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[bookmark: _Toc235802124]ABSTRACT
Social media use is now near universal among young people, and growing evidence links it to changes in body image and self-esteem, particularly during adolescence and early adulthood. This dissertation aimed to explore the impact of social media on body image and self-esteem among UK young people aged 13 to 21. This is an area of increasing relevance to health and social care given rising rates of body dissatisfaction and mental health concerns within this population.
A thematic analysis approach, following Aveyard’s (2014) framework, was used to review the literature on this topic. Ten (10) sources were identified and evaluated, with themes developed inductively across the dataset.
Three central themes emerged: social comparison, self-esteem outcomes, and appearance-based content. Upward social comparison with idealised imagery consistently reduced body-image/esteem. Self-esteem emerged as a mechanism mediating between social media use and psychological wellbeing and appearance-based content, rather than social media usage in general, was the most consistent driver of harm, which was partially offset by body-positive framing.  
Several limitations were identified, including the reliance on cross-sectional study designs, variability in how body image was measured, and limited longitudinal data. These limitations highlight gaps that practice and future research need to address.
Based on these findings, recommendations are made for health and social care practice, policy, education, and future research, including earlier intervention in schools, clearer guidance for practitioners on screening for social media-related distress, and further longitudinal research to establish causality
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[bookmark: _Toc235802125]CHAPTER 1 – Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc235802126] 1.1 Introduction
Research in 2020 revealed that social media has reached 49% of the global population (Dane and Bhatia, 2023). This rapid expansion has fundamentally transformed how individuals perceive themselves particularly among young people. Platforms such as Facebook, YouTube, Snapchat, Instagram and TikTok emphasize visual content often promoting curated and idealised representations of beauty and lifestyle (Chung et al., 2021). Within the United Kingdom where social media usage among young adults is widespread, there are growing concerns regarding its influence on body image, self-esteem and general mental health and well-being (Kelly et al., 2018). Historically, body image ideals were largely shaped by traditional media such as televisions and magazines (Guest and Daniels, 2026). However, the interactive and algorithm-driven nature of social media has intensified exposure to the unrealistic beauty standards and peer comparisons through likes and comments (Santoso and Santoso, 2020). This shift has made body image and self-esteem concerns more immediate especially among young adults navigating a delicate period of identity formation and social belonging (Santoso and Santoso, 2020).

The primary aim of this dissertation is to investigate the impact of social media use on the body image and self-esteem of young adults in the United Kingdom (UK). It seeks to explore current platforms and its usage patterns and assessing the extent to which social media contributes to body dissatisfaction or acceptance and the self-esteem component of mental health of young adults. This research aims to contribute to the growing field of health and social care by informing interventions, policies and educational strategies that promote healthier body image, self-esteem and overall digital wellbeing among young adults. 
[bookmark: _Toc235802127]1.2 Key Definitions
Social media can be defined as web-based networks that allow users to interact and self-present in real time or asynchronously to both broad and narrow audiences (Carr and Hayes, 2015). Similarly, it also referred to as user-generated platforms that allows for content creation, sharing and exchange of information, advertisements and marketing, social networking and the forming of virtual communities (Dane and Bhatia, 2023).  Dane and Bhatia (2023) defines body image as a multidimensional psychological construct comprising thoughts, feelings and perceptions relating to one’s own body, shaped by perceived attractiveness and self-worth. Self-esteem, by comparison, refers to an individual’s overall assessment of their own worth, whether that assessment is favourable or unfavourable (Hassan and Afzal, 2022). 
According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), adolescents are individuals from the ages of 10 to 19 moving from the childhood to adulthood (WHO, 2025). The National Health Service (NHS) of the United Kingdom categorises young people as individuals aged 16 to 24 years synonymous to the United Nations (UN) defines persons within the ages of 15 and 24 as youth (United Nations Youth, 2024; Age – NHS digital service manual, 2024). Young adults defined within this research shall constitutes 13 – 24-year-old, comprising mid-adolescents defined by WHO and the categorisations by NHS and United Nations (WHO, 2025; United Nations Youth, 2024; Age – NHS digital service manual, 2024)

[bookmark: _Toc235802128]Acronyms and Abbreviations
· SNS (Social Networking Sites): Online platforms that enable users to create profiles, share content and interact with others.
· SM (Social Media): Digital platforms that facilitate the creating and sharing of content, as well as interaction among users.
· UK (United Kingdom): refers to the geographical focus of this study including England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland.
· WHO (World Health Organisation): A global public health body that provides definitions and frameworks related to health and wellbeing.
· H&SC (Health and Social Care): Refers to services that promote health, wellbeing and social support.
· NHS (National Health Service): The publicly funded healthcare system in the United Kingdom providing a wide range of health services.

[bookmark: _Toc235802129]1.3 Rationale for Research 
Social media has become an integral part of the daily lives of young people globally, with research indicating that approximately 95% of youth aged 13 - 17 engage in social media use, with 75% actively engaged on these platforms (Hoxhaj et al., 2023). Within the United Kingdom, reports suggest that 91% of adolescents use social media, with over half checking these platforms at least once per hour (Dane and Bhatia, 2023). There are growing concerns regarding its influence on body image and self-esteem, particularly through the promotion of idealized body standards. Within the UK, report indicates 95% of youth under 18 report body image dissatisfaction and interest in changing their appearance therefore drawing attention to the rising concerns of modern social media platforms and public health (Dane and Bhatia, 2023). This has significant implications within the health and social care sector, given the links between poor body image, low self-esteem, and mental health outcomes (Marks, De Foe and Collett, 2020).
Empirical evidence supports these concerns, as findings from Hoxhaj et al., (2023) demonstrate a significant relationship between social media use and negative self-image among teenagers. Similarly, UK-based research highlights strong associations between social media engagement and increased depressive symptoms, particularly among adolescent girls (Kelly et al., 2018). Despite this, much of the existing literature focuses on general adult populations, early adolescents, or non-UK contexts (Dane and Bhatia, 2023)
There remains a notable gap in research examining patterns of social media use among individuals aged 13 - 24 years, a critical developmental group encompassing both adolescents and young adults. Furthermore, limited studies have considered the influence of newer platforms such as TikTok, and as such, this study seeks to provide a deeper understanding of how social media shapes body image and self-esteem among UK young adults. The findings will inform targeted interventions and policy development within organizations such as the National Health Service, promoting healthier body image and safer social media use.
[bookmark: _Toc235802130]1.4 Aims and Objectives
Research Aim:
To evaluate how social media usage impacts body image and self-esteem among young people aged 13 – 24 in the UK, drawing on research and data from 2016 to 2026.
Research Objectives
· Explore current social media platforms and examine usage patterns among young people aged 13 – 24 in the United Kingdom.
· Review and critically appraise current academic literature examining the extent to which social media usage impacts young people's body image and self-esteem.
· Evaluate the key themes emerging from this literature through thematic analysis; in order to highlight how social media specifically influences body image and self-esteem among young people in the UK.
· Provide recommendations for support services within the health and social care sector and identify areas for future research.
[bookmark: _Toc235802131][bookmark: _Hlk225548892]1.5 Conclusion
This chapter has introduced the growing influence of social media on the lives of young people, with particular focus on its impact on body image and self-esteem among young adults globally and within the United Kingdom. It has highlighted the widespread use of social media platforms, alongside increasing concerns regarding exposure to idealized body standards and their implications for mental health and wellbeing within H&SC. The chapter also identified key gaps in existing research, particularly the limited focus on UK young people aged 13 – 24 and the influence of emerging platforms such as TikTok. These gaps reinforce the importance of the study’s aim, which is to critically examine how social media shapes body image and self-esteem within this population.
The next chapter will present a comprehensive review of existing literature, exploring theoretical perspectives and empirical studies relevant to social media use, body image, and self-esteem, thereby providing a foundation for the research.

