the argument that social media impacts mental health indirectly through psychosocial factors

	11.
	Plackett et al. (2026) 
	UK; Mental Health & Primary Care 
	Social media and mental health discussion framework 
	Qualitative interviews/focus groups 
	Social media affects young adults’ mental health positively and negatively. Barriers in healthcare discussions included lack of time and training. 
	Small sample and UK primary care focus only. 
	Relevant as it examines social media’s mental health impact among UK young adults. 

	12.
	Asadipour and Rostami (2026) 
	International; Public Health 
	Digital media addiction framework 
	Systematic review 
	Excessive social media use is linked to anxiety, depression, stress, poor sleep, and low academic performance. 
	Not UK-specific; studies used different definitions and self-reported data. 
	Relevant because it provides evidence of negative mental health impacts of social media on adolescents and young adults. 


[bookmark: _Toc231398914]3.11 Data analysis 
Data analysis of this research was done through thematic analysis method which is very common in systematic literature reviews to discover, analyse and interpret patterns in the selected studies from data bases like google scholar, pubmed, web of science and CINAHL. This methodology allowed synthesizing qualitative results of the included studies (n = 12) in a systematic and meaningful manner.
Thematic analysis approach recommended by Braun and Clarke were used in the study to analyze and interpret the qualitative data obtained from secondary sources. The steps were: familiarising oneself with the data, coding important information, identifying themes, examining and editing themes, refining themes, and summarizing the themes (Dissanayake, 2023). First, all the chosen articles were thoroughly read several times in order to become familiar with the data. The information that was deemed relevant to address the research question of the effects of social media use on mental health outcomes (depression, anxiety, psychological distress, and stress in young adults and adolescents) was extracted and systematised. Major findings, methods and variables in every study were noted so as to compare them.
[bookmark: _heading=h.d5jazxgwbdzg]After this, an open coding process was utilised, in which similar concepts and ideas were found through the studies. These codes were further divided into general themes which enabled the formulation of major themes (Dissanayake, 2023). As an illustration, such themes as negative psychological effects of excessive use of social media, cyberbullying and emotional distress, social comparison and self-esteem problems, and addictive use patterns were prevalent.
[bookmark: _Toc231398915]3.12 Ethical considerations 
In this study, ethical considerations have been maintained to uphold the integrity of the study. Here, the transparency of the study was maintained through gathering appropriate data from the peer-reviewed journals. Additionally, the data integrity was maintained in the research through selecting genuine authors and excluding flawed studies. The bias of the study was excluded by selecting only specified studies, which align with the concept of this topic. In addition, the confidentiality and privacy of the authors in the research was maintained through maintaining anonymity in the study (Suri, 2019). Additionally, the GDPR 2018 act was maintained in this dissertation to protect data privacy rights and uphold fairness in the study (Davey et al., 2022). 
Moreover, any duplicate or plagiarised data has not been taken in this research to maintain the integrity of the study. Besides that, PRISMA frameworks have been established in this study to ethically uphold the research. Additionally, citations and references have been cited in the study to induce disclosure misconduct and maintain authorship (Abukhaled et al., 2025). Lastly, it can be acknowledged that through maintaining these factors in the study, this dissertation intended to maintain the uprightness of the research morally and make it trustworthy for future researchers. 


[bookmark: _heading=h.98xuo9dpz5nm][bookmark: _Toc231398916]Chapter 4: Results and Discussion
[bookmark: _heading=h.k3s3ogp9dys8][bookmark: _Toc231398917]4.1 Introduction
This chapter provides the results of the systematic literature review on the mental health effects of adolescent and young people's social media use in the UK. A search using the PRISMA framework (as outlined in Chapter 3) resulted in the identification of a total of 325 papers using databases such as PubMed, Web of Science, CINAHL and Google Scholar. Following the screening and exclusion process, 12 studies were included for further review. 
The findings are organised in relation to the three principal research questions: association between social media use and mental health outcomes (depression, anxiety, self-esteem); type of social media, frequency of use, and the nature of social media use on psychological health; and empirical strategies for reducing the negative mental health impacts of social media use. Results are presented thematically, based on patterns across studies, with specific results from articles included.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ze4xz7iv44ot][bookmark: _Toc231398918]4.2 Study Characteristics
The 12 studies in this systematic review were all published between 2018 and 2026, offering valuable and contemporary evidence regarding the mental health effects of social media among adolescents and young adults. The studies were very diverse in geographical and disciplinary settings. The vast majority of studies were conducted in the UK, especially nationally representative studies like the Millennium Cohort Study (Kelly et al., 2018) and Understanding Society dataset (Plackett et al., 2023; Yu et al., 2024). The studies provided useful insights into adolescent and young adult experiences in the UK setting.
Several other international studies provided a wider perspective, in addition to the research being conducted in the UK. These included research in Nigeria (Ismail, 2021), the Netherlands (Beyens et al., 2020), and Malaysia (Sabar et al., 2024) and multi-national analyses like Orben and Przybylski (2019). International evidence was included in the review to strengthen its ability to give comparisons across cultural and social settings.
The selected studies showed a diversity of methodological approaches. The four studies used a systematic review/meta-analysis approach (Khalaf et al., 2023; Purba et al., 2023; Shannon et al., 2022; Asadipour and Rostami, 2026). Plackett et al. (2023), Yu et al. (2024) and Beyens et al. (2020) used a longitudinal observational design, and Kelly et al. (2018) and Orben and Przybylski (2019) used a cross-sectional analysis. Other methods used were the traditional literature review, the mixed methods study and the qualitative study. The sample size was highly variable, from a small qualitative sample to larger, cohort studies, with over 15,000 subjects.

