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CHAPTER 1:
1.1 Introduction
Social media has become deeply embedded in the everyday lives of adolescents across the United Kingdom, shaping how young people communicate, learn, and construct their identities. With platforms such as Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok and YouTube providing constant access to peers and influencers, adolescents today experience a digital environment that significantly influences their emotional and psychological development. Over the past decade, concerns have intensified regarding the relationship between social media use and rising mental health difficulties among young people. Recent UK data indicates that one in six children aged 16 or above now presents with a probable mental disorder, demonstrating an upward trend since 2017 (NHS Digital, 2021). As digital engagement continues to grow, understanding how various forms of online interaction affect psychological wellbeing has become increasingly urgent. 
This project aims to investigate how social media use influences adolescent mental health in the UK, drawing on contemporary research, statistical evidence, and theoretical perspectives. The study will explore both positive and negative impacts, acknowledging that digital platforms offer opportunities for social support, creativity, and identity exploration while also posing risks such as cyberbullying, addictive behaviours, harmful social comparison, and disrupted sleep patterns. In doing so, the research seeks to provide a balanced and evidence-based understanding of a complex issue.
Ultimately, this project aims to contribute to ongoing debates among policymakers, educators, and healthcare professionals who are working to safeguard young people’s wellbeing in an increasingly digital society. Through a critical examination of current evidence, this chapter sets the foundation for a comprehensive exploration of social media’s role in shaping adolescent mental health today.
1.2 Definitions and Terminology
To ensure clarity throughout this dissertation, this section provides key definitions and terminology relevant to the research topic.
Adolescents:
The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines adolescents as individuals aged 10 to19 (WHO, 2025). Within this project the term refers primarily to young people aged 19 and above in the UK education system as this aligns with most research assessing mental health in relation to social media use.
Mental Health:
Mental health refers to a person’s emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing that affects how you think, feel, and act. Common adolescent mental health challenges discussed in this study include anxiety, depression, self-esteem issues, and behavioural difficulties. These definitions align with NHS and Public Health England frameworks (NHS 2022). 
Social media:
social media encompasses digital platforms that enable users to create, share, and interact with content and networks. Examples include Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook, and YouTube. These platforms facilitate communication, identity expression, and content consumption but also introduce risks such as comparison, cyberbullying, and exposure to unrealistic imagery (Paljug, 2025).
Cyberbullying:
Cyberbullying is defined as repeated, intentional harm inflicted through digital devices or online platforms. It includes harassment, exclusion, spreading rumours, and posting harmful content. Research consistently links cyberbullying to increased depressive symptoms and emotional distress (Zhu et al., 2021).
Screen Time:
Screen time refers to the amount of time spent using digital screens, including smartphones, tablets, and computers. High levels particularly over 4 to 5 hours daily have been associated with poorer sleep quality and worsened mental wellbeing (Kelly et al., 2018).
Acronyms and Abbreviations
	NHS
	National Health Service

	UK
	United Kingdom	

	WHO
	World Health Organization

	MH
	Mental Health	

	SM
	social media	



	
	These terms are used frequently throughout the study and defining them here ensures consistency and clarity for readers unfamiliar with discipline specific terminology.
	

	
	
	



