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Topic: The relationship between social media use and teenagers’ mental health in the UK: scoping review
Abstract
Social media is now a significant aspect of everyday life for teenagers, offering chances for communication, entertainment, education, social interaction and access to information. At the same time, worries have grown about its possible link with poor mental health, such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, a negative body image and trouble with sleep. This scoping review looks at the connection between social media use and teenagers' mental health in the UK. A structured secondary research method was employed to find peer-reviewed research that had been published between 2016 and 2026. Four studies based in the UK were chosen for thematic analysis: Woods and Scott (2016), Kelly et al. (2018), Viner et al. (2019), and Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn (2023). The results highlighted three main themes: excessive and emotionally involved use of social media, indirect pathways relating to sleep, cyberbullying and self-esteem, and variations in the strength of the associations between individuals. Generally, the evidence indicates that social media use is linked to some worse mental health outcomes, especially when it is frequent, emotionally intense or affects sleep and activities away from the internet. Yet the evidence does not show a simple causal connection, and some studies have found only limited evidence that the amount of time spent on social media independently predicts later mental health issues. The findings have consequences for health and social care professionals, schools, families and policymakers. The recommendations are to promote digital literacy, assess social media use where appropriate, support healthy sleep and encourage longer and intervention-based research.

Introduction
Social media can be defined as digital platforms on which people can produce, share and interact both with content and with other users, for example Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and other social networking sites. Different from traditional methods of communication, social media enables teenagers to communicate continuously, to reply instantly to content and to keep up their social relationships no matter where they are. As a result, social media has become an important element in the social lives of adolescents.

Adolescence is a major period of development during which great biological, psychological and social changes take place; young people go through the process of forming their identity, gaining independence, building up their relationships and developing a sense of self. It is therefore very important for their mental health since any problems that arise during this time can influence their education, on their relationships, on their physical health and on their future well-being. Widely speaking, mental health can be defined as a state of well-being that allows individuals to meet the demands of everyday life, to develop relationships and to function in their communities. The mental health issues that affect young people may involve anxiety, depression, psychological distress, low self-esteem and problems with emotional regulation.

The connection between social media and the mental health of adolescents is complex. Social media does not always have a completely negative impact; it can help young people keep in touch with friends, allow them to join communities, enable them to obtain information and provide a means of seeking emotional support. social media may cause young people to be subjected to cyberbullying, social comparison, unrealistic expectations regarding body image, harmful content and the pressure to stay constantly connected. For instance, Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found associations between social media use and depression, anxiety and psychological distress among adolescents, while also pointing out the methodological differences between the studies.
The topic was chosen since social media has become more part of teenagers' daily lives, many young people spend a lot of time communicating and interacting via digital platforms. it is therefore important to know whether certain patterns of social media use are linked to mental health for the purpose of health and social care practice.

The situation is especially significant in the UK since mental health among young people is still a major public health issue. According to NHS England in 2023, 20.3% of children between the ages of 8 and 16 had a probable mental disorder, the figure for those aged 17 to 19 being 23.3% (NHS England, 2023). These statistics show how important it is to identify factors that might be modified and which are associated with young people's wellbeing. Yet social media should not be seen as the only possible explanation for the rising mental health problems because young people's wellbeing is affected by a few different factors, such as their family situation, the education system, socioeconomic conditions, their relationships, sleep and the broader social environment.

It is also relevant to health and social care professionals since young people might bring forward their mental health problems without at first mentioning social media as a factor which has contributed to them. Professionals need a well-informed understanding of the way in which online experiences can interact with other risk and protective factors. The aim of this scoping review is not to state that social media causes mental illness directly, but rather to look at the current UK evidence and to identify any patterns that could be of relevance to practice.