[bookmark: _Toc232110921]Table 4: Summary of Included Studies
	Study
	Country
	Design
	Sample
	Key Outcome Measured

	Khalaf et al. (2023)
	Multi-national
	Systematic Review
	Multiple studies
	Depression, anxiety, sleep

	Purba et al. (2023)
	Multi-national
	Systematic Review & Meta-analysis
	Multiple studies
	Health risk behaviours

	Ismail (2021)
	Nigeria
	Mixed methods
	Not specified
	Depression, suicidal ideation

	Shannon et al. (2022)
	Multi-national
	Quantitative Systematic Review
	Multiple studies
	Depression, anxiety, stress

	Orben & Przybylski (2019)
	UK, USA, Ireland
	Cross-sectional
	Time-use diary data
	Psychological well-being

	Beyens et al. (2020)
	Netherlands
	Experience Sampling
	Adolescents
	Subjective well-being

	Sabar et al. (2024)
	Malaysia
	Literature Review
	Multiple studies
	Anxiety, depression, self-esteem

	Plackett et al. (2023)
	UK
	Longitudinal Observational
	n = 3,228
	Mental health, self-esteem

	Yu et al. (2024)
	UK
	Longitudinal Observational
	n = 15,836
	Mental health outcomes by use type

	Kelly et al. (2018)
	UK
	Cross-sectional
	n = 10,904
	Depressive symptoms

	Plackett et al. (2026)
	UK
	Qualitative
	Small sample
	Barriers to healthcare discussion

	Asadipour & Rostami (2026)
	International
	Systematic Review
	Multiple studies
	Anxiety, depression, academic performance