1.3 Rationale for the Research
The rise of social media as a dominant aspect of adolescent life has prompted growing concern and debate among researchers, educators, and policymakers. Young people today spend more time online than any previous generation, with many reporting daily engagement that significantly shapes their behaviours, relationships, and self-perception. The rationale for this research is rooted in recent trends showing a simultaneous increase in social media use and mental health difficulties among UK adolescents (Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn, 2022). Although social media has benefits including access to peer support, avenues for creative expression, and opportunities for community building emerging evidence highlights substantial risks that warrant further investigation (Charanvas et al., 2024).
Existing literature identifies several pathways through which social media may negatively affect adolescent mental health, such as cyberbullying, social comparison, exposure to unrealistic beauty standards, problematic or addictive use, and sleep disruption (Twenge and Campbell, 2020). However, despite these growing insights, there remain inconsistencies and gaps in research findings, especially regarding how different adolescents experience these platforms. For instance, recent studies suggest that young people with pre-existing mental health conditions may be disproportionately vulnerable to negative effects (Fassi et al., 2025). These emerging patterns underscore the need for a contemporary, UK focused review of how social media behaviours relate to mental health outcomes.
Furthermore, current policy responses are developing rapidly but may lack sufficient grounding in UK specific evidence. By synthesising recent research, this study seeks to fill a critical gap providing updated, context specific insights into the complex relationship between social media use and mental wellbeing among British adolescents. The findings aim to support informed decision making among professionals working in health, education, and youth services. 
1.4 Aim and Objectives of the Research
According to Health and Social Care Committee, (2022) in the UK, with an adult population of around 52 million, roughly 11.4 million adults say social media images make them worry about their body image, and of these, an estimated 3.54 million are experience anxiety or depression. The aim of this project as stated in the proposal is to is to investigate how the use of social media influences adolescent mental health in the UK. It also critically examines both its negative and positive impacts in detail. It will also explore evidence-based strategies and interventions designed to reduce potential risks while at the same time supporting and enhancing related benefits.  
Objectives
· Define and examine the connection between social media use and mental health outcomes in UK adolescents, including anxiety, depression, and self-esteem.
· Analyse existing research and statistical data to identify the extent of social media’s influence on adolescent wellbeing.
· Evaluate both the potential risks for example cyberbullying, screen addiction and benefits like social support, community building of social media for young people.
· Provide recommendations for healthcare professionals, educators, and policymakers on supporting healthy social media use among adolescents.
These objectives establish a clear framework for this study and ensure alignment between research aims literature review, methodology, and final recommendations.
1.5 Conclusion
This chapter introduced the central focus of the study understanding the impacts of social media on adolescent mental health within the UK context. It outlined the relevance of the topic, defined key terminology, presented the rationale for the study, and restated the research aim and objectives. As social media continues to evolve and integrate into adolescents’ lives, examining its influence on mental wellbeing becomes increasingly significant for researchers and practitioners alike.
Chapter 2 will provide essential background and analysis, outlining the historical development of social media, the theoretical frameworks that explain its psychological effects, and the international, national, and UK specific contexts that shape adolescent social media use. 








Chapter 2 – Background Information and Analysis
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides the contextual foundation for examining the impacts of social media on adolescent mental health in the UK. It brings together the historical development of social media, the theoretical frameworks that help explain its psychological effects and the international and national contexts within which adolescent social media use is situated. The chapter begins by outlining the evolution of social media platforms and how their growing presence has intersected with rising public concern about youth mental health. It then introduces key psychological theories that underpin the mechanisms through which social media may influence well-being, such as social comparison, problematic use patterns and behavioural addiction frameworks. Following this, the global perspective is explored, highlighting international trends, regional variations and global initiatives. Finally, the UK context is examined, including policy responses, local initiatives and recent empirical research. This background will support the methodological decisions outlined in Chapter 3.