The UK situation is especially important since policies concerning children and social media are undergoing change. The Online Safety Act 2023 laid down legal obligations on online platforms to minimise the risks to children, such as exposure to harmful content. Starting in July 2025, platforms have had to comply with child-safety responsibilities relating to harmful content including that on bullying, self-harm and eating-disorder content (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025). (GOV.UK)
What is the relationship between social media use and mental health among teenagers in the UK?
The objectives of this scoping review are to:

1. Look at the current UK peer-reviewed evidence regarding the impact of social media use on teenagers' mental health.
2. Determine the main mental health effects resulting from the use of social media, such as anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and psychological well-being.
3. Determine the different ways in which the use of social media might affect mental health, such as through its impact on sleep, cyberbullying, and body image.
4. Think about the effects of the findings for practice, policy and future research in UK health and social care.

Background
Social media has now become a part of the social lives of a lot of many young people. The various platforms offer opportunities for communication, entertainment, learning and taking part in social activities. For teenagers who have trouble forming relationships in person, online communities may be able to give them a sense of social connection and belonging. It would therefore be wrong to see social media only in a negative light since this would fail to acknowledge its potential advantages. Social media platforms might also be designed in such a way as to promote long periods of user engagement. The use of notifications, personalised feeds, endless scrolling and recommendations can lead people to stay on the sites for long times. For teenagers, whose social identities and relationships are still developing, the need to stay connected may cause them to check the platforms frequently.

The Chief Medical Officers of the UK have before now stressed the importance of balancing the advantages of digital communication against various activities which are essential for healthy development, especially those relating to sleep, physical activity and education (Department of Health and Social Care, 2019). This is in line with research indicating that the effects of social media may be indirect since online activities can take the place of or interfere with other parts of healthy adolescent development. Difficulties concerning mental health in adolescence can involve depression, anxiety, psychological distress, low self-esteem and problems linked to emotional wellbeing; such difficulties can have an impact on educational participation, on relationships and on physical health. The extent of the problem in England is shown by the Mental Health of Children and Young People in England survey. According to NHS England (2023), in 2023 about one in five children and young people aged 8 to 25 had a probable mental disorder. For children and young people aged 11 to 16, the prevalence was 22.6%, which shows how important it is to identify and provide support at an early stage.

It does not follow that because mental health problems are on the rise social media must be to blame. Mental health is the result of a mix of individual, family, social and environmental factors, and social media should therefore be seen as just one part of the wider social environment. The Online Safety Act 2023 marks a significant step in the UK's approach to online safety. This law imposes on online services that are subject to regulation the obligation to evaluate and deal with risks to children; this involves protecting children from harmful and age-inappropriate content and also requiring the services to put in place suitable systems to manage the risks that have been identified (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025).Education also plays a significant role, in order to keep children safe in an educational setting, schools and colleges must recognise safeguarding issues that affect children both offline and online. Since cyberbullying and other kinds of child-on-child abuse can take place via digital platforms, appropriate safeguarding responses are needed (Department for Education, 2025). (GOV.UK)

In 2026 the policy situation has moved on. The UK government has stated that it intends to impose restrictions on under-16s' access to social media from spring 2027, together with extra safeguards for older teenagers. It has also carried out research into interventions aimed at restricting teenagers' use of social media, the group in question being those aged 13 to 17. The 2026 pilot looked at daily limits, overnight bans and the full removal of social media apps. The participants said that they had noticed improvements in their sleep, mood, concentration and interactions with their family, although the government stressed that the qualitative research was exploratory and could not prove causal effects (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). (GOV.UK)

It is important to make this distinction since policy decisions may at times advance more quickly than the evidence base. The UK government's 2026 feasibility study also found that there was a shortage of high-quality causal evidence showing a direct link between social media and children's mental health and wellbeing (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). (GOV.UK) Health and social care professionals might come across teenagers who are experiencing anxiety, a low mood, poor sleep, low self-esteem or social difficulties. Social media could be part of the broader context in which these problems arise. Professionals must also refrain from if a high level of social media use automatically means that someone has poor mental health. In their assessment they should look at how the young person uses social media, the experiences they have online, and whether their online activities have an impact on their sleep and their education, their relationships or their physical activity. It is especially important to take a holistic approach since some young people might turn to social media as a means of looking for emotional support. If access is taken away without considering, the role that social media plays in a person's life this could possibly lead to greater feelings of isolation. As a result, interventions should aim at promoting healthy and safe use of social media rather than viewing social media use as just problematic.
Methods
A scoping review method was chosen since the aim of the research is to examine the extent and character of the existing evidence rather than to assess the effectiveness of a particular intervention. This type of review is suitable when the literature is varied and comprises different study designs and outcome measures.