[bookmark: _heading=h.szw8dk3831ul][bookmark: _Toc231398919]4.3 Theme 1: Association between Social Media Use and Mental Health Outcomes
The clear and consistent relationship between higher social media use and negative adolescent or young adult mental health reported in the literature was one of the most notable. Problematic or excessive social media use was associated with psychological symptoms, with depression and anxiety being the most common. The study by Shannon et al. (2022) found that there was a statistically significant correlation between problematic social media use and increased depression, anxiety, and stress in adolescent and young adult populations. Likewise, Khalaf et al. (2023) found that excessive social media use is associated with chronic sleep disturbances, feelings of anxiety and depression, specifically for younger social media users who use social media for longer durations. In agreement with these results, Asadipour and Rostami (2026) found that problematic D and SM use is consistently related to high levels of psychological stress, anxiety, depression, emotional dysregulation, and sleep problems in international samples of adolescents and young adults.
Kelly et al. (2018) gave robust support for the link between girls and boys using data from the UK Millennium Cohort Study (10,904 adolescents aged 14 years). They found that there was an obvious positive correlation between time spent on social media and the scores for depressive symptoms. Those who used social media 5+ hours daily exhibited significantly more depressive symptoms than those who used social media 1 hour or less each day. This implies a dose-response relationship, with longer exposures to mental health outcomes being worse. The study also revealed that the relationship was more significant for females than for males, which suggests that there are gender differences when it comes to the negative impact of social media. This is significant as it uses a very large nationally representative UK data set, enhancing the validity and applicability of the data to the current review.
Other studies found that self-esteem was a key factor in the link between social media use and mental health, in addition to depression and anxiety. Kelly et al. (2018) suggested that social media has a negative impact on mental well-being indirectly via the psychosocial pathway, which is mediated by the decrease of self-esteem. Social comparison is a common experience for young people online, and can make them feel bad about themselves and their lives. The same is true for Sabar et al. (2024), who found that idealised lifestyle exposure, idealised body image cues and idealised online identities negatively impact self-evaluation, body dissatisfaction and self-esteem among adolescents and young adults. It also pointed out that the behaviours that people engage in to get likes, comments, and followers foster reliance on external approval, which in turn diminishes self-worth and emotional toughness.
But not all of the results indicated a simple causal link. Based on the UK Understanding Society data set (3,228 participants), Plackett et al. (2023) found self-esteem as a possible mediator between social media use and mental health outcomes. However, when the effect of the confounding variables was controlled for, the mediation effect was not supported. This discovery suggests that the social, psychological and environmental contexts of people's social media use may influence its correlation with mental health status, in addition to direct causes. These types of findings offer a more nuanced understanding of the body of literature and caution in making causal inferences.
A few studies also correlated the use of social media with more severe mental health issues such as suicidal ideation and psychological distress. When the usage of social media is considered, it can have a negative impact on adolescents' mental health, such as causing suicidal thoughts and significant emotional problems if they have been exposed to cyberbullying and negative online content for longer periods (Ismail, 2021). In addition, Khalaf et al. (2023) proposed that displaced behaviours, like sleep deprivation, decreased physical activity, and social isolation, because of excessive social media use, can exacerbate current mental health issues and lead to significant mental health distress. Many of the findings, however, have been drawn from cross-sectional or non-UK studies, and caution should be taken when drawing broad conclusions on the results of these studies without regard to the specific population of UK adolescents and young adults. The overall evidence presented here is robust, indicating that excessive social media use is linked with poorer mental health outcomes, although the magnitude and processes involved in this link are much more complicated and multifaceted.
Theme 1's summary indicates a strong link between social media usage and mental health. The majority of articles assessed produced negative effects on mental health through excessive and high-frequency social media use including anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness, and low self-esteem. However, there are also positive effects identified including increased social support, increased communication, and improved emotional connections. Overall the effect of social media on an individual’s mental health will depend on their frequency of social media use, their purpose for using social media, and the way those platforms are used
[bookmark: _heading=h.8lp91uqabdww][bookmark: _Toc231398920]4.4 Theme 2: Influence of Platform Type, Frequency and Nature of Use
Several studies indicated that frequency and duration of social media consumption are important determinants of mental health. Recent research by Kelly et al. (2018) showed that the link between social media and depression is linear until the use reaches 5 hours per day, after which the correlation increases sharply. In a time-use diary study, Orben and Przybylski (2019) determined that digital screen consumption (including social media) negatively correlated with adolescents' psychological well-being and, although the impact was small, was similar across the UK, USA and Ireland.
Excessive use has been linked to academic problems and psychological distress, as reported by Asadipour and Rostami (2026), indicating that the effects of social media are not limited to mental health but also impact other areas of development. A similar conclusion was reached by Shannon et al. (2022), who found that problematic social media use (defined as excessive or impulsive usage) was linked to significantly poorer mental health than moderate use of social media.
One common difference emerged in every study between "active" uses (posting, interacting, messaging) and "passive" uses (scrolling, reading without interacting). In a large-scale, longitudinal study of adults from the UK, by Yu et al.  (2024) (n = 15,836) using Understanding Society, frequent posting was found to be positively associated with mental health problems over time. This is in contrast to some of the previous assumptions that the negative effects of passive use are inherent because of social comparison, and highlights the complexity of the moderation of the effects of engagement type.