[bookmark: _Toc235802132]CHAPTER 2 – Background Information and Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc235802133]2.1 Introduction
This chapter provides a comprehensive background and context of social media's impact on body image and self-esteem among young adults. It explores the historical development of the topic and traces how body image perceptions have shifted from traditional to digital media. The chapter further examines key theoretical frameworks which offer insights into how social media influences individuals. 
The chapter also considers international perspectives on these issues across different countries and cultures, before narrowing to the UK context, including relevant policies and societal trends. Together, these foundations provide the necessary context to inform the research design and methodology explored in the following chapter.
[bookmark: _Toc235802134]2.2 Historical Background
Historically, body image perceptions were largely influenced by traditional mass media ranging from billboards to radio, magazines and television. The emergence and enforcements of the “thin ideal” bodies, like thinness among females were emphasized through flashy images of “perfect” female beauty (Groesz, Levine and Murnen., 2001). Empirical studies reveal great obsession of television with thinness and the prevalent content of magazines which focused on the appearance of females. These traditional media often contained a substantial portion of unhealthy messages about beauty ideal, body sizes, weight controls among others (López-Guimerà et al., 2010). Traditional mass media played an important role in promoting body objectification and the internalisation of beauty ideal hence by argued my many researchers as one of the principal factors for body dissatisfaction among young people (López-Guimerà et al., 2010).
The transition from traditional to the digital era of new media demonstrates a shift from passive consumption to interactive engagements among users. This new era of media involving internet platforms has significantly reshaped the dynamics of audience engagement and has fundamentally altered how information is consumed and shared. Current and newer medias such as social media offer personalised and real-time interactive experiences with introduced features such as likes, comments, shares and direct messages (Mugil and Kenzie, no date). Although this transition fosters connections between individuals, research has shown eminent challenges including the spread of misinformation and the reliability of content (Mugil and Kenzie, no date).
In 1997, the Six Degrees of Separation (Six Degrees) was the first website recognised as the first social media platform (Samoylenko et al., 2023). The expression “six degrees of separation” originates from the Hungarian writer, Frigyes Karinthy, describing how members of the human society where closer together than before. It reflects the idea that all people of the world have six or fewer social connections apart from each other (Samoylenko et al., 2023).  
Through the Launch of SixDegrees.com social network site, users created user profiles, were able to list their friends and surf for new ones which promoted connections.  Although it succeeded in attracting millions of users, SixDegrees.com closed its services in 2000 with attributable factors from the early adopters about little to do after accepting friend requests (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). The early 2000s saw the next wave of SNSs with the launch of Facebook and myspace platforms which enabled user-generated interactive content allowing the sharing of images, videos and commentary on internet platforms, photograph or video-hosting platforms such as YouTube, or Instagram (Chung et al., 2021). 
Several key researchers have contributed significantly to shaping the understanding of body image and influence of media. Amongst them is Leon Festinger, who developed the social comparison theory in 1954 (Santoso and Santoso, 2020). According to Festinger, individuals evaluate themselves based on comparisons with others, often leading to dissatisfaction. His work provides a theoretical basis for understanding how social media may negatively influence body image and self-esteem (Santoso and Santoso, 2020).
Additionally in 1997, Fredrickson and Roberts introduced the Objectification theory explaining how individuals, particularly women internalise an observer’s perspective of their bodies leading to body surveillance and dissatisfaction. This theory has been widely applied in studies that examine the impact of social media platforms like Instagram on the body image and mental health of users (Sarda et al., 2025).
Furthermore, The Social Learning Theory by Albert Bandura highlights how behaviors and attitudes are learned through imitation. Wali and Kanaba (2023)’s analysis on this theory reveals the impact of high levels of social media usage on the behaviors of young minds through the modeling of behaviors, body ideals and lifestyles presented by influencers and peers.
Additionally, World Health Organisation, and the National Health Service have contributed to the understanding of mental well-being issues such as body image and self-esteem, classified as public health issues through the implementation of guidelines that highlight the links between body dissatisfaction, mental health and well-being (NHS Digital, 2023; World Health Organisation (WHO), 2025) . 
[bookmark: _Toc235802135]2.3 Theoretical Background
Understanding the impact of social media on body image and self-esteem among young adults is underpinned by several key psychological and sociological theories. Given the specific focus of this dissertation on body image and self-esteem, Social Comparison Theory is positioned as the primary theoretical framework guiding this study, with Objectification Theory and Social Learning Theory drawn upon as complementary perspectives that account for related but distinct aspects of social media’s influence. Leon Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory (1954) posits that individuals evaluate their own worth by comparing themselves to others (Santoso and Santoso, 2020). In the context of social media, this process is intensified as users particularly women and young adults are continuously exposed to unattainable beauty ideals through images of peers, influencers, and celebrities. This often leads to upward comparisons, where individuals compare themselves to perceived superior others, resulting in body dissatisfaction and reduced self-esteem (Santoso and Santoso, 2020).
[image: ]
Figure 1: Social Comparison Theory applied to social media use (adapted from Festinger, 1954)
Another foundational framework is Fredrickson and Roberts’ Objectification Theory (1997), which explains how individuals, particularly women, internalise an observer’s perspective of their bodies leading to habitual body monitoring and increased body shame. Image-based social media platforms, like Instagram and TikTok, amplify this phenomenon by encouraging appearance-focused content, and external validation through likes and comments (Mugil and Kenzie, no date).
In addition, Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory highlights the role of observation and imitation in shaping behavior (Wali and Kanaba., 2023). On social media, young users are exposed to influencers who often promote specific beauty standards, fitness routines, and lifestyles. Through repeated exposure, individuals may internalize and replicate these ideals, further influencing their body image and self-esteem.
These theories have been widely applied in empirical research. Studies have demonstrated that frequent engagement with social media platforms is associated with increased body dissatisfaction due to upward social comparisons (Santoso and Santoso, 2020; Alfonso-Fuertes et al., 2023). The comparison-inducing social media among adolescents has been shown to have negative impacts on their self-esteem and self-perceived physical attractiveness(Yang et al., 2020; Taylor and Armes, 2024). Similarly, research by Kelly et al. (2018) found that higher social media use among adolescents in the UK was linked to depressive symptoms, particularly among girls, supporting the relevance of both social comparison and objectification processes. Furthermore, recent studies exploring platforms such as TikTok highlight the role of algorithm-driven content in reinforcing narrow beauty ideals, aligning with principles of social learning (Zenone, Ow and Barbic, 2021). According to Glaser, Jansma and Scholten (2024), idealised content on platforms like TikTok and Instagram leads to negative body image outcomes among young people.
Despite their relevance, these theories have limitations. Social Comparison Theory according to Vogel et al. (2014) has been criticised for oversimplifying individual responses, as not all users are negatively affected by comparisons; some may experience motivation or inspiration. Similarly, Objectification Theory has also been critiqued for its primary focus on women, potentially overlooking the experiences of men and non-binary individuals (Guest and Daniels, 2026). Additionally, Social Learning Theory may not fully account for the active role of users in curating their own content and resisting dominant beauty standards, as individuals are not merely passive consumers but active participants in digital environments (Perloff, 2014; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).
Moreover, these traditional theories were developed prior to the rise of modern social media, meaning they may not fully capture the complexity of algorithm-driven platforms and interactive digital environments. As a result, contemporary research often integrates these frameworks with newer perspectives on digital behavior (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens., 2022). Overall, while these theories provide a strong foundation for understanding the relationship between social media and body image, their limitations highlight the need for continued research in this rapidly evolving field.
[bookmark: _Toc235802136]2.4 International Context
Globally, social media usage among adolescents and young adults has experienced exponential growth in recent years with data reporting immense popularity (Yang et al., 2020).  Reports from the Health Behavior in School-aged children (HBSC) in collaboration with the World Health Organisation Regional Office for Europe reported a rise in problematic social media users among adolescents from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022 with higher levels of problematic use among girls (New WHO/HBSC, 2026). This has resulted in the contribution of global trends within fashion and beauty trends such as the idealisation of body. Also, the evolution of social media to excessive photo-sharing platforms has been shown to encourage comparisons of the youth to perceived ideal types portrayed by celebrities and influencers (Silva and Steins, 2023; Al Riyami et al., 2024). 
In response, global efforts have emerged to address the negative impacts of social media, including public health campaigns, policy development on digital wellbeing, and increasing calls for stronger regulation of online platforms to protect young people’s mental health (World Health Organization (WHO), 2025). A study by Fardouly, Willburger and Vartanian (2018) among young women from Australia and Unites States revealed a significant link between fitspiration posts on Instagram and body image concerns. A similar study conducted in Spain showed the frequency of SNS use among the younger age groups significantly related to self-esteem. it also indicated significantly higher levels of body dissatisfaction and drive for thinness among those who reported using Instagram more than 3 hours daily (Vall-Roqué, Andrés and Saldaña, 2021).
Among youth aged 25 and above, research revealed the following of appearance focused accounts as one of the strongest predictors of drive for thinness. This phenomenon demonstrates the upward appearance comparisons where comparisons are made with those that one view as superior to oneself, however, these comparisons were strongly linked to negative outcomes including poorer body-image (Burnette, Kwitowski and Mazzeo, 2017). In Oman, increased social media engagement was significantly linked to higher levels of body image dissatisfaction among university students between the ages of 18 and 24 years, with females showing a markedly higher dissatisfaction than males (Al Riyami et al., 2024). Additionally, empirical systematic reviews across multiple countries and diverse populations revealed online comparison done via social media to be significantly lined to increased concerns about body image disassociation and self-esteem (Bonfanti et al., 2025).
In contrast to western contexts where thin ideals dominate, African studies suggest that body image perceptions are influenced by a combination of cultural values and emerging media exposure which creates a more complex interaction between traditional and modern beauty standards. Research on Ghanaian adolescents indicates that media exposure contributes to body dissatisfaction although cultural norms continue to shape body ideals differently from Western contexts (Michels and Amenyah, 2017). Other recent studies in South Africa demonstrates social media as a significant predictor of body image concerns and distorted eating behaviors among young people(Okonkwo and Dlamini, 2025). Despite the globalisation of beauty standards through social media, African contexts demonstrate that cultural norms continue to shape body image perceptions, although increasing exposure to digital media is gradually shifting these ideals (Michels and Amenyah, 2017).