2.2 Historical Background 
The rise of social media as a central feature of adolescent life is a relatively recent phenomenon. Social networking sites emerged in the early 2000s, with platforms like MySpace and Facebook introducing new modes of online communication. However, the early-to-mid 2010s marked a turning point, coinciding with the widespread adoption of smartphones, which allowed adolescents constant and portable access to social media (Osborne, 2025). Platforms such as Instagram (launched 2010), Snapchat (2011), and TikTok (2016) transformed online interactions by shifting the focus from text-based communication to highly visual, algorithm-driven content designed to maximise engagement (De et al., 2025).
During this period, public and academic concern began to grow regarding the potential negative impacts of social media on adolescent mental health. Early studies highlighted issues such as cyberbullying, online harassment, sleep disruption, and increased anxiety (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). By the mid-2010s, research by Blanchard et al, (2023) increasingly documented associations between social media use and mental health outcomes particularly depressive symptoms, self-esteem challenges and body dissatisfaction.
The creation of endless scroll features, targeted advertising and algorithmic tailoring of content represented further milestones, raising questions about whether social media use could become compulsive or addiction like in some young people. A major shift occurred when large scale longitudinal datasets, such as the UK Millennium Cohort Study, began to be used to examine the relationship between social media use and mental health in more depth (Kelly et al., 2018).
Significant Historical Figures and Contributions
Several organisations and research institutions have shaped the field. The Royal Society for Public Health was one of the first UK bodies to publicly highlight concerns about adolescent mental health through its 2017 StatusOfMind report, which ranked social media platforms according to their mental health impacts. The report emphasised issues such as anxiety, loneliness, body-image pressures and disrupted sleep, sparking national discussions about online harms (RSPH, 2017).  
Academic institutions have also played a critical role. Recently, researchers at the University of Cambridge examined adolescents with and without diagnosed mental health conditions, finding that those with internalising conditions experienced more social comparison, mood fluctuations and feedback sensitivity online (Fassi et al., 2025). Such findings have shifted the debate from a purely screen-time narrative towards more nuanced understandings of how and why adolescents use social media.
Meta-analyses and umbrella reviews, such as those by Shannon et al. (2022) and Sala, Porcaro, and Gómez (2024), have synthesised evidence across hundreds of studies, demonstrating that the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is multifaceted. While use is not universally harmful, problematic patterns or vulnerability factors can increase the risk of negative outcomes, including depression, anxiety and stress. These findings have refined understanding in the UK context, moving the focus beyond mere screen time to patterns of engagement, individual susceptibility, and content exposure, and have informed research priorities, policy development, and public discourse around adolescent wellbeing. 





2.3 Theoretical Background 
Understanding how social media affects adolescent mental health requires engagement with several key psychological theories below are the Key Theories and Concepts.
[bookmark: _Hlk214632923]Social Comparison Theory 1959: This theory, introduced by Leon Festinger emphasises that people often evaluate their qualities by comparing to others (Butts, 2024). On visually oriented platforms such as Instagram and TikTok, adolescents are frequently exposed to idealised images, which can lead to negative self-evaluations, body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem (Alfonso-Fuertes et al., 2022). 
Uses and Gratifications Theory 1973: This theory suggests that individuals use media to meet specific psychological needs such as social connection, entertainment, or identity formation (Fiveable.me, 2025).  Adolescents may use social media for peer acceptance or emotional support, which can have both positive and negative consequences depending on how these gratifications are sought (Parent, 2023). As discussed in Cambridge Core this theory helps explain both adaptive uses for example maintaining friendships and maladaptive patterns like compulsive checking for likes (Tibber and Silver, 2022).
· Self-Determination Theory 1985:  focuses on three core psychological needs Autonomy: The need to feel in control of one's actions and behaviours, and that one's choices are congruent with their values and sense of self.
· Competence: The need to feel effective in one's actions, master challenges, and develop skills.
· Relatedness: The need to feel a sense of connection to others, belonging, and care (Weir, 2025).
When these needs are satisfied, individuals experience greater well-being. Social media can both support and thwart these needs. For example, research by West, Rice and Vella-Brodrick, (2024) found that while social media can help adolescents feel connected it may also undermine their sense of competence or autonomy depending on the context of use.



Application of Theories
Social Comparison Theory (1959): Contemporary research applies this theory to explain how adolescents’ exposure to idealised images on platforms like Instagram and TikTok fosters upward social comparisons, which can reduce self-esteem and exacerbate body dissatisfaction (Taylor and Armes, 2024). Alfonso-Fuertes et al. (2022) further demonstrate that frequent engagement with appearance focused content predicts negative body image, highlighting social comparison as a key psychological mechanism mediating the relationship between social media use and adolescent wellbeing. UK studies show that social comparison on Facebook predicts higher depression (Casingcasing et al., 2022), and Instagram use promotes upward appearance comparisons increasing stigma (Adkins et al., 2023). These findings highlight social comparison as a key pathway linking social media use to negative mental health outcomes. 
Uses and Gratifications Theory (1973): This framework has been employed to examine adolescents’ motivations for social media use, including connection, entertainment, identity expression, and information seeking. While such motives can facilitate positive outcomes, such as sustaining peer relationships, reliance on social media for validation or emotional regulation can promote compulsive checking and increase vulnerability to anxiety and depressive symptoms (Tibber and Silver, 2022). UK research shows diverse motives a study by Bowden-Green, Hinds and Joinson, (2021) reported that adults used social media to pass time and maintain relationships, while Lu and Lin (2022) found that motives related to content, social interaction, and process predicted wellbeing. These studies underscore that Motives can have positive or negative effects on mental health. 
Self-Determination or SDT Theory (1985):  Research critiques the extent to which social media supports or frustrates adolescents’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Skeggs and Orben (2025) show that pressures to curate one’s online self can undermine these needs, whereas West, Rice and Vella-Brodrick (2021) find that meaningful interactions that satisfy these needs enhance wellbeing, demonstrating the nuanced role of social media in psychological development. In other hand Di Cara et al. (2022) UK cohort data showed that well-being is linked to how well online activities satisfy basic psychological needs.