Recently, using an experience sampling methodology (ESM) approach with adolescents in the Netherlands, Beyens et al. (2020) reported that the impact of social media on well-being varied significantly across individuals. Adolescents displayed a range of negative associations, with some displaying no association and others a steady decrease in well-being after social media use. The consistency of the negative impact was called into question in this study, as individual variation was identified as an important factor.
Sabar et al.  (2024) noted that platform-specific features, such as platform designs that are image-rich and comparison-driven (e.g., Instagram), can increase social comparison processes and amplify negative self-appraisal, but the study did not perform a detailed analysis at the level of platforms.
Beyond its role in mental health, Purba et al.  (2023) expanded the area of social media's influence to include alcohol and drug consumption, unhealthy dietary practices and other health risk behaviours, in their systematic review and meta-analysis. The results indicated that social media affects health in a multi-dimensional way, not limited to psychological aspects, but the direct mechanisms by which it does so are debated.
Theme 2 indicates that the effect of social media on an individual is influenced by how that individual uses social media and by which social media platform they are using, how they interact on social media, and the activities they are engaging in while using social media. The articles reviewed show that use of social media for an extended period of time is often associated with negative effects including stress, anxiety, and lower well-being. In particular, activities associated with passive use of social media (e.g., scrolling through images or comparing yourself to others) have greater negative effects on individuals than activities associated with more engaged or active use of social media (e.g., communicating with others or sharing content). It is evident from the findings that the way individuals use social media, including how often they use it, for what purposes they use it, and how they engage with it, will play an important role in defining their social media experience and outcome.
[bookmark: _heading=h.nu6ftvyaj4ft][bookmark: _Toc231398921]4.5 Theme 3: Protective Factors, Barriers and Strategies
The reviewed studies showed that social media does not have a uniform negative effect on mental health, but rather that mental health effects can be positive or negative and depend on individual, social and contextual factors. Some research indicated that features of personal resilience, coping, and supportive environments might mitigate the negative consequences of excessive use of social media. Beyens et al. (2020) reported that there were personality differences in the link between social media and well-being, as well as differences in the relationship between social media and well-being when mental health issues were already present. The researchers found that not every adolescent's interaction with social media is necessarily harmful in terms of their mental health, suggesting that protective factors can also buffer the association between social media use and mental health. Teens with emotional resilience, healthy offline relationships and good coping skills seemed less likely to have negative emotional consequences.
Likewise, Khalaf et al. (2023) found that a supportive family environment, parental monitoring and positive social connections offline are important protective factors. The authors concluded that there was a link between adolescents' problematic use of social media and severe psychological distress, and that adolescents with balanced social relationships outside of digital environments were less likely to have severe psychological distress. The results indicate that social support systems are important in the alleviation of emotional vulnerability and the encouragement of healthier online behaviours.
Orben and Przybylski (2019) also suggested that the correlation between screen use and well-being was statistically significant but relatively small. The authors indicated that social media use might not be a significant factor in mental health alone in the absence of other risk factors. This discovery invalidates the simplistic notion of a direct cause-and-effect relationship and underscores the need to take into account social and psychological factors.
Also, barriers to effective intervention in healthcare settings were documented in the literature. In their qualitative study based in the UK, Plackett et al. (2026) showed that primary care conversations about social media and mental health are infrequent between young adults and health-care providers. Some challenges were found, such as time for consultations, lack of practitioner training, and uncertainty about social media-related concerns and guidance. The results suggest that there is a disconnect between research and application in the context of health care services.
Some suggestions were given to minimise the negative psychological impacts of the use of social media. Khalaf et al. (2023) and Shannon et al. (2022) highlighted the importance of digital literacy education to equip adolescents with the skills of critical analysis of online content and to manage their engagement patterns. Compulsive social media use was recommended for interventions in schools and clinics by Asadipour and Rostami (2026). Beyond merely cutting down on screen time, Yu et al. (2024) stated that interventions should target the quality and nature of online interactions.
Overall, there are numerous barriers, protective factors, and intervention strategies that influence the relationship between social media use and mental health outcomes. The literature reviewed indicates that the presence of protective factors, including social support, digital literacy, healthy coping strategies, and positive online interactions, can mitigate the negatively associated mental health outcomes that can be a result of social media use. However, factors that can create mental health challenges can include excessive screen time, cyberbullying, social isolation and limited understanding of healthy usage practices. In addition, specific practices like encouraging healthy use of social media, mental health education, and digital well-being interventions are recognized as key practices for enhancing mental health outcomes and mitigating negative effects.
[bookmark: _heading=h.a2njd72t8qr9][bookmark: _Toc231398922]4.6 Summary of Key Findings
[bookmark: _Toc232110922]Table 5: Thematic Summary of Key Findings across Included Studies
	Theme
	Key Finding
	Supporting Studies

	Depression & Anxiety
	Significant positive association with high/problematic social media use
	Khalaf et al. (2023); Shannon et al. (2022); Kelly et al. (2018); Asadipour & Rostami (2026)

	Self-Esteem
	Mediation by self-esteem not confirmed after adjustment; indirect pathways evident
	Plackett et al. (2023); Kelly et al. (2018); Sabar et al. (2024)

	Suicidal Ideation
	Associated with cyberbullying and harmful content exposure
	Ismail (2021); Khalaf et al. (2023)

	Frequency of Use
	Higher frequency (≥5 hours/day) associated with worse outcomes
	Kelly et al. (2018); Asadipour & Rostami (2026)