Overall, international evidence suggests that the psychological mechanisms linking social media use to body image and self-esteem operate in broadly similar ways across Western and industrialised contexts such as Australia and The United States. This suggests the UK is likely to experience comparable patterns of risk, whereas the more culturally mediated findings reported in Ghanaian and South African contexts indicate that such effects cannot simply be assumed to transfer uniformly across settings. This distinction reinforces the need for UK-specific evidence, rather than direct extrapolation from international findings, to fully understand how social media shapes body image and self-esteem within a UK population.
[bookmark: _Toc235802137]2.5 National/UK Context
Within the United Kingdom, the relationship between social media, body image and self-esteem among adolescents has become a growing public health concern.  According to (Demetriou et al., 2025), there is an increasing use of appearance-focused mediums such as Instagram and TikTok which has contributed to idealised body standards. Studies suggests the association of frequent engagement with such content with body dissatisfaction and reduced self-esteem among young people (Demetriou et al., 2025). The NHS Digital (2023) reported approximately 1 in 5 young persons aged 8 – 25 in England have a probable mental health disorder, with low self-esteem and body dissatisfaction identified as key contributing factors highlighting the increasing intersection between digital environments and psychological wellbeing of young people across the nation.
Further research among 14 - year-olds living in the United Kingdom found significant associations between social media use and negative psychological outcomes such as low self-esteem, depression and anxiety (Kelly et al., 2018) Similar UK-based studies by the Bournemouth University showcased that social comparison on Instagram is strongly linked with reduced self-esteem among young users (Taylor and Armes, 2024). Furthermore, a review in the European Psychiatry found that adolescents who frequently engage with appearance-based platforms experienced both higher levels of body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem (Demetriou et al., 2025).
The UK government in its bid to respond has implemented regulatory frameworks targeted at reducing these online harms. Notably, the Online Safety Act 2003 places a legal duty on social media platforms which ensure user’s safety on their platforms and to protect from harmful content especially children (Online Safety Act: explainer - GOV.UK, 2025). Additionally, The Office of Communications (Ofcom), provides oversight enforcing compliance to these legal responsibilities and contributing to safer digital environments (Online safety, no date). However, whiles these policies represent significant progress, their impact is still evolving and challenges such as psychological mechanism like internalised comparison remain in effectively regulating harmful content (Santoso and Santoso, 2020)
At the local level, schools and community organisations within the UK play a vital role in addressing these issues through education and early interventions. The Personal, Social, Health and Economics (PSHE) education delivers programs that focus on digital literacy, body image awareness and self-esteem building (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). Additionally, the YoungMinds organisation provides resources and support services to young people experiencing mental health challenges linked to social media use such as bulimia and depression (YoungMinds, no date).
The overall approach of the UK reflects a combination of policy regulation, educational and community-based interventions, which are intended to function together. Legislation such as the Online Safety Act, overseen by Ofcom, is designed to reduce young people's exposure to harmful content at a systemic level, while PSHE education aims to build individual digital literacy and resilience before harm occurs, and organisations such as YoungMinds provide targeted support once difficulties have already emerged. In practice, however, these layers are not always well connected; regulatory action targets platform-level content rather than the specific algorithmic and comparison-based mechanisms through which appearance-focused material reaches individual users. This means legislative and educational responses may not yet be addressing the same underlying psychological processes, suggesting a continuing gap between policy, education and support provision. Therefore, further integrated and equitable strategies are needed to effectively protect the body image and self-esteem of young people in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc235802138]2.6 Conclusion
This chapter provided a comprehensive overview of the background and context surrounding social media's impact on body image and self-esteem among young adults. It traced the historical evolution of body image ideals, highlighting the transition from traditional media influences to the dominant role of contemporary social media platforms. Key theoretical frameworks including Social Comparison Theory, Objectification Theory, and Social Learning Theory were examined to deepen understanding of how social media shapes perceptions of body and self-worth.
The chapter also explored international perspectives, revealing how cultural and regional differences shape body image experiences, while identifying shared global trends such as rising idealized beauty standards and increasing mental health concerns. The UK context was further considered, with attention to relevant policies, research, and NHS-led interventions supporting young people's wellbeing.
Overall, this chapter has established a strong theoretical and contextual foundation, which the following chapter builds upon through the research design and methodology.
[bookmark: _Toc235802139]CHAPTER 3 – Methods and Search Strategy
[bookmark: _Toc235802140]3.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the methodological approach adopted for this dissertation, which is grounded in a review of existing secondary sources. Secondary research analysis involves the systematic re-use, re-analysis and synthesis of existing data or published literature to answer a research question, without collecting new primary data. (Kelly, Matin-Peters and Farber, 2024). 
This chapter outlines the search strategy, databases consulted, the validation of sources, the inclusion and exclusion criteria applied and the thematic analysis. These processes are essential to the dissertation, as the sources identified and evaluated within this chapter form the evidence from which the thematic findings presented in chapter 4 are drawn.
[bookmark: _Toc235802141]3.2 Search Strategy
A search strategy is a planned, systematic approach to locating relevant literature using defined terms and databases (Klerings et al., 2023). Keywords included ‘social media’, ‘body image’, ‘self-esteem’, ‘‘young adults’ and ‘United Kingdom’, alongside synonymous and related terms such as ‘self-image’, ‘self-worth’, ‘social networking sites’ and ‘adolescents’, to broaden the range of relevant literature retrieved.
Boolean operators (AND/OR) were used to combine and narrow these terms and improve the precision of search results, for example ‘social media’ AND ‘body image’. The AND operator was used to link distinct concepts central to the research aim, while OR was used to capture synonymous terms and maximize coverage (for example, young adults’ OR ‘adolescents’). Search terms, combinations and their outcomes were recorded as part of a structured search plan, allowing the search process to be retraced and repeated consistently across the databases consulted (see Appendix A – Search Strategy).
[bookmark: _Toc235802142]3.3 Searching for Information
Sources were retrieved from Google Scholar, NHS Digital, PubMed and the UWTSD Library. These platforms were selected for their credibility and relevance to health and social care research, providing access to peer-reviewed academic literature as well as authoritative UK health-sector data and guidance.
Filters for date range (2016 – 2026), peer-review status and UK focus were applied to narrow results to literature most relevant to the research aim and objectives. A source tracking document was maintained throughout, logging each article identified alongside the database used, search terms applied, article title and author(s) (see Appendix A), supporting a transparent and auditable search process.
[bookmark: _Toc235802143]3.4 Research Validation
Validation is the process of assessing whether a source is credible, accurate and reliable before it is used (Hausner et al., 2014). Prior to full evaluation, sources were initially skim-read, focusing on the title, abstract, introduction and conclusion, to establish their relevance to the research aim.
The CRAAP test (Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose), originally developed by Blakeslee (2004), was then applied to every source retained following this initial screening. Priority was given to Currency, Relevance and Authority, as these criteria were considered most critical to ensuring the literature reflected up-to-date, directly applicable and credible evidence (See Appendix B – Source Tracker). The strength of this validation approach lies in its clear, structured format, which allowed sources to be assessed consistently; a limitation, however, is that not every source met all five criteria equally, requiring an element of researcher judgement when weighing a source’s overall suitability. 
[bookmark: _Toc235802144]3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion criteria: peer-reviewed journal articles and UK government publications, published between 2016 and 2026, written in English, focused on UK adolescents and young adults aged 13 – 24, and fully accessible online. All study types were considered eligible.
Exclusion criteria: non-peer-reviewed sources such as blogs; sources published more than ten years ago; sources focused outside the UK; and articles that were not fully accessible or not written in English.
These criteria were applied consistently to maintain a focused, credible and manageable body of literature, ensuring the evidence base remained current, UK-relevant and academically rigorous, while still permitting a broad range of study types to be considered.
[bookmark: _Toc235802145]3.6 Analysing Research
Secondary research analysis involves systematically identifying and interpreting patterns within existing literature; it is the re-use, re-analysis and synthesis of existing data or published research to answer a research question without collecting new primary data (Kelly, Martin-Peters and Farber, 2024). In line with this, a thematic coding approach, consistent with established frameworks for thematic analysis (Aveyard, 2014) was used to analyse the literature selected for this dissertation (See Appendix C – Results Summary Table).
Each article was reviewed in detail, and recurring ideas, issues and terminology were identified and coded (for example, appearance comparison’, and ‘self-esteem decline’). These codes were then grouped into broader themes aligned with the research aim and objectives, forming the foundation for the thematic findings presented in Chapter 4 (See Appendix D – Thematic Analysis). This process was supported by a source tracking spreadsheet, in which each article was logged alongside its author, year, key findings and associated code or theme, allowing patterns across the literature to be tracked systematically throughout the coding process (See Appendix C – Results Summary Table).
[bookmark: _Toc235802146]3.7 Ethical Considerations
Ethics in secondary research concerns the honest and responsible use of existing data and published literature, without direct contact with participants. As this dissertation is based entirely on the analysis of existing, publicly available secondary sources, no new primary data was collected and no participants were directly involved, substantially reducing the ethical risks typically associated with primary research. Nonetheless, ethical conduct remained central to the research process. Integrity was maintained by accurately and consistently citing all sources using the UWTSD Harvard referencing style.
[bookmark: _Toc235802147]3.8 Chapter Conclusion
This chapter has outlined the methodological steps taken to locate, evaluate and analyse the literature underpinning this dissertation, from the development of a structured search plan and database selection, through source validation using the CRAAP test, to the application of clearly defined inclusion and exclusion criteria and systematic thematic analysis.
Together, these methods ensure that the literature informing this research is current, credible and directly relevant to the research aim and objectives. Chapter 4 will now present the findings generated through this process, organised into the key themes identified, each discussed in relation to the impact of social media on body image and self-esteem among young people in the UK.