The review was carried out through secondary research based on published academic literature, and the methodological approach followed established scoping-review principles such as the use of clearly defined eligibility criteria, a systematic search, the selection of studies, and thematic synthesis.
The strategy for the search was based on the research question and on the search terms which had been identified in the Component 1 proposal. The key terms were:

- social media
- social networking
-teenagers
-adolescents
-young people
-mental health
-depression
- anxiety
- psychological distress
-self-esteem
-sleep
-cyberbullying.
For the final scoping review, four peer-reviewed studies were chosen. These were Woods and Scott (2016), Kelly et al. (2018), Viner et al. (2019), and Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn (2023).

The studies were chosen since they looked directly at the use of social media by adolescents in the UK and examined mental health or other factors closely linked to mental wellbeing. Together, they include a variety of methodological approaches such as cross-sectional and longitudinal research.
The studies that were chosen were subjected to thematic synthesis, with the findings being extracted and then compared based on population, study design, the way in which social media use was measured, the mental health outcomes and the main findings.

Instead of viewing each association as proof of causation, the analysis looks at whether the findings were consistent across different studies and if possible, mechanisms could account for the relationship. The following three main themes were identified:

1. Using social media frequently and with a strong emotional involvement.
2. Pathways that are indirect and involve sleep, cyberbullying, and self-esteem.
3. There are individual differences and uncertainty as to causal relationships.
Results
Summary of selected studies 
	Study
woods and scott(2016)

Kelly (2018)

Viner (2019)

Plackett, Sheringham and dykxhoorn (2023)
	Population and setting
467 Scottish 
adolescents

10,904 UK 14-year-olds

12,866 young people in England 

3,228 UK young people aged 10-15
	Methodology
Quantitative cross-sectional study
 
Quantitative analysis

Longitudinal secondary analysis 

Longitudinal studies  
	Main findings 
Greater use and emotional investments were associated with poor sleep, lower self-esteem, anxiety depression.

Greater social media use with higher depressive symptom scores

Very frequent social media use
Physiological distress, cyberbullying etc.

Little evidence that more time spent on social media independently could predict later mental health problems.


The study looked at how intense the use of social media is. Woods and Scott (2016) discovered that adolescents who used social media more often, especially at night, had poorer sleep quality, lower self-esteem and greater levels of anxiety and depression. It is important to note that the study made a distinction between just using social media and being emotionally involved with it; emotional involvement was especially linked with anxiety and depression.

Kelly et al. (2018) have likewise found an association between increased daily use of social media and depressive symptoms. For adolescents who used social media for five or more hours each day, their scores for depressive symptoms were higher than those of adolescents who used it for one to three hours. The association was more noticeable in girls than in boys. The fact that the time spent online might be important does not mean that time alone can account for the relationship it is possible for a teenager to spend several hours online talking to friends without having any negative effects, while another teenager might spend less time online yet still suffer from strong social comparison, cyberbullying or fear of missing out.

It is therefore important to distinguish between the quantity and quality of social media use. Social media can be beneficial in so far as it helps to establish meaningful relationships, but it may be harmful if it proves emotionally demanding or if it disrupts other aspects of life. Kelly et al. (2018) found that social media use was linked to online harassment, poor sleep, low self-esteem and worries about body image, all of which in turn related to depressive symptoms. This shows that social media might affect mental health through the experiences that take place during or because of social media use rather than merely through the amount of time spent on screens. Viner and others (2019) offered additional evidence in support of this pathway. In a longitudinal study involving 12,866 young people in England, they found that frequent use of social media was associated with psychological distress. However, when the effects of cyberbullying, sleep and physical activity were considered, the strength of some of the associations decreased. In the case of girls, these factors accounted for large proportions of the link between social media use and the psychological distress and wellbeing outcomes. Throughout the evidence, sleep was found to be especially important. Woods and Scott (2016) discovered that using social media specifically at night was linked to lower sleep quality. This is significant since poor sleep is connected to worse emotional wellbeing. It follows that social media could have an impact on mental health indirectly by delaying bedtime, disrupting sleep or causing teenagers to stay socially available at night.