	Active vs Passive Use
	Both types associated with harm; active posting linked to elevated problems
	Yu et al. (2024); Beyens et al. (2020)

	Individual Variability
	Effects are not uniform; personality and context moderate impact
	Beyens et al. (2020); Orben & Przybylski (2019)

	Healthcare Barriers
	Discussions rarely occur in primary care due to time and training gaps
	Plackett et al. (2026)

	Intervention Strategies
	Digital literacy, structured usage programmes and type-sensitive interventions recommended
	Khalaf et al. (2023); Yu et al. (2024); Asadipour & Rostami (2026)


[bookmark: _heading=h.fy2k2v3518q8]
[bookmark: _heading=h.qus7jhhh92oa][bookmark: _Toc231398923]4.7 Discussion
[bookmark: _heading=h.jpyfl6241vb]This part explains and puts into context the results outlined in Chapter 4, and identifies the implications of the results for the mental health effects of social media use among adolescents and young adults in the UK. The discussion focuses on the three research questions and whether the data were found in a way that was consistent with the research hypotheses; whether the data support the existing theory presented in literature review part; and what implications were drawn for public health policy, clinical practice, and research. The chapter ends with an appreciation of the constraints of the review and suggestions for future research.
[bookmark: _heading=h.zgwrn6t4pmqe][bookmark: _Toc231398924]4.7.1 Interpretation of Results
[bookmark: _heading=h.rodeihj0synz]Social Media and Mental Health Outcomes
The findings overall supported the hypothesis that overuse of social media is linked with poor mental health and feelings of depression, anxiety, and poor self-esteem. This was the case in both the systematic reviews and the UK-specific longitudinal studies. Kelly et al. (2018) presented especially convincing evidence, based on the UK Millennium Cohort Study, showing that the more one uses social media, the more likely one is to experience depressive symptoms in adolescence, a dose-response relationship that is consistent with the general public health concern raised in the background of this dissertation, as articulated by Ahmed et al. (2024) that excessive use of social media can lead to anxiety, depression and sleep disturbances in young people.
However, one of the findings that did not meet the initial expectations was the study by Plackett et al. (2023), conducted a longitudinal study in the UK, and found that self-esteem, which was believed to play a mediating role in the relationship between social media usage and adolescent wellbeing in previous studies, was not significant and became so after controlling for confounding variables (Sheringham et al., 2023). This calls into question a simple causal storyline and implies that the association between social media use and mental health is more complicated than much of the public discussion suggests. One possible reason for this result could be the complexity of identity development in adolescents. Adolescence is naturally a time of social vulnerability and identity exploration, and pre-existing psychological factors could be responsible not just for decreased self-esteem but also increased social media consumption, resulting in an artificial relationship, not a causal one, between self-esteem and social media (Branje et al., 2021).
Similarly, Beyens et al., (2020) discovered there was a great deal of person-to-person variability in the negative impact of social media on well-being; some adolescents experienced none at all. This result was somewhat surprising given the amount of evidence that the intervention is harmful, and highlights the significance of moderating factors at the person level (e.g., personality, coping mechanisms, and pre-existing mental health conditions). Orben and Przybylski (2019), however, tempered expectations by showing the absolute effect sizes of the associations between screen time and poor well-being were relatively small, like other, more mundane lifestyle factors, which suggests society's concern about social media and mental health is not commensurate with the available evidence.
Results from the three themes suggest that androgyns' use of social media is associated with mixed outcomes for mental health. Theme 1 identified that whilst positive aspects of social media use were noted (social support and emotional connection), adverse psychological factors were also noted, including anxiety, depression, stress and lowered self-esteem. The theme 2 also pointed out that the influence of social media is complex, with platform type, frequency of use and engagement patterns all playing a role in the relationship between social media and negative outcomes, and passive use often being tied to more negative outcomes than active use. The protective factors and intervention strategies to reduce harm were emphasised in Theme 3. Psychological well-being can be supported by digital literacy, healthy coping mechanisms and social support. In conclusion, the results indicate that the effect of social media is complex and depends on the way, purpose and extent in which individuals use the Internet.
[bookmark: _heading=h.it5628kuwuuk]The Role of Usage Type and Frequency
One result that stood out was the difference between active and passive social media usage, which was not only significant but somewhat unexpected. In contrast, some previous research had suggested that passive scrolling, associated with social comparison, was more detrimental to mental health outcomes, yet Yu et al. (2024) revealed that active posting was slightly more detrimental. This implies that the psychosocial presentation of self and the pressure to be validated by the public in the form of responses can be psychologically costly on its own, and compared with passive consumption, this is not always the case. This is echoed by Sabar et al, (2024), who indicated that maintaining a desirable online image causes mental distress.
This result of increased usage being linked to poorer outcomes was predicted and is similar to the previous research cited in Chapter 1, which showed that the more time spent using social media, the more psychological stress encountered (Plackett et al., 2023). But overall, the findings indicate that frequency, by itself, is not sufficient to assess risk. What matters as much or more in relation to mental health outcomes is the nature of engagement – such as platform, engagement content, and the social context of engagement.
[bookmark: _heading=h.n5mg5uqqv39q][bookmark: _Toc231398925]4.7.2 Discussion of Implications
[bookmark: _heading=h.dvpvizuj8hsd]Consistency with Existing Theory
The findings are generally in line with the theories discussed in Chapter 2. Social Comparison Theory is still widely applicable: Across the studies, the relationship between exposure to idealised content on visual platforms and negative self-appraisal and lower self-esteem is consistent with the theoretical mechanism of upward social comparison that fosters the feeling of inadequacy (Gupta et al., 2022). The data also uphold Displacement Theory as shown by Khalaf et al. (2023) findings that social media usage displaces sleep and face-to-face interaction, thereby exacerbating psychological distress.
Uses and Gratification Theory is an important nuance, However, the explanation of an active and direct use of social media is significant because some adolescents use social media for identity exploration, social connection, and emotional support, and with either neutral or positive outcomes. Part of the differential impact that was seen by Beyens et al. (2020) might be due to the extent to which people use social media to serve a psychological need, as opposed to using it compulsively with no apparent benefit. This is in line with Self-Determination Theory, which suggests that engagement that also lowers the level of autonomy and relatedness is more psychologically damaging than engagement which really meets social needs.
[bookmark: _heading=h.lqbp2v4l5epx]Practical Implications
The results have a number of significant policy implications for public health in the UK. Firstly, there is a compelling argument for digital literacy learning within schools to be targeted. If adolescents can critically analyse content online, they can be aware of design elements that elicit comparison and be able to control their own use of information; some of the risks found in the various studies reviewed may be significantly mitigated. This is in line with the suggestions by Khalaf et al. (2023) and the UK government's growing attention to the online safety frameworks.
Secondly, the results of Plackett et al. (2026) on barriers in primary care are of special concern. A critical opportunity to discuss social media as a part of young people's mental health is being missed when healthcare providers don't have the time, training and clinical guidance to do so. The mental health profession and general practitioners should be supported by training programmes that include digital health literacy, which will enable them to evaluate the social media-related risks, and respond to them, during daily mental health consultations.
Third, the findings indicate that only measures targeted at screen time reduction might not be enough. However, interventions must be more nuanced, taking into account the context and nature of engagement, as discussed by De et al. (2025) in relation to the neurophysiological impacts of social media algorithms on adolescents, and to address the quality of social media interactions, to foster more active and meaningful use of social media than passive consumption, and to offer platforms with accountability mechanisms that minimize the amplification of distressing content through algorithms.
[bookmark: _heading=h.i8b7jzls6c9t][bookmark: _Toc231398926]4.7.3 Limitations of the Study
Although a systematic approach was used in this review, there are some limitations to be recognised. The majority of studies in this review used self-report measures of social media use and mental health outcomes, which may be subject to recall and social desirability bias, as well as inconsistent measures. Sohn et al. (2021) further pointed out that by concentrating primarily on amounts of social media usage instead of content, they constrained their grasp of the psychological effects of social media. Some longitudinal studies were also included, but there were a few studies that had cross-sectional designs, limiting the capacity to draw causal inferences between the use of social media and mental health outcomes. A negative relationship between social media and mental health may also foster more time spent on social media, leaving the direction of the relationship uncertain.
There were also some restrictions in the review in terms of scope and generalisability. Evidence was focused on the UK, but there were some studies that focused on other countries such as Nigeria, the Netherlands and Malaysia. The findings may have limited applicability to the UK due to cultural differences, patterns of healthcare use and platform use. The lack of non-English studies could also have added the element of language bias. Additionally, other important factors were not thoroughly addressed, such as the general health-risk behaviours, algorithm concepts based on artificial intelligence, and gender differences in the content. While Kelly et al. (2018) identified greater negative impacts on girls compared to boys, this was not explored across the literature in a consistent manner.
[bookmark: _heading=h.rwuk96o8ti6w][bookmark: _Toc231398927]4.8 Chapter Summary
The results of the systematic literature review, which was based on three key themes related to the research objectives, were presented in this chapter. In all 12 of the studies included, a consistent pattern of associations between high and problematic social media use and depression, anxiety and lowered self-esteem emerged among adolescents and young adults. But this relationship was found to be complex and non-linear, and is moderated by individual differences, engagement type, engagement frequency, and engagement context. Longitudinal studies from the UK were especially strong, but with some important considerations on causality as well. Some of the barriers to tackling mental health issues related to social media within primary care were also identified, and there was a gap between research evidence and clinical practice. The chapter to follow will analyse and explain these results in terms of the theory and literature.
In this chapter, the results of the systematic literature review were explained in relation to the theoretical framework, the literature searched and the implications of the results for practice. The findings showed that, in general, too high and problematic use of social media is linked to depression, anxiety and low self-esteem in adolescents and young adults. But the relationship proved not to be a straightforward one and was dependent on individual, social and contextual factors. Findings confirmed Social Comparison Theory and Displacement Theory, and emphasised the significance of protective factors like resilience, digital literacy and supportive offline relationships. Real-world applications included the importance of digital literacy education, better primary care support and better regulation of platforms. In general, there is a need for more systematic, longitudinal and UK-based research in this field.

