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Research Proposal on Social Media Use and Adolescent Wellbeing
A Scoping Review of the Relationship Between Social Media Use and Adolescent Wellbeing in the UK
Background and rationale
Social media is embedded in adolescents’ communication, identity development and peer relationships. Concerns include associations with depression, anxiety, sleep disruption, body image and reduced life satisfaction, although online connection and social support may also benefit wellbeing. UK evidence remains mixed. The Millennium Cohort Study associated heavier use with depressive symptoms, particularly among girls, and identified sleep, online harassment, self-esteem and body image as possible pathways (Kelly et al., 2018). However, observed associations are often small, differ between individuals and do not establish causation (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). UK longitudinal evidence also suggests that sensitivity varies by age and sex (Orben et al., 2022). A scoping review is suitable for mapping this diverse evidence and identifying gaps relevant to UK health, education and public-health practice.
Review question
What is known from peer-reviewed research about the relationship between social-media use and psychological and social wellbeing among adolescents aged 10–19 in the UK?
Aim and objectives
The aim is to map UK evidence concerning social-media use and adolescent wellbeing. The objectives are to identify positive and negative outcomes; examine differences by age, sex, platform and pattern of use; describe mediating factors; compare research designs and measures; and identify evidence gaps and implications for practice.
Methodology
The review will follow Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) five stages: identifying the question; identifying relevant studies; selecting studies; charting data; and collating, summarising and reporting findings. Reporting will be informed by PRISMA-ScR (Tricco et al., 2018). MEDLINE, CINAHL, PsycINFO and Scopus will be searched using combinations of “social media”, “social networking”, “adolescent”, “young people”, “wellbeing”, “mental health”, “life satisfaction” .
Eligible sources will be English-language, peer-reviewed primary or secondary studies published from 2015 to 2026, involving UK adolescents aged 10–19 and examining identifiable social-media use alongside psychological or social wellbeing. Studies concerning only adults, non-UK populations, general screen time without separate social-media findings, opinion pieces and grey literature will be excluded. Titles, abstracts and full texts will be screened. A charting table will record authorship, year, population, design, exposure, outcomes and findings. Following Aveyard’s (2007) structured approach to reviewing health and social-care literature, evidence will be summarised numerically and organised into descriptive themes; causal conclusions will not be inferred from associations.
Expected Outcomes
The scoping review is expected to identify the main themes concerning the positive and negative relationships between social-media use and adolescent wellbeing. It will highlight consistent and conflicting findings, differences according to age, sex and patterns of use, and gaps requiring further research. The findings may inform health professionals, schools, families and policymakers supporting adolescents in the UK.
Ethical Considerations
As this study will analyse previously published research, no direct participants will be recruited and informed consent will not be required. Ethical practice will be maintained through accurate Harvard referencing, transparent study selection, objective reporting and faithful representation of the original authors’ findings. Plagiarism, selective reporting and misrepresentation of evidence will be avoided.
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