[bookmark: _Toc235802148]CHAPTER 4 – Findings and Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc235802149]4.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents and discusses the findings of the thematic analysis conducted across ten peer-reviewed sources examining social media use, body image and self-esteem among young people, within a UK context. Three themes were identified: social comparison, self-esteem outcomes, and appearance-based content. Each theme is discussed in turn, drawing on empirical, experimental and qualitative evidence to address the dissertation's research question on the impact of social media use on body image and self-esteem among UK youth aged 13 to 24. The chapter concludes by summarising key findings and signposting the discussion to be developed further in Chapter 5.
[bookmark: _Toc235802150]4.2 Thematic Analysis 
Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns, or themes, within a data set, offering a flexible yet systematic approach to organizing and interpreting qualitative and secondary research data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Within the context of secondary research, thematic analysis allows sources to be synthesized around shared conceptual threads rather than summarised individually for integrated discussion of literature.
This method was applied to the ten sources identified in Chapter 3 (see Appendix C – Results Summary). Each article was read in full and coded according to its methodology, sample, key findings and theoretical framing; these codes were then compared across articles to identify recurring patterns. These themes are not mutually exclusive; at least 2 – 3 sources contribute evidence to more than one theme, reflecting the interconnected nature of the mechanisms linking social media use to body image and self-esteem. Each theme is explored in turn in the following sections, drawing on statistical findings, theoretical frameworks and direct comparisons between studies to address the objectives of this research.
[bookmark: _Toc235802151]4.3 Theme 1: Social Comparison
Social comparison refers to the process by which individuals evaluate themselves by comparing their own attributes, achievements or appearance to those of others (Festinger, 1954). Within social media literature, this is often divided into upward comparison as comparing oneself to someone perceived as superior, and downward comparison as comparing oneself to someone perceived as inferior (Taylor and Armes, 2024). The former is typically associated with negative self-evaluation and whereas the latter with more favorable self-evaluation.
[bookmark: _Toc235802152]Background
Festinger's (1954) original Social Comparison Theory predates social media by decades, but the visual, image-saturated nature of modern platforms such as Instagram and TikTok has been argued to intensify opportunities for appearance-based comparison far beyond what was possible with traditional media (López-Guimerà et al., 2010). Where earlier comparison research focused on television and magazines, more recent work has shifted attention to user-generated content, which is frequently curated, filtered or edited to present an idealised version of the self (Sampson et al., 2020).
Social comparison represents one of the principal mechanisms by which social media use is theorised to affect body image and self-esteem in young people. Understanding whether, and under what conditions, comparison processes are triggered by social media content is therefore essential to explaining the broader association between social media use and psychological wellbeing identified across the reviewed literature.
Experimental evidence provides the clearest indication of the strength of this mechanism. Taylor and Armes (2024) found that, among 49 UK undergraduates, viewing upward-comparison Instagram posts significantly reduced body-esteem scores relative to a neutral control condition, while downward-comparison posts significantly increased both self-esteem and body-esteem. Sampson et al. (2020), in a randomised controlled trial of 132 UK undergraduates, found that facial and overall appearance satisfaction fell significantly after five (5) minutes' exposure to idealized smile images, with the effect notably larger among participants with high self-discrepancy scores. 
[bookmark: _Toc235802153]Theories and Implications
Festinger's (1954) Social Comparison Theory remains the dominant theoretical lens applied across this literature. Webster, Dunne and Hunter's (2021) systematic review situates comparison alongside related constructs such as negative feedback-seeking, further reinforcing comparison as a recurring explanatory mechanism across the wider adolescent wellbeing literature.
The implications of social comparison for body image and self-esteem are largely negative when comparison is upward, though findings are more nuanced than a simple claim that social media is harmful would suggest. Davies, Turner and Udell (2020) found that identical fitspiration images produced significantly worse mood outcomes when captioned with fitness-comparison messaging than when the same images were captioned with body-positive or neutral text. Therefore, this indicates that the harm associated with comparison is not fixed to image content alone but is shaped by the surrounding framing. This further suggests appearance-based comparison may be partially mitigated through content moderation or media literacy interventions targeting how appearance content is captioned and consumed, rather than requiring wholesale removal of visual content.
Taylor and Armes (2024) provide the most direct UK evidence, using a controlled experimental design to isolate the causal effect of comparison direction on both self-esteem and body-esteem. The study revealed body-esteem as more reactive to comparison than self-esteem. Sampson et al. (2020) extend this experimental logic with a true randomised controlled trial, adding the important moderate variable of self-discrepancy, the gap between a person's actual and ideal self, which significantly predicted vulnerability to comparison-related dissatisfaction. Popat and Tarrant's (2023) qualitative synthesis of 24 studies, also reports that, adolescents themselves describe comparing their appearance unfavorably to photoshopped celebrity and peer images, despite frequently being aware that such images are edited. Together, these three articles reveal that appearance-based social comparison harms body-related outcomes, though they differ in whether self-esteem is affected as consistently as body-esteem specifically, a distinction discussed further in Theme 2.
[bookmark: _Toc235802154]Connections to Other Themes
Social comparison is closely connected to both other themes identified in this chapter. It provides much of the explanatory mechanism for Theme 3, appearance-based content, since the visual, appearance-focused nature of platforms such as Instagram is precisely what enables frequent comparison opportunities. It is also connected to Theme 2, self-esteem outcomes, since several studies in this chapter treat self-esteem and body-esteem as downstream outcomes of the comparison process rather than as independent constructs. However, Taylor and Armes' (2024) finding that upward comparison affected body-esteem, but not general self-esteem suggests these outcomes should not be treated as interchangeable, a point developed further in the next section.
[bookmark: _Toc235802155]Strength of Evidence
Beyond the studies discussed above, it is also worth noting where this evidence base is limited. Much of the wider literature on social comparison and social media remains correlational rather than experimental, meaning that causal claims must be made cautiously outside of the three experimental or quasi-experimental studies discussed in this theme (Taylor and Armes, 2024; Sampson et al., 2020; Davies, Turner and Udell, 2020). Sample sizes across these experimental studies are also relatively small, ranging from 49 participants (Taylor and Armes, 2024) to 132 (Sampson et al., 2020), and all three are drawn from university student populations, which may limit generalisability to the wider 13 to 21 age range central to this dissertation. Webster, Dunne and Hunter's (2021) systematic review, by contrast, draws on 29 primary studies and a considerably broader adolescent age range of 11 to 18, providing a useful counterbalance, though it too acknowledges that most of its included studies rely on self-reported, cross-sectional data. 
[bookmark: _Toc235802156]4.4 Theme 2: Self-Esteem Outcomes
Self-esteem refers to an individual's overall subjective evaluation of their own worth (Rosenberg, 1965), commonly distinguished in this literature from the narrower, more specific construct of body-esteem, which refers to satisfaction specifically with one's physical appearance (Taylor and Armes, 2024). This distinction is important, since the sources reviewed in this chapter do not always find that social media use affects these two constructs equally.
[bookmark: _Toc235802157]Background 
Self-esteem has long been studied as a marker of psychological wellbeing in adolescence and young adulthood, with the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) remaining the most widely used measurement tool across the sources in this review (Kelly et al., 2018; Woods and Cleland Scott, 2016). More recently, self-esteem has been positioned within the social media literature not simply as an outcome affected by comparison, but as a potential mediating mechanism explaining why social media use is associated with broader mental health difficulties.
This theme addresses the research question directly by evidencing the pathway by which social media use is theorised to translate into psychological harm. Establishing self-esteem as a mediator of the relationship between social media use and mental health strengthens the case that self-esteem, not screen time alone, should be a central focus of both research and intervention in this area.
Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn (2023), using nationally representative UK longitudinal data from Understanding Society (n=3,228), found that self-esteem mediated 68% of the unadjusted association between active social media use at age 12 to 13 and mental health problems at age 14 to 15, though this mediation became non-significant after adjusting for demographic and household covariates. Kelly et al. (2018), drawing on the UK Millennium Cohort Study of 10,904 14-year-olds, similarly found low self-esteem was a significant mediator between social media use and depressive symptoms, with adolescents reporting five or more hours of daily use substantially more likely to report low self-esteem than those using social media for one to three hours daily. Woods and Cleland Scott (2016), in a sample of 467 Scottish adolescents, found overall social media use, night-time-specific use and emotional investment were all significantly correlated with lower self-esteem, alongside poorer sleep and higher anxiety and depression.
[bookmark: _Toc235802158]Theories and Implications
Self-esteem is theorised within this literature not only through comparison-based frameworks but also through Williams' (2009) need-threat model, which proposes that social exclusion, including exclusion experienced online, threatens four fundamental psychological needs, one of which is self-esteem. Smith, Morgan and Monks (2017) applied this framework directly, finding that experimentally manipulated social media exclusion significantly threatened UK school and university students' anticipated self-esteem, alongside their sense of belonging, control and meaning, with belonging most strongly affected of the four. This suggests self-esteem outcomes are shaped by broader social threat processes such as online ostracism and harassment. Kelly et al. (2018) similarly found online harassment to be one of the two strongest mediating pathways, alongside poor depressive symptoms in their UK cohort.