[bookmark: _heading=h.5ak5h15ujru5][bookmark: _Toc231398928]Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _heading=h.wpkyq6z7eb7c][bookmark: _Toc231398929]5.1 Introduction
The final chapter summarises the overall results of the dissertation and restates the research aim and objectives to provide a final consolidated response to the overall research question. We do not make any new arguments or evidence here. This chapter, however, is a reflection about the effectiveness of the methodological approach, and the contribution that this research has made to the accumulated body of knowledge is highlighted, with specific recommendations for practice and further enquiry made. The chapter ends with a Summary that puts into words the meaning of the study.
[bookmark: _heading=h.lefc1gv5jhza][bookmark: _Toc231398930]5.2  Linking Findings to Research Objectives
This dissertation aimed to investigate the following research question: What is the extent of the impact on mental health of UK adolescents and young people when they use social media? There were three objectives in the inquiry.
The aim of Objective 1 was to examine the connection between mental health outcomes (depression, anxiety, and self-esteem) and social media use. The review found that all studies revealed a consistent pattern of higher levels of depression and anxiety associated with use of social media, with longitudinal and large cohort data from the UK supporting this link from Kelly et al. (2018) and Plackett et al. (2023), respectively. The assumed mediating role of self-esteem was not statistically confirmed after the adjustment, however, suggesting that the psychosocial pathways are more complex than theorised.
The goal of Objective 2 was to determine the effect of platform type, frequencies and types of usage on the psychological well-being of adolescents and young adults. In fact, the evidence presented showed that the more often each day that the device was used, the more negative the depressive outcomes. Kelly et al. (2018) found that five hours or greater usage per day was significantly related to worse outcomes in depression. Additionally, Yu et al. (2024) emphasised that the mental health hazard of active posting, not just passive, was measurable, suggesting that the mode of posting that was previously believed to be more harmful was not. Additionally, individual variability was found to confirm that the use of a platform does not impact all young people in the same way, as shown by Beyens et al.(2020).
The goal of Objective 3 was to evaluate empirically tested interventions to reduce the adverse psychological impacts of social media. Digital literacy education and clinician training in primary care environments and type-sensitive usage interventions were the most frequently mentioned practices in the studies identified. Plackett et al. (2026) highlighted in particular the disconnect between research and practice, as the time pressures and lack of training of healthcare professionals mean they are unable to use social media as part of routine mental health care.
[bookmark: _heading=h.jzn88n42agt9][bookmark: _Toc231398931]5.3 Overall Appraisal of Findings
The overall findings indicate that the systematic literature review (SLR) approach was effective for compiling multiple pieces of evidence to answer the research question. An inclusion of several databases (PubMed, Web of Science, CINAHL, Google Scholar) and application of the PRISMA framework in study selection provided transparency and methodological rigour in the process. Chapter 3 employed an inductive approach and interpretivist philosophical stance, which were appropriate for the highly context-specific and, therefore, complex nature of the impact of social media on mental health.
Overall, the research supported the conclusion that there is a strong negative association between social media and mental health for adolescents and young people in the UK, particularly if their use of social media was excessive, compulsive and passive. This review's findings have also backed up the findings of Modgil (2025), which indicated that 87% of the UK's Gen Z population felt that social media is a negative for their mental health, which was supported by this study's empirical findings (Cybersmile, 2025). Simultaneously, the study provided an intriguing, sometimes surprising finding: the connection is not necessarily uniform and causal. In addition to the quantity of use, individual variability, context, and form of engagement are also key factors in determining outcomes and are important considerations when designing and targeting interventions. The results also revealed positive outcomes of the use of social media in the communication and emotional support and social connectedness. Furthermore, other factors related to the impacts, such as platform types, engagement frequency, and engagement patterns. Protective factors (such as social support, digital literacy and healthy coping) can help mitigate the impact of negative factors. The findings indicate that social media isn't a bad thing in and of itself – it's the actions people take on social media and how they act online that's important.
[bookmark: _heading=h.s592wowx0ysx][bookmark: _Toc231398932]5.4 Recommendations
Based on the results of this review, the following practice-based recommendations are given:
Structured digital literacy programmes are recommended for schools and education providers to be incorporated into the national curriculum for teenagers (12–17 years). It is recommended that such programmes aim to raise awareness of young people about content that triggers comparison, provide information on algorithmic amplification as outlined by De et al. (2025) and teach habits of self-regulation to manage social media usage.
For healthcare practitioners and policymakers, the recommendation is based on the idea that engaging in social media should be an integral part of the assessment of the mental health of adolescents and young adults and formalised into NHS primary care guidelines. The barriers described by Plackett et al. (2026) are still present and need to be tackled with dedicated CPD for mental health service practitioners and GPs, such as providing more training and consultation time (Steward et al., 2026).
For platform regulators and government, this research can help build the case for the need for more robust regulation of platforms than screen time guidance, and more stringent accountability measures for platforms embodying design characteristics that lead to compulsive engagement and problematic comparison behaviours, especially those found on platforms characterised by visual platforms by Sabar et al. (2024) as being particularly risk amplifying.
[bookmark: _heading=h.8t82fdq4bhg9][bookmark: _Toc231398933]5.5 Future Research
A few research directions were suggested in this review. There is a need for more UK-specific longitudinal studies that follow the same adolescents over time, whilst taking into account the mental health vulnerabilities they have before exposure to social media, which will help to confirm and establish the causal links between social media use and mental health deterioration. Current causal conclusions are hampered by the use of cross-sectional designs in several key studies, as noted in Chapter 5, such as those by Kelly et al. (2018) and Orben and Przybylski (2019).
Secondly, future research should focus on the effects of different social media platforms (TikTok, Instagram and Snapchat) and not lumping social media together. As stated in chapter 2, this has been cited by Sabar et al. (2024) as one of the gaps in their review and platform-level granularity would greatly contribute to the understanding of the highest-risk digital environments.
Third, although both Philipo et al. (2026) and De et al. (2025) identified the role of AI in content curation and its neurophysiological impact on adolescent mental health, the literature does not yet thoroughly cover these aspects. It is an emergency to be studying the effects of algorithmically-curated feeds on emotional states over time.
Lastly, as noted in Kelly et al. (2018), there appear to be gender differences in the effects of heavy use of social media, which should be accounted for in future studies as a standard practice in order to tailor interventions appropriately.
[bookmark: _Toc231398934]5.6 Overall reflection
This dissertation was centred on the systematic review “The mental health impact of social media use among adolescents and young adults in the UK.” The goal was to analyse the influence that social media has on the mental well-being of adolescents and young adults, focusing specifically on depression, anxiety, self-esteem, cyberbullying, sleep disturbance, and psychological distress. The research methodology was a systematic literature review, which involved me in reading 12 studies in the time frame of 2018-2026. I searched the relevant literature in databases like PubMed, Web of Science, CINAHL and Google Scholar and then applied the PRISMA framework to screen, select and organise the relevant literature.
As I was in the process of conducting the research, my research question, aim and objectives became well defined. I also created inclusion/exclusion criteria to make sure that the studies that were included were relevant. The Study was conducted using the philosophy of interpretivism, an approach of induction and the method of thematic analysis. The results indicated that negative mental health effects were related to high and/or problematic social media use, but with complex interactions that depended on individual factors, frequency of use, media type and quality of engagement. They also recommended digital literacy education and increased support from primary care in the UK, and more UK-based longitudinal research. 
In general, it was a good experience to undertake a dissertation. A strength was that I was able to put my research project into structure, with a systematic literature review. I found PRISMA very useful to use when organising the study selection process clearly and transparently. This enhanced the quality of the dissertation as it demonstrated the identification, screening and inclusion of articles. The other positive thing was that I'm looking at thematic analysis, how many themes I managed to get through the selected studies. This enabled me to transcend the mere description and structure the results into themes, including mental health outcomes, type and frequency of use, and protective factors.
One advantage of that was that I used studies from both the UK and overseas. International studies and studies in the UK (using the Millennium Cohort Study and Understanding Society data) enhanced the relevance of the dissertation. Theories like Social Comparison Theory, Displacement Theory, Uses and Gratification Theory and Self-Determination Theory were also helpful (Castillo-Martínez and Ramírez-Montoya, 2021). These theories helped explain why social media could impact mental health, and not just a relationship.
But there were some difficulties, too. An issue was that some studies were chosen on the basis of self-reported data, which could impact the accuracy of the study. One challenge was that some studies measured social media more by screen time than by the quality of the engagement online. Also, I observed that some studies were not entirely UK-specific, which made some findings less directly applicable. Another difficulty faced was to ensure a critical academic voice. In some instances, I was summarising studies rather than critically comparing them.
The lessons I learned from this dissertation were that research is not just about gathering information, it's also about using balanced judgment. At first, I believed that there was a direct relationship between social media and poor mental health, but it was clear from the evidence that this was not the case, as it was influenced by gender, resilience, outside support, platform type, and cyberbullying and engagement type. I learned not to over-generalise as social media can also be a means of connection, identity and emotional belonging. Inclusion/exclusion criteria, PRISMA and thematic analysis were used to enhance my research skills (Ali, 2021). It also helped me with my knowledge of ethics, referencing and credible sources. In general, I related academic research to public health solutions.
[bookmark: _heading=h.jnvvf3caad96][bookmark: _Toc231398935]5.7 Chapter Summary
This chapter combined the results of the dissertation and gave a logical and concise answer to the main research question. The review found that social media use does have a significant negative effect on the mental health of young people in the UK, especially regarding depression, anxiety and self-esteem and that this effect is mediated through individual, contextual and behavioural factors. The methodology of the systematic literature review was successful in meeting the research purpose and objectives, and the study has added new value by synthesising the longitudinal evidence from the UK in a coherent theoretical framework. Recommendations were provided for educational, clinical and regulatory stakeholders, and specific suggestions were given regarding future research to advance and expand the evidence base.
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Identification of studies via databases and registers