Critical Evaluation
The table below is showing the critical evaluation of the above theories.

	Theories
	Strengths
	Limitations

	



Social Comparison Theory 1959
	
Explains how adolescents use social media for upward comparison, contributing to anxiety, body dissatisfaction, and lowered self-esteem helps interpret the link between curated online content and negative self-evaluations.
	
Overemphasises rational comparison and ignores algorithmic influences that intensify exposure underestimates emotional reactivity in adolescents does not fully capture the constant, passive comparison triggered by social media feeds.

	


Uses and Gratifications Theory 1973
	
Clarifies why adolescents actively use social media to fulfil needs for example belonging, entertainment, identity formation, which relates to mental health outcomes such as mood regulation or social connection. 
	
Assumes users are fully active and intentional, which may not reflect adolescents’ habitual or addictive online behaviour neglects how platform design shapes use self-reported gratifications can be vague or circular.

	



Self-Determination Theory 1985
	
Useful for understanding how social media affects autonomy, competence and relatedness core drivers of adolescent wellbeing explains how supportive online interactions may enhance motivation and psychological health
	
Overlooks how social media often undermines autonomy through persuasive design assumes universal need structures that may differ developmentally intrinsic or extrinsic motivation boundaries blur in online environments driven by likes, metrics and external validation.




