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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 
3.1 Introduction 
This chapter explains the methodological approach adopted to investigate the influence of social media on body image and self-esteem among young adults in the United Kingdom. It outlines the research design, literature search strategy, selection criteria, quality appraisal, data extraction, analytical approach and ethical considerations. 
The study uses secondary research to examine existing academic evidence rather than collecting new information directly from participants. This approach is appropriate 
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because the research aims to evaluate and synthesise published findings concerning social media use and psychological wellbeing. 
According to Snyder (2019), literature reviews can provide a structured approach to evaluating existing knowledge, identifying patterns and recognising gaps in research. 
The methodology is designed to ensure that the evidence selected is relevant, credible and appropriate for answering the research question. 
3.2 Research Philosophy and Approach 
The research adopts an interpretive and critical approach to understanding the relationship between social media, body image and self-esteem. 
An interpretive perspective recognises that individuals may experience social media differently depending on their personal circumstances, social relationships and psychological characteristics. This is particularly relevant because body image and self-esteem involve subjective experiences and perceptions. 
However, the dissertation also considers quantitative evidence examining associations between social media use and psychological outcomes. 
The research therefore uses a qualitative synthesis of findings from both qualitative and quantitative studies, rather than restricting the review to one type of primary research. 
Creswell and Creswell (2018) explain that research approaches should be selected according to the nature of the research problem and the evidence required to address it. 
This approach is appropriate because it allows the researcher to compare findings, examine theoretical explanations and critically evaluate the strengths and limitations of existing studies. 
3.3 Research Design 
The dissertation employs a structured secondary literature review. 
Secondary research involves examining information collected and published by other 
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researchers or organisations. In this study, the evidence includes peer-reviewed journal articles, systematic reviews, academic publications and relevant reports from established UK health organisations. 
The review focuses on young adults aged approximately 18–25 years, while considering studies with slightly wider age ranges where their findings are relevant. 
A structured literature review was selected because it provides an organised method for identifying and comparing evidence without requiring participant recruitment. 
The review is not presented as a full systematic review or meta-analysis. Instead, it aims to produce a transparent and critical narrative synthesis supported by thematic analysis. 
This design is suitable for exploring a complex topic involving psychological, social and behavioural factors. 
3.4 Literature Search Strategy 
A structured search strategy was developed to identify literature relevant to the research aim and objectives. 
The proposed academic databases include PubMed, PsycINFO, CINAHL and Google Scholar. These resources were selected because they contain research relating to psychology, mental health, social behaviour and health and social care. 
The search combines keywords and Boolean operators to identify studies examining social media use, body image and self-esteem. 
Examples of search terms include: 
	Search category 
	Keywords 

	Social media 
	"social media", Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, "social networking sites" 

	Body image 
	"body image", "body dissatisfaction", "appearance comparison" 

	Self-esteem 
	"self-esteem", "self-worth", "psychological wellbeing" 
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	Population 
	"young adults", "university students", "emerging adults" 

	Location 
	"United Kingdom", UK, Britain 


An example search string is: 
("social media" OR Instagram OR TikTok) AND ("body image" OR "body dissatisfaction") AND ("self-esteem" OR "psychological wellbeing") AND ("young adults" OR "university students") 
The literature search focuses primarily on publications from 2016 to 2026 to capture developments in contemporary social media use. Earlier publications are included where they provide important theoretical foundations. 
Search results will be recorded in a literature tracking workbook to support transparency and reduce duplication. 
3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
Inclusion and exclusion criteria were established to ensure that the selected literature addresses the research question. 
	Inclusion criteria 
	Exclusion criteria 

	Research published primarily between 2016 and 2026 
	Older publications without significant theoretical relevance 

	Studies involving young adults, preferably aged 18–25 
	Studies exclusively involving children or older adults 

	Research examining social media, body image or self-esteem 
	Research unrelated to psychological or appearance-related outcomes 

	Peer-reviewed studies and credible institutional reports 
	Unverified websites, opinion pieces and unsupported claims 

	English-language publications 
	Publications without an accessible English- 
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	language version 

	UK-based studies, supplemented by relevant international evidence 
	Studies with findings that cannot reasonably inform the research question 


These criteria support consistency when selecting evidence. International studies are included where appropriate because they may offer theoretical explanations and findings relevant to the UK population. 
However, differences in cultural expectations and social contexts will be considered when interpreting international evidence. 
3.6 Quality Appraisal and Source Selection 
The quality of selected literature is assessed using the CRAAP framework, which considers Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose (Blakeslee, 2004). 
This framework helps determine whether sources are sufficiently credible and appropriate for academic research. 
Currency considers publication dates and relevance to contemporary social media platforms. Relevance examines whether studies address the research question and target population. Authority evaluates the qualifications of authors and the credibility of publication sources. 
Accuracy considers methodological quality, evidence and the reliability of findings, while Purpose examines potential bias and the reasons for publication. 
The CRAAP framework is supplemented by critical consideration of research design, sample characteristics, measurement methods and limitations. 
Particular attention is given to whether studies establish causal relationships or merely identify associations. 
A literature tracking and analysis workbook will document source evaluations and selection decisions. Any final number of included studies must reflect the actual completed screening process. 
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3.7 Data Extraction and Thematic Analysis 
Relevant information from selected publications will be organised using a structured data extraction table. 
The table will record author names, publication years, research aims, study designs, participant characteristics, key findings and methodological limitations. 
The findings will then be synthesized using thematic analysis, informed by Braun and Clarke (2006). 
The process involves familiarization with the selected literature, identification of relevant findings, initial coding, development of themes, review of themes and interpretation of the overall evidence. 
Potential themes include appearance-related social comparison, unrealistic beauty standards, online validation, body positivity and psychological wellbeing. 
However, the final themes will be determined by the evidence rather than imposed before analysis. 
The analysis will compare findings across studies and consider differences in gender, research design, social media platforms and population characteristics. 
This process is intended to move beyond simple description by critically examining areas of agreement, contradiction and uncertainty. 
3.8 Ethical Considerations and Research Limitations 
As the dissertation uses published secondary evidence, no direct participant recruitment, interviews or questionnaires are required. 
Nevertheless, ethical responsibilities remain important. The researcher must represent findings accurately, avoid plagiarism and acknowledge all sources using Harvard referencing. 
The British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2024) emphasises the 
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importance of integrity, transparency and responsible conduct in educational research. 
The study will also avoid presenting associations as proven causal relationships or making unsupported generalizations about young adults. 
Several methodological limitations must be acknowledged. Published studies may contain sampling bias, inaccurate self-reported social media usage or limited representation of UK populations. 
Furthermore, the rapid development of digital platforms means that findings from older studies may not fully reflect contemporary online experiences. 
The absence of primary research also means that the dissertation cannot directly investigate the experiences of a newly recruited UK sample. 
Despite these limitations, a carefully conducted secondary review can provide valuable insight into existing knowledge and identify implications for health and social care practice. 
3.9 Chapter Summary 
This chapter has outlined the secondary research methodology used to investigate the relationship between social media, body image and self-esteem among young adults in the UK. 
The approach combines a structured literature search, clearly defined selection criteria, critical quality appraisal and thematic synthesis. 
Ethical considerations and methodological limitations have also been addressed to support academic transparency and responsible interpretation. 
The following chapter will present the findings from the selected literature and examine the main themes emerging from the analysis. 
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