Records identified from*:
Databases (n = 325 )
Registers (n = 0)
Records removed before screening: 244
Duplicate records removed  (n = 50)
Records marked as ineligible by automation tools (n = 30)
Records removed for other reasons (n = 164)


Identification







Screening

Records screened
(n = 81)
Records excluded**
(n = 28)





Reports sought for retrieval
(n = 53)
Reports not retrieved
(n = 28)





Reports assessed for eligibility
(n = 25)
Reports excluded:
Reason 1 (n = 4, out dated)
Reason 2 (n = 3, missing key words)
Reason 3 (n = 6, not accessible)
etc.




Included



Studies included in review
(n = 12 )






[bookmark: _Toc231398939]CASP tool quality appraisal
	Checklist Question

	A. Are the results of the review valid?

	1. Did the review address a clearly focused question?

	2. Did the authors look for the right type of papers?

	3. Do you think all the important, relevant studies were included?

	4. Did the review’s authors do enough to assess quality of the included studies?

	5. If the results of the review have been combined, was it reasonable to do so?

	B. What are the results?

	6. What are the overall results of the review?

	7.   Are precise all the results?

	C. Will the results help locally?

	8. Can the results be applied to the local population?

	9. Were all important outcomes considered?

	10. Are the benefits worth the harms and costs?


[bookmark: _Toc231398940]Reason for inclusion
	Study
	Q1
	Q2
	Q3
	Q4
	Q5
	Q6
	Q7
	Q8
	Q9
	Q10
	Inclusion Decision

	Khalaf et al. (2023)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Purba et al. (2023)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Ismail (2021)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Shannon et al. (2022)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Orben & Przybylski (2019)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Beyens et al. (2020)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Sabar et al. (2024)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Plackett et al. (2023)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Yu et al. (2024)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Kelly et al. (2018)
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Plackett et al. (2026) 
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included

	Asadipour and Rostami (2026) 
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Included



[bookmark: _Toc231398941]APPRAISAL SUMMARY
	Positive/Methodologically Sound
	Negative/Relatively Poor Methodology
	Unknowns

	· Systematic reviews and long-term data sets, combined with quantitative methods, provided for the most part good reliability and validity.
· Large sample sizes and analysis techniques such as regression analysis and meta-analysis were used in many studies.
· Consistent results were found in relation to associations between social media use and mental health-related outcomes like depression, anxiety, stress and low self-esteem.
	· Multiple studies used self-reports, which could have introduced response bias.
· Some studies were cross sectional in design, which precluded the ability to determine causality.
	· It is unclear how the long-term effects of various social media platforms will manifest themselves psychologically.
· There is a need to further explore the effects of positive social media interactions on mental health.



[bookmark: _Toc231398942]Characteristics of articles
	SL No.
	Author/year
	Context
(Country/Discipline)
	Theory/Framework
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Limitations
	Relevance to the Study

	1
	Khalaf, A.M., Alubied, A.A., Khalaf, A.M., Rifaey, A.A., Alubied, A. and Rifaey, A., 2023. The impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents and young adults: a systematic review. Cureus, 15(8).
	
	displaced behavior theory
	Systematic Literature review
	Social media helps to improve social connection and conversely it may impact their mental health. 
	However, this paper doesn't focus on cultural norms which may fluctuate the generalised findings.
	Social media significantly impacts the mental health of teenagers through chronic sleep loss, depression and anxiety. 

	2
	Purba, A.K., Thomson, R.M., Henery, P.M., Pearce, A., Henderson, M. and Katikireddi, S.V., 2023. Social media use and health risk behaviours in young people: systematic review and meta-analysis. bmj, 383.
	
	self determination theory, Gateway theory, Reverse gateway theory)
	Systematic Literature review
	Social media use is significantly associated with various health issues of adolescents including increased alcohol use, drug use, unhealthy dietary. 
	The limitation of the study was using a fictitious influencer in the study. 
	Social media greatly impacts the mental health of adolescents including depression and poor diet. 