2.4 International Context and Global Perspectives 
The impact of social media on adolescents’ mental health is a growing global concern, with evidence of both benefits and harms. A multi country qualitative study by UNICEF found that adolescents in 11 of 13 countries across the Americas, Europe, Africa and Asia spontaneously raised issues about how social media contributes to social comparison, cyberbullying, and time wasting, all of which can negatively affect well‑being (Ziegel et al., 2025). 
Research from countries such as the United States, Canada, China and across Europe indicates similar patterns high or problematic social media use correlates with increased symptoms of anxiety, depression, loneliness and sleep disturbance (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). Many global organisations including UNICEF highlighted social media is intentionally designed to capture our attention by exploiting our need for validation and fear of rejection. Excessive passive scrolling can be harmful, often leading to envy, inadequacy and lower life satisfaction. Research also links heavy use to ADHD symptoms, depression, anxiety and poor sleep (Fersko, 2018). WHO also reports a sharp rise in problematic social media use among adolescents, raising concerns about its links to depression, anxiety, and poor sleep. While social media has benefits, the WHO urges immediate action and better digital literacy to help teens build healthier tech habits (WHO, 2024).
Research by Schønning et al., (2020) also show cultural differences, in some countries, such as South Korea, high academic pressures interact with online stressors, amplifying mental health risks. In contrast, in Nordic countries, where digital literacy education is stronger, adolescents report more positive online experiences.
Comparative Analysis
Efforts to manage the impact of social media on adolescent mental health vary widely across countries. For example, many European nations including those in Scandinavia emphasise integrating digital‑literacy and mental‑health education into school curricula, encouraging balanced and mindful online use from an early age. This preventative, education‑centred strategy contrasts with more reactive approaches seen elsewhere. In the United States and UK, interventions tend to revolve around research-driven studies, parental monitoring and targeted mental‑health support rather than broad educational reform (Canadian Paediatric Society, 2019).
In some countries, government regulation plays a more active role. Meanwhile, global institutions such as World Health Organisations (WHO, 2024) and UNESCO, (2023) advocate for digital health initiatives, calling on stakeholders to co design youth centred interventions. 
Case Studies
In the UK, the Royal Society for Public Health issued the influential report StatusOfMind (2017), finding that heavy social media use among 16–24 -year-olds was linked to higher anxiety, depression, poor sleep, body‑image issues and cyberbullying though social media also offered access to support, information and peer connection.
A 2021 multi country study across 11 nations found that adolescents view digital communication including social media, chat and online gaming as both beneficial for connection and self-expression and harmful due to social comparison, harassment and excessive use (Ziegel et al., 2025).
In lower income countries, limited digital literacy, weak mental health services and social stigma heighten risks for vulnerable adolescents (Osborne, 2025).
Overall, these differences highlight a global trend social media can support adolescent well-being, but without education, regulation and support, it may exacerbate mental health challenges.
2.5 National and Local UK Context UK Perspective
 In the UK, social media is recognised as a double-edged tool for adolescents it can foster connection, peer support and access to mental health information it also poses risks such as cyberbullying, social comparison and body image pressures (Ofcom, 2024). Policymakers, schools and charities emphasize safe digital use and targeted support for vulnerable youth.
National trends highlight rising mental health challenges among UK adolescents. In 2023, 20.3% of 8 to16 year-olds and 23.3% of 17 to19 year olds were identified with a probable mental disorder, with higher rates among young women 31.6% (NHS Digital, 2023a). Eating disorders have also increased sharply (NHS England, 2023). Concurrently, 58% of young people reported online bullying, and 82 to 87% said social media negatively affected their mental health or body image (Royal Society for Public Health, 2022).
UK research indicates social media does not inherently cause mental illness but can amplify existing vulnerabilities or exposure to harmful online content (NHS Digital, 2023b).
 In response, schools provide digital wellbeing education, charities run awareness campaigns and the NHS offers adolescent mental health support.
Overall, in the UK, social media is addressed through a balanced approach promoting its benefits while mitigating risks and responding to rising mental health challenges among young people.
Policy and Regulation
The Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH, 2017) urged social media companies to introduce heavy-usage warnings, disclose digitally manipulated images, and support safe-use education in schools.
The All-Party Parliamentary Group on social media and Young People’s Mental Health and Wellbeing launched an inquiry into adolescent social media use (Parliament.uk, 2019).
NHS England tracks social media experiences, including safety and cyberbullying. The 2022 follow up to the 2017 mental health survey found people with probable mental disorders were more likely to report online bullying or feel unsafe than peers without disorders (NHS, 2022).
Local Context
At the local level, social media’s impact is often mediated by support systems. For many adolescents, social media serves as a source of connection identity formation and self-expression it can offer emotional support, peer bonding and access to mental health resources (Winstone et al., 2021).
Schools and local authorities face challenges responding effectively: the rapid shift to smartphones and private messaging often outpaces the capacity of school policies and safeguarding frameworks. Strategies focused purely on “safeguarding” may not build resilience; instead, approaches should include digital literacy, wellbeing education, and support for healthy online behaviour (Education Policy Institute, 2018).
Parental involvement also plays a role. A 2024 UK study found that adolescents with public social media accounts had higher odds of anxiety and depression than those without, but parental guidance was associated with lower risk for those without public accounts (Mabaso et al., 2024).

2.6 Conclusion 
This chapter has provided a comprehensive background to the study by examining the historical evolution of social media, key psychological theories explaining its impacts, and both international and UK specific contexts. The historical overview demonstrated how the rapid rise of social media coincided with increased attention to adolescent mental health. The theoretical section highlighted mechanisms such as social comparison, problematic use, and ecological influences, while the international context showed global consistency in concerns and outcomes. The UK context further emphasised the complexity of this relationship, supported by robust longitudinal evidence and active policy intervention.
This background provides essential context for the next chapter, which will detail the methodology. Understanding the theoretical frameworks, contextual influences, and existing research will guide the selection of research design, sampling strategies, ethical considerations, and analytic approaches.
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