The consistency with which self-esteem emerges as a significant mediator or correlates across very different UK samples, including adolescents, school and university students, and a nationally representative cohort, lends considerable weight to self-esteem as a genuine mechanism rather than a spurious association. On the other hand, Plackett et al.'s (2023) finding that mediation weakened substantially after adjusting for demographic and household covariates is an important caution against overstating the strength or independence of this pathway.  Wider social and economic circumstances may confound or interact with the relationship between social media use, self-esteem and mental health of young people.
Plackett et al. (2023) offers the strongest methodological evidence, given its longitudinal, nationally representative design and formal mediation modelling, a notable strength relative to the cross-sectional designs used elsewhere in this review. Kelly et al. (2018) corroborates this finding in a much larger sample while additionally identifying online harassment and poor sleep as parallel pathways, suggesting self-esteem does not operate in isolation. Smith, Morgan and Monks (2017) contribute a different form of evidence: rather than measuring self-esteem as an outcome of routine social media use, their experimental vignette design demonstrates that self-esteem is also acutely vulnerable to specific negative social media experiences, such as anticipated exclusion. All three articles broadly agree that self-esteem is a meaningful, measurable outcome of social media use, but offer complementary rather than conflicting evidence on which specific mechanism, routine appearance comparison, cumulative social media use, or acute social exclusion, is responsible.
[bookmark: _Toc235802159]Connections to Other Themes
This theme connects closely to Theme 1, social comparison, since several of the studies discussed above position self-esteem as the outcome of comparison processes; however, Taylor and Armes' (2024) finding that upward comparison significantly reduced body-esteem without significantly affecting general self-esteem indicates the two are not interchangeable, and that appearance-based comparison may sometimes act more directly on body-esteem than on broader self-worth. This theme also connects to Theme 3, appearance-based content, as several studies specifically implicate appearance-focused content, rather than social media use in general, in driving reduced self-esteem and body-esteem.
[bookmark: _Toc235802160]Strength of Evidence
It is also important to consider methodological differences between the studies that report self-esteem outcomes. Woods and Cleland Scott (2016) and Kelly et al. (2018) both rely on cross-sectional, self-report data, meaning that while self-esteem is strongly and consistently associated with social media use across these UK samples. The direction of this relationship cannot be firmly established: it remains possible that adolescents with pre-existing low self-esteem use social media differently, rather than social media use causing reduced self-esteem. Plackett et al.'s (2023) longitudinal design partially addresses this concern by measuring social media use prior to the self-esteem and mental health outcomes, but even this study cannot rule out reverse causation entirely, since self-esteem was not measured at the same early time point as social media use. Smith, Morgan and Monks (2017) sidestep this issue through experimental manipulation, but at the cost of measuring only anticipated rather than actual reactions to exclusion, a limitation the authors themselves acknowledge. These methodological trade-offs mean that no single study in this theme offers definitive proof of a causal pathway from social media use to reduced self-esteem; rather, the theme is best understood as drawing on a convergence of several imperfect but broadly consistent forms of evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc235802161]4.5 Theme 3: Appearance-Based Content
Appearance-based content refers to social media material that is centered explicitly on physical appearance, including selfies, fitness or fitspiration imagery, idealised facial or body images, and captions referencing weight, fitness or attractiveness, as distinct from social media content or use more broadly (Davies, Turner and Udell, 2020). This distinction matters because several studies in this review find that it is specifically this category of content, rather than social media use in general, that predicts poorer body image and self-esteem outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc235802162]Background 
The rise of highly visual, photo- and video-based platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat has been identified as a significant shift in the social media landscape relevant to body image research (Marengo et al., 2018). Davies, Turner and Udell, (2020), indicate that a substantial proportion of popular appearance-focused content, such as fitspiration posts, features thin, toned bodies and can include sexualised imagery, raising specific concern about its potential impact on young users.
This theme is central to the research question because it moves beyond the broad claim that social media use affects body image and self-esteem, toward a more precise account of which content types are responsible. This has important implications for how the research question should ultimately be answered: not all social media use appears equally harmful, and the type, not only the amount, of content consumed may be the more important variable.
Davies, Turner and Udell (2020) found that UK women aged 18 and above reported significantly higher negative mood after viewing fitspiration-captioned images than at baseline, while body-positive captions attached to identical images produced no such increase and were associated with significantly higher body esteem than fitspiration captions. Sampson et al. (2020) similarly isolated appearance-based content effects, and found that facial satisfaction fell significantly after exposure to idealised smile images resulting in a more precise outcome measure than general body dissatisfaction, which was not significantly affected in the same study.
[bookmark: _Toc235802163]Theories, Policies and Implications
Objectification Theory (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997) offers a relevant theoretical lens for this theme, proposing that repeated exposure to appearance-focused, idealised imagery encourages individuals to internalise an observer's perspective of their own body, a process termed self-objectification. Although not the central theoretical framework in every source reviewed, this concept is consistent with the pattern found by Davies, Turner and Udell (2020) and Sampson et al. (2020), in which specifically appearance-focused imagery, rather than social content more broadly, produced measurable harm. At a policy level, growing recognition of these risks is reflected in UK regulatory attention to social media and young people's mental health, including the Royal Society for Public Health's (2017) StatusOfMind report and subsequent government interest in platform regulation, though formal legislation specific to appearance-based content remains limited.
The implications of this theme are cautiously constructive. If it is specifically appearance-based content, rather than social media use per se, that drives negative body image and self-esteem outcomes, this suggests more targeted interventions may be possible than blanket restrictions on social media use. Davies, Turner and Udell's (2020) finding that body-positive captions could offset some of the negative mood effects of appearance-focused imagery is a particularly encouraging implication, suggesting content moderation, media literacy education, or platform-level design changes could meaningfully reduce harm without requiring young people to disengage from social media altogether.
 Davies, Turner and Udell (2020) provides the clearest UK evidence that the harm of appearance-based content is not fixed, but shaped by accompanying text, directly informing recommendations for content moderation. Sampson et al. (2020) offers complementary experimental evidence with a UK sample, narrowing the appearance-based content category specifically to facial and smile imagery and demonstrating a precise, measurable, causal effect. These articles are in strong agreement that appearance-based content specifically, rather than social media use in general, is the more precise and useful unit of analysis for understanding harm to body image and self-esteem.
[bookmark: _Toc235802164]Connections to Other Themes
This theme underpins Theme 1, social comparison, since appearance-based content is precisely the type of material most likely to trigger upward appearance comparison; indeed, several sources, including Davies et al. (2020) and Sampson et al. (2020), contribute evidence to both themes simultaneously. It also connects to Theme 2, self-esteem outcomes, since Davies et al. (2020) and Sampson et al. (2020) both measure body-esteem or facial satisfaction as their primary outcome, situating appearance-based content as a proximal trigger for the self-esteem and body-esteem outcomes discussed in the previous section.
[bookmark: _Toc235802165]Strength of Evidence
Davies, Turner and Udell (2020) and Sampson et al. (2020) are both UK samples but are restricted to young women aged 18 to 25 and university undergraduates respectively. This means that neither captures the younger end of this dissertation's 13 to 21 age range, nor male experiences of appearance-based content in the case of Davies et al. (2020), whose sample was exclusively female. Popat and Tarrant's (2023) qualitative synthesis offers some balance here, including studies of younger adolescents aged 13 to 17 and, where reported, both male and female perspectives, though many of its included primary studies are similarly not UK-based. These gaps suggest that while the appearance-based content mechanism is well-evidenced overall, further UK-based research with younger and more gender-diverse samples would strengthen confidence in how far these findings generalise across the dissertation's full target population.
[bookmark: _Toc235802166]4.6 Conclusion  
This chapter has presented and discussed the findings of a thematic analysis of ten sources examining the relationship between social media use, body image and self-esteem, among young UK people. Three themes were identified and explored: social comparison, self-esteem outcomes, and appearance-based content. Together, these themes suggest that social media use is associated with poorer body image and self-esteem primarily through the mechanism of appearance-based social comparison, which is most strongly triggered by appearance-focused content specifically, and which in turn produces measurable, though not always uniform, harm to self-esteem and body-esteem. Self-esteem emerged as a robust but partially confounded mediating mechanism, while appearance-based content emerged as a more precise and potentially more actionable unit of analysis than social media use considered generally. Notably, several sources demonstrated that harm may be partially moderated by content framing (Davies, Turner and Udell, 2020) or individual vulnerability factors such as self-discrepancy (Sampson et al., 2020), suggesting these relationships are neither fixed nor uniform across all users. The following chapter will critically evaluate the current literature and evidence based in relation to social media, body image and self-esteem, considering the implications of these findings for future research, policy and practice.