	3
	Ismail, A., 2021. Impact of social media on teenagers: Nigerian experience. Journal of Media & Management, 3(4), pp.1-7.
	Nigeria
	 Gratification Theory
	Primary and secondary mixed method. 
	The social media has an immense impact on the mental health of the adolescents such as depression and suicidal thoughts. 
	This study specifically focuses on Nigeria. 
	The social media negatively impacts the mental health of individuals and might lead to suicidal thoughts and depression. 

	4
	Shannon, H., Bush, K., Villeneuve, P.J., Hellemans, K.G. and Guimond, S., 2022. Problematic social media use in adolescents and young adults: systematic review and meta-analysis. JMIR mental health, 9(4), p.e33450.
	
	
	Quantitative systematic literature review
	The study found a significant relationship between negative mental health impacts and problematic social media use. 
	The number of studies in each meta-analysis were limited. 
	The problematic social media use often leads to depression, anxiety and stress in adolescents and young adults. 

	5
	Orben, A. and Przybylski, A.K., 2019. Screens, teens, and psychological well-being: Evidence from three time-use-diary studies. Psychological science, 30(5), pp.682-696. 
	Ireland, the United States, and the United Kingdom
	Open Science Framework
	Primary quantitative
	Digital screens significantly reduce the well-being of adolescents. 
	Using Time-use diaries as a method may raise ethical queries. 
	Social media sites negatively affect the psychological well-being of adolescents and young adults. 

	6
	Beyens, I., Pouwels, J.L., van Driel, I.I., Keijsers, L. and Valkenburg, P.M., 2020. The effect of social media on well-being differs from adolescent to adolescent. Scientific reports, 10(1), p.10763.
	Netherlands
	Open Science Framework
	Experience Sampling Methodology (ESM)
	The study highlighted the impact of social media on the psychological well-being varies person to person. 
	The sampling size of this study was small, which may fluctuate the results if a higher population is selected. 
	The studies provide useful insights that the use of social media doesn’t have any direct correlation with the psychological well-being of adolescents and young adults.

	7
	Sabar, S., Dzulkalnine, N. and Khir, M.M., 2024. The impact of social media on mental health of young adults: A literature review. Information Management and Business Review, 16(3), pp.447-460.
	Malaysia 
	Social comparison theory
	Traditional Literature Review
	Social media offers significant benefits, conversely it poses significant risks to the mental well-being of young adults such as anxiety, depression and lowered self-esteem. 
	This hasn’t focused on the specific effect of different social media platforms like facebook, instagram and facebook.
	Social media has an immense impact on the psychological well-being of younger adults. 

	8.
	Plackett, R., Sheringham, J. and Dykxhoorn, J. (2023) ‘The longitudinal impact of social media use on UK adolescents' mental health: longitudinal observational study’, Journal of medical Internet research, 25, p.e43213. 
	UK; Public Health / Adolescent Mental Health
	Mediation framework 
	Longitudinal observational study using secondary data (Understanding Society dataset, n=3228).
	Self-esteem initially appeared to mediate the relationship, but this effect became non-significant after adjustment
	Reliance on self-reported data; limited measurement of social media use (time-based only, not type/quality);
	Highly relevant as it provides UK-based longitudinal evidence, challenging assumptions of a direct causal link between social media use and poor mental health.

	9.
	Yu, Y., Dykxhoorn, J. and Plackett, R., (2024). The impact of different types of social media use on the mental health of UK adults: Longitudinal observational study. Journal of medical Internet research, 26, p.e56950.

	Adults Mental Health in the UK 
	Behavioural usage framework
	Longitudinal observational study using Understanding Society dataset (n=15,836 adults); linear regression analysis controlling for demographic variables
	Active use (frequent posting) was associated with slightly higher mental health problems over time.
	Focuses on adults rather than adolescents.
	Provides important UK longitudinal evidence and highlights that type of social media use matters, not just time spent.

	10.
	Kelly, Y., Zilanawala, A., Booker, C. and Sacker, A., (2018). Social media use and adolescent mental health: Findings from the UK Millennium Cohort Study. EClinicalMedicine, 6, pp.59-68.

	UK Adolescent Mental Health
	Self-esteem framework
	Cross-sectional analysis using UK Millennium Cohort Study (n=10,904 adolescents aged 14); multivariate regression and path analysis
	Found a positive association between higher social media use and depressive symptoms, especially among girls. Greater usage (≥5 hours) significantly increased depressive symptom scores.
	Cross-sectional design limits causal inference; reliance on self-reported data; measures quantity rather than quality of social media use; potential confounding variables
	Its relevant  as this paper strongly supports the argument that social media impacts mental health indirectly through psychosocial factors

	11.
	Plackett et al. (2026) 
	UK; Mental Health & Primary Care 
	Social media and mental health discussion framework 
	Qualitative interviews/focus groups 
	Social media affects young adults’ mental health positively and negatively. Barriers in healthcare discussions included lack of time and training. 
	Small sample and UK primary care focus only. 
	Relevant as it examines social media’s mental health impact among UK young adults. 

	12.
	Asadipour and Rostami (2026) 
	International; Public Health 
	Digital media addiction framework 
	Systematic review 
	Excessive social media use is linked to anxiety, depression, stress, poor sleep, and low academic performance. 
	Not UK-specific; studies used different definitions and self-reported data. 
	Relevant because it provides evidence of negative mental health impacts of social media on adolescents and young adults. 
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“Tom’s behaviour and emotional state changed from when he reached his
13th birthday. He became increasingly detached from us as a family and
this was strange because we were always close. He became secretive, highly
sensitive and would have what I can only describe as emotional meltdowns.
I sought help from the school and GP but it didn’t change how Tom was
feeling. I never, ever thought to ask what was happening to him online. If I
had only asked that question I believe I would have saved him from all the
abuse he suffered, but I didn’t and I will live with the guilt of not asking for
the rest of my life.”

Tom's mother
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