Self-esteem also turned out to be a significant pathway. Adolescence is a stage when identity and self-image are being formed. Since young people are constantly exposed to carefully chosen images of others, this can lead to social comparison. When teenagers compare their appearance, popularity, the nature of their relationships or their achievements with idealised online images, they might end up with a negative view of themselves. Even though three of the studies chosen did find negative associations, the results were not entirely consistent. Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn (2023) looked at 3,228 young people aged 10 to 15 using data from the UK Understanding Society longitudinal household survey. The findings gave little indication that spending more time on social media independently predicted later mental health problems. The fact is significant since it goes against the idea that just spending more time on social media leads to poor mental health. The authors stressed the role of things like self-esteem and social connectedness. It therefore follows that young people who already have low self-esteem or experience difficulties in their relationships will use social media in a different way from young people who have stronger protective factors.

The variation between the different studies might be due to methodological differences. Woods and Scott (2016) employed a cross-sectional approach, which involved measuring both social media use and mental health at about the same time. While this can show an association it cannot determine which of the two came first. For example, social media use might lead to depression, but teenagers who are already depressed could also use social media more often. On the other hand, longitudinal studies such as that of Viner et al. (2019) and Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn (2023) offer stronger evidence regarding temporal relationships. Yet even longitudinal observational studies cannot entirely exclude alternative explanations. In fact, the findings indicate that the connection between social media and mental health is multifactorial, social media use being just one of the factors within a wider range of psychological, social and environmental influences.



Discussion
The scoping review found an association between the use of social media and worse mental health outcomes in certain UK teenagers. Woods and Scott (2016), Kelly et al. (2018) and Viner et al. (2019) all noted connections between frequent or intensive social media use and depression, anxiety, poor sleep and low self-esteem. Yet these results do not show that social media causes mental health issues directly. According to Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn (2023), there is only limited evidence that the amount of time spent on social media independently predicts later mental health problems.
The evidence indicates that the effect of social media will depend more on how it is used than just on the amount of time spent online. Sleep problems, cyberbullying and low self-esteem have been identified as key factors (Kelly et al., 2018; Viner et al., 2019). This point is important for health and social care practitioners since they should take young people's experiences online into account when evaluating their mental wellbeing. On the other hand, social media can also offer friendship, communication and support and so it should not be seen automatically as harmful.
The review does have certain limitations only four studies were considered, and different methods were employed in measuring both social media use and mental health. In some cases, the studies were observational, which means that it is not possible to establish causation. the review was limited to research from the UK that was in English.


Recommendations and Conclusion 
When evaluating teenagers who have anxiety, a low mood, sleep problems or low self-esteem, health and social care professionals should consider the way they use social media. Schools and health services should offer education in digital literacy that includes topics such as cyberbullying, harmful content and social comparison. It is also recommended that further longitudinal research be carried out to look at how various types of social media use affect young people's mental health over time. The safeguards for young users on social media should be strengthened by improving the reporting systems, by limiting exposure to harmful content and by giving more clear information about the risks associated with online activity. This would help in creating safer digital environments while at the same time allowing teenagers to keep the social advantages of online communication.

Conclusion

The scoping review shows that there is an association between the use of social media and worse mental health outcomes in certain UK teenagers. Yet the relationship is complicated and cannot be accounted for by looking at the amount of time spent on screens. It seems that sleep disruption, cyberbullying and self-esteem are significant factors. For this reason, social media should be considered together with the broader psychological and social situations facing young people. It is recommended that a balanced approach involving digital literacy, early support and safer online environments be adopted. This also shows why it is important to provide person-centred support, since teenagers can experience social media in different ways. Professionals must therefore refrain from making assumptions and should consider each young person's individual circumstances, needs and online experiences when giving them the appropriate support.
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