[bookmark: _Toc235802167]Chapter 5 - Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc235802168]5.1 Overall Conclusion  
This dissertation sets out to examine the relationship between social media use and body image and self-esteem among UK young people aged 13 to 24, addressed through a thematic analysis of ten peer-reviewed sources. Chapter 2 established the theoretical and empirical background to this relationship, Chapter 3 detailed the methodological approach taken to identifying and appraising the literature, and Chapter 4 presented and discussed three themes emerging from this analysis: social comparison, self-esteem outcomes, and appearance-based content. The first objective, to explore current social media platforms and examine usage patterns among UK young people aged 13 to 24, was addressed in Chapter 2, which established the prevalence of social media platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat among this age group and the gendered patterns of daily use that underpin the mechanisms discussed in Chapter 4.
Generally, these chapters demonstrate that social media use is consistently associated with poorer body image and self-esteem among young people, primarily through the mechanism of upward appearance-based comparison, which is most strongly triggered by appearance-focused content rather than social media use in general. Self-esteem was found to be a robust, if imperfectly measured, mediating pathway between social media use and broader psychological wellbeing. The original aim of critically evaluating this relationship within a UK context has been substantially met, though the evidence base remains predominantly correlational and drawn from relatively narrow age and gender samples, a limitation acknowledged throughout this dissertation and addressed further in the recommendations that follow.
[bookmark: _Toc235802169]5.2 Recommendations 
Drawing on the three themes discussed in Chapter 4, three recommendations are proposed below. Each recommendation is intended to be practical and achievable within existing UK educational, clinical or policy structures, and each is accompanied by a discussion of the barriers likely to limit its implementation, together with suggestions for how these barriers might be overcome.
[bookmark: _Toc235802170]5.2.1 Recommendation 1: Embed Media Literacy and Comparison-Awareness Education in UK Schools
The embedding of structured media literacy and appearance-comparison awareness sessions within existing UK school Relationships, Sex and Health Education (RSHE) provision, which has been statutory in English secondary schools since 2020. Such sessions would directly target the social comparison mechanism identified in Theme 1, teaching young people to critically recognise idealised, filtered or staged appearance-based content, consistent with the protective, body-positivity-focused school club described by Popat and Tarrant, (2023).
However, one principal barrier to this recommendation is curriculum time: RSHE already competes with a crowded statutory curriculum, and insufficient training or confidence to deliver content on social media and body image specifically by teachers. Funding for specialist external facilitators is also inconsistent across schools, particularly in lower-income areas, which risks reproducing existing inequalities in provision.
In overcoming this barrier, ready-made, evidence-based digital resources should be embedded directly into existing RSHE lesson plans. This would reduce the burden on individual teachers design content from scratch, and by partnering with established UK charities already working in this space, such as the Mental Health Foundation or Be Real, to provide low-cost or free training and materials. A phased rollout, beginning with secondary schools before extending to the upper range of 13 to 24 age groups in further and higher education settings, would allow implementation challenges to be identified and addressed incrementally rather than requiring a single, resource-intensive national rollout.
[bookmark: _Toc235802171]5.2.2 Recommendation 2: Promote Protective, Body-Positive Captioning Norms on Appearance-Focused Content
The second recommendation concerns the encouragement of protective, body-positive captioning norms on appearance-focused social media content, informed directly by Davies, Turner and Udell's (2020) finding that identical images produced significantly better body-esteem outcomes when accompanied by body-positive rather than fitspiration-style captions. This could be pursued through public health campaigns encouraging influencers and everyday users to adopt such captioning voluntarily, working in partnership with platforms and creators rather than relying on legislative reform alone.
A significant barrier to this recommendation is the limited enforceability of any voluntary caption-based intervention. Social media platforms have commercial incentives that do not necessarily align with reduced appearance-focused content, and individual creators cannot be compelled to adopt captioning styles. There is also mixed evidence regarding the effectiveness of related interventions, such as disclaimer labels on edited images, which some studies suggest may be perceived as insincere or may not meaningfully offset the impact of the image itself (Fardouly and Holland, 2018, cited in Davies, Turner and Udell, 2020).
These barriers could be addressed by co-designing campaign messaging directly with young people themselves, increasing the likelihood that messaging is perceived as authentic rather than performative, and by building on existing successful UK initiatives, such as the Be Real Campaign's body image toolkit, which already engages with schools, workplaces and public bodies. Rather than positioning this recommendation as a single national campaign, a more realistic approach would integrate body-positive messaging into the media literacy sessions proposed in Recommendation 1, ensuring the two recommendations reinforce one another rather than operating in isolation.
[bookmark: _Toc235802172]5.2.3 Recommendation 3: Integrate Self-Esteem Screening and Low-Intensity Support into School and University Pastoral Services
Thirdly, it is recommended for the integration of brief, self-esteem-focused screening and low-intensity support into existing UK school pastoral care and university counselling services. This is informed by the consistent role of self-esteem as a mediating mechanism identified in Theme 2, particularly the findings of Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn (2023) and Kelly et al. (2018). Early identification of declining self-esteem, rather than social media use itself, may allow for more targeted and timely support before difficulties escalate into more serious mental health problems.
The principal barrier to this recommendation is capacity: UK school pastoral teams, university counselling services and Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) are already operating under considerable resource pressure, with long waiting times widely reported, meaning additional screening responsibilities risk overwhelming existing provision rather than genuinely improving outcomes. Stigma may also discourage some young people from engaging honestly with self-esteem screening, particularly if delivered in a formal or clinical manner.
In mitigating this barrier, non-specialist staff already in regular contact with young people, such as form tutors or university personal tutors, should undergo training to recognise early signs of declining self-esteem and to signpost appropriately, rather than creating an entirely new specialist service. Low-intensity digital self-esteem interventions and peer-support programs, which require considerably less staff time than one-to-one clinical contact, could also be piloted as a lower-cost first step, with formal CAMHS or counselling referral reserved for young people whose difficulties do not improve with this initial, lighter-touch support.
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	CONCEPT
	SEARCH TERMS

	Social media
	“Social media” or “social networking site” or “Instagram” or “TikTok” or “Facebook”

	Body Image
	“Body image” or “self-image” or “body comparison” or “body dissatisfaction” or “body esteem”

	Self-esteem
	“self-esteem” or “self-worth”

	Young Adults
	“Young adult” or “adolescents” or “youth” or “young people” or “teen” 

	United Kingdom
	“United Kingdom” or “UK”
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	DATABASE
	SEARCH STRING (BOOLEAN)
	FILTERS APPLIED
	DATE SEARCHED
	RESULTS FOUND
	RESULTS RETAINED
(TITLE & AUTHOR(S)

	1
	Google Scholar
	("social media" OR "social networking sites") AND ("body image" OR "self-image") AND (adolescents OR "young adults") AND (“United Kingdom”)
	2016–2026, peer-reviewed
	May 

	50
	1. Social Media Use and Adolescent Mental Health: Findings from the UK Millennium Cohort Study – Kelly, Y., Zilanawala, A., Booker, C. & Sacker, A. (2018).
2. The social media diet: A scoping review to investigate the association between social media, body image and eating disorders amongst young people – Dane, R. & Bhatia, K. (2023).
3. Association Between Social Networks and Subjective Well-Being in Adolescents: A systematic Review – Webster, D., Dunne, L. & Hunter, R. (2021).
4. #Sleepyteens: Social media use in adolescence is associated with poor sleep quality, anxiety, depression and low self-esteem – Woods, H.C. & Cleland Scott, H. (2016)

	2
	UWSTD
	("social media" OR "social networking sites") AND ("body image" OR "self-esteem") AND “adolescents” AND “UK”
	2016- 2026, peer-reviewed
	May
	10
	1. The Effect of viewing idealized smile images versus nature images via social media on immediate facial satisfaction in young adults: A randomized controlled trial. -- Sampson, A., Jeremiah, H.G., Andiappan, M. & Newton, J.T. (2020).
2. Add a comment…. how fitspiration and body positive captions attached to social media influence the mood and body esteem of young female Instagram users – Davies, B., Turner, M. & Udell, J. (2020).

	3
	PubMed
	("social media" OR "social networking sites") AND ("self-esteem" OR "self-worth") AND ("United Kingdom" OR UK)
	2016- 2026, peer-reviewed
	May
	75
	1. Social comparison on Instagram, and its relationship with self-esteem and body esteem – Taylor and Armes., 2024.
2. Students’ perceptions of the effect of social media ostracism on wellbeing. – Smith, R., Morgan, J. & Monks, C. (2017).
3. The Longitudinal Impact of Social Meida Use on UK Adolescents’ Mental Health: Longitudinal Observational Study. – Plackett, R., Sheringham, J. & Dykxhoorn, J. (2023).
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	Author & Year
	Article Title
	Article Summary
	Keywords & Codes
	Currency
	Relevance
	Authority
	Accuracy
	Purpose
	CRAAP Score (/5)

	Article 1
	Woods, H.C. & Cleland Scott, H. (2016)
	#Sleepyteens: Social media use in adolescence is associated with poor sleep quality, anxiety, depression and low self-esteem
	This study examined associations between social media use and sleep quality, anxiety, depression, and self-esteem among 467 Scottish adolescents aged 11–17. Using validated self-report measures (PSQI, HADS, RSES), it distinguishes overall use, nighttime-specific use, and emotional investment in social media. All three dimensions were linked to poorer sleep and lower self-esteem; nighttime use remained a significant predictor of sleep problems even after controlling for anxiety, depression and self-esteem, while the link between emotional investment and sleep was mediated by anxiety/depression.
	sleep quality; nighttime social media use; emotional investment; anxiety; depression; self-esteem
	Published 2016 in Journal of Adolescence; predates the current Instagram/TikTok-dominant landscape but remains a foundational, heavily cited source on SM and sleep/self-esteem.
	Core UK/Scottish adolescent sample (N=467, ages 11–17); self-esteem, anxiety and depression outcomes map directly onto the dissertation's variables.
	Peer-reviewed (Elsevier, Journal of Adolescence); authors based at University of Glasgow School of Psychology.
	Uses validated, reliable instruments (PSQI, HADS, RSES) with reported Cronbach's alphas; statistics fully reported and transparent.
	Purely academic/empirical purpose; limitations openly acknowledged by authors.
	5

	Article 2
	Smith, R., Morgan, J. & Monks, C. (2017)
	Students' perceptions of the effect of social media ostracism on wellbeing
	Using two vignette-based studies with UK school and university students (N=61 and N=172), this research tested how social media ostracism versus inclusion threatens four fundamental needs — belonging, self-esteem, control and meaningful existence. Ostracism was perceived as significantly more threatening than inclusion across all four needs, with belonging most affected; first-year university students anticipated greater threat from exclusion (and more benefit from inclusion) than school pupils, suggesting heightened sensitivity to social media rejection during the transition to university.
	ostracism; social exclusion; inclusion; belonging; self-esteem; need-threat theory
	Published 2017; centers on Facebook, which has declined in popularity among UK young adults since.
	Directly tests self-esteem as one of four 'need threat' outcomes in UK school and university samples. Strongly relevant to dissertation's UK young-adult focus.
	Peer-reviewed (Elsevier, Computers in Human Behavior); authors based at University of Greenwich, London.
	Uses Williams' validated Need Threat Scale and PANAS; manipulation checks, effect sizes and inferential statistics reported in full for both studies.
	Academic/empirical purpose; funding/conflict of interest not flagged as an issue.
	4

	Article 3
	Taylor, J. & Armes, G. (2024)
	Social comparison on Instagram, and its relationship with self-esteem and body-esteem
	The study explored the level of social comparison on Instagram and its relationship with levels of self-esteem and body esteem among UK youth. Using a mixed-factor experimental design, data was collected using Instagram image comparison, state Self-Esteem Scale and the Body-Esteem Scale for Adolescent and Adults (BESAA). The findings indicate the intentional or unintentional use of social media in the increase of self-esteem or body-esteem through the engagement of downward comparison online.
	social comparison theory; upward/downward comparison; Instagram; body-esteem; self-esteem
	Most recent source (2024); uses Instagram, the platform most relevant to current UK young-adult social media use.
	Directly and explicitly tests self-esteem AND body-esteem via Instagram exposure in a UK undergraduate sample.
	Peer-reviewed, open access (Springer, Discover Psychology); authors based at Bournemouth University Psychology Department.
	Uses validated scales (State Self-Esteem Scale, BESAA); normality tests, ANOVA, effect sizes and post-hoc corrections (Bonferroni) all reported.
	Academic/empirical purpose; funding explicitly stated as none received; limitations (small, gender-imbalanced sample) openly discussed.
	5

	Article 4
	Webster, D., Dunne, L. & Hunter, R. (2021)
	Association Between Social Networks and Subjective Well-Being in Adolescents: A Systematic Review
	This PRISMA-guided systematic review synthesised 29 studies on the relationship between social networks and adolescent subjective wellbeing. Online social media use showed a mixed association with wellbeing: positive effects linked to support-seeking and positive feedback, but negative effects linked to high emotional investment, passive use, negative feedback and ostracism. Offline social networks were positively associated with mood, self-esteem and loneliness, but not with body image.
	systematic review; subjective wellbeing; passive use; active use; investment; ostracism; support-seeking
	Published 2021 but literature search conducted March 2018, so included primary studies are somewhat dated relative to current platforms/trends.
	Synthesises 29 studies including two of the dissertation's other key sources (Woods & Scott, 2016; Smith, Morgan & Monks, 2017) — valuable for contextualising and cross-checking findings.
	Peer-reviewed (SAGE, Youth & Society); authors based at Queen's University Belfast; PRISMA reporting framework followed.
	Transparent, replicable systematic methodology; each included study quality-rated using Gorard's Trustworthiness Sieve (0–4); PRISMA flow diagram provided.
	Academic/empirical purpose; first author funded by a departmental scholarship, declared; no other conflicts of interest declared.
	4

	Article 5
	Plackett, R., Sheringham, J. & Dykxhoorn, J. (2023)
	The Longitudinal Impact of Social Media Use on UK Adolescents' Mental Health: Longitudinal Observational Study
	Drawing on the UK Understanding Society longitudinal cohort (N=3,228, with a sensitivity sample of N=8,045), this study tested whether self-esteem and peer connectedness mediate the relationship between adolescent social media use (age 12–13) and later mental health (age 14–15). After adjusting for covariates, active social media use showed no significant direct longitudinal association with mental health problems, but self-esteem mediated 68% of the unadjusted effect (a link that became non-significant after adjustment), underscoring self-esteem, rather than screen time itself as the key mechanism worth investigating.
	longitudinal study; mediation analysis; self-esteem; social connectedness; mental health; active vs passive use
	Published 2023, the most recent primary study in the set; uses cohort data spanning 2009–2019, so its social media measure (chatting on 'Bebo, Facebook or Myspace') reflects an older platform landscape even though the paper itself is current.
	Directly tests self-esteem as a mediator between social media use and adolescent mental health in a UK sample.
	Peer-reviewed (Journal of Medical Internet Research); authors based at University College London; nationally representative Understanding Society data set; NIHR-funded, no conflicts of interest declared.
	Strong methodology and nationally representative weighting.
	Academic/empirical purpose; authors transparently discuss null findings and limitations (crude single-item SM measure, small complete-case sample)
	4

	Article 6
	Kelly, Y., Zilanawala, A., Booker, C. & Sacker, A. (2018)
	Social Media Use and Adolescent Mental Health: Findings From the UK Millennium Cohort Study
	This article examined the association between social media and depressive symptoms among 14-year-olds. Large scale representative data of adolescents was gotten from the Millenium Cohort Study. The findings showed that social media use was associated with depressive symptoms among 14-year-olds, particularly stronger in girls. The study also highlighted low self-esteem and poor bodyweight were strongly associated with depressive symptoms.
	self-esteem; body image; online harassment; sleep; depressive symptoms; mediation
	Published 2018; the social media item combines several 2010s platforms (Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp), so somewhat dated platform-wise, though the underlying mechanisms remain widely cited.
	Very large, nationally representative UK cohort of 14-year-olds testing self-esteem, body image, sleep and harassment as parallel mediators.
	Peer-reviewed; authors based at UCL and University of Essex; part of the established Millennium Cohort Study consortium.
	Validated instruments (SMFQ, Rosenberg self-esteem scale); multiple imputation for missing data; full regression and path-model statistics reported with confidence intervals.
	Academic/empirical purpose; ESRC-funded, funder had no role in design or analysis; limitations (cross-sectional design, self-report SM measure) openly acknowledged.
	4

	Article 7
	Popat, A. & Tarrant, C. (2023)
	Exploring adolescents' perspectives on social media and mental health and well-being – A qualitative literature review
	This qualitative narrative review synthesised 24 studies (from 1,536 initial hits) exploring adolescents' (13–17) own first-person perspectives on social media's impact on mental health and wellbeing. Five themes emerged: self-expression and validation-seeking, appearance comparison and body ideals, pressure to stay constantly connected, social engagement and peer support, and exposure to bullying and harmful content. Adolescents themselves linked validation-seeking (compulsively checking likes/comments) and exposure to photoshopped, idealised images to reduced self-esteem and body image concerns, while body-positivity education was described as a protective buffer.
	adolescent perspective; validation-seeking; appearance comparison; social media addiction; cyberbullying; qualitative
	Published 2023; reviews qualitative studies from 2014–2020, so underlying primary studies are moderately dated relative to current platforms (COVID-era studies explicitly excluded).
	Captures adolescent (13–17) first-person perspectives on appearance comparison and validation-seeking, directly complementing the dissertation's quantitative UK sources, though most included primary studies are not UK-specific.
	Peer-reviewed (SAGE, Clinical Child Psychology and Psychiatry); authors based at University of Leicester (School of Medicine / Department of Health Sciences).
	Transparent PRISMA-style search and screening process (1,536 to 24 studies); thematic synthesis methodology described in full; supporting quotes provided per theme.
	Academic/empirical purpose; no funding declared; limitations (narrative not systematic review, non-UK samples, methodological heterogeneity) explicitly discussed.
	3

	Article 8
	Sampson, A., Jeremiah, H.G., Andiappan, M. & Newton, J.T. (2020)
	The effect of viewing idealised smile images versus nature images via social media on immediate facial satisfaction in young adults: A randomised controlled trial
	In this randomised controlled trial, 132 UK undergraduates viewed either idealised 'smile' Instagram images or neutral nature images for five minutes via the live Instagram app. Exposure to idealised images significantly reduced facial and overall appearance satisfaction compared with the control condition, with the effect greatest among participants who had a large gap between their actual and ideal self-image (high self-discrepancy). No gender difference was found, providing causal experimental evidence for the social-comparison mechanism.
	facial/body dissatisfaction; self-discrepancy; social comparison; RCT; Instagram
	Published 2020; uses Instagram, the platform most relevant to current UK young-adult social media use, keeping it more current than several other tracker sources.
	True experimental (RCT) design with a UK undergraduate sample gives strong causal evidence for the social-comparison mechanism central to the dissertation, though the outcome (facial/smile satisfaction) is narrower than general self-esteem.
	Peer-reviewed (SAGE, Journal of Orthodontics); authors based at King's College London Faculty of Dentistry, Oral & Craniofacial Sciences; ethics approval reported (Kings College London ethics committee).
	Validated scales (Body Satisfaction Scale, Self-Discrepancy Index); a priori power calculation; repeated-measures ANOVA and multivariate regression fully reported with confidence intervals.
	Academic/empirical purpose; no external funding declared; limitations (single SNS, short-term outcome only, dental-treatment-focused framing) openly discussed.
	4

	Article 9
	Davies, B., Turner, M. & Udell, J. (2020)
	Add a comment... how fitspiration and body positive captions attached to social media images influence the mood and body esteem of young female Instagram users
	This UK experimental study (N=109 women aged 18–25) tested whether caption framing changes how identical fitspiration Instagram images affect mood and body esteem. Fitspiration captions significantly increased negative mood post-exposure, while body-positive captions did not reduce negative mood but were associated with significantly higher weight-related and overall body esteem than fitspiration or neutral captions — suggesting caption framing can partially buffer appearance-related harm, though the protective effect was narrow.
	fitspiration; body positivity; captions; body esteem; mood; Instagram
	Published 2020; addresses body-positive content and Instagram captioning, a still-current feature of the platform.
	UK experimental sample (women aged 18–25) directly tests a protective/moderating factor (caption framing) relevant to the dissertation's discussion/recommendations, closely matching the target age range.
	Peer-reviewed (Elsevier, Body Image); authors based at University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology.
	Validated measures (PANAS, Body Esteem Scale subscales); a priori power analysis; planned orthogonal comparisons with effect sizes reported in full.
	Academic/empirical purpose; no external funding declared; limitations (no true baseline body-esteem measure, small-to-medium effect sizes) transparently discussed.
	4

	Article 10
	Marengo, D., Longobardi, C., Fabris, M.A. & Settanni, M. (2018)
	Highly visual social media and internalizing symptoms in adolescence: The mediating role of body image concerns
	This study examined 523 Italian adolescents (grades 6–11) to test whether body image concerns mediate the relationship between highly-visual social media use (Instagram/Snapchat) and internalizing symptoms, using bootstrapped mediation analysis. Frequent (>2h/day) use of highly-visual platforms — but not Facebook — significantly predicted greater body image concerns, which fully mediated the relationship with internalising symptoms, distinguishing image-heavy visual platforms from text-based social media in their effect on adolescents.
	highly visual social media; body image concerns; internalizing symptoms; mediation; adolescents
	Published 2018; data collected 2017; broadly contemporary with other tracker sources but slightly dated relative to Taylor & Armes (2024) and Plackett et al. (2023).
	Non-UK (Italian) sample limits direct relevance to the dissertation's UK focus, but the mediation model (body image concerns to internalising symptoms) closely parallels Plackett et al. (2023) and offers useful cross-cultural corroboration.
	Peer-reviewed (Elsevier, Computers in Human Behavior); authors based at University of Turin, Department of Psychology; ethical approval obtained (University of Turin IRB).
	Validated instruments (Body Shape Questionnaire, SDQ emotional symptoms subscale); bootstrapped mediation analysis (Hayes' Process macro, 5,000 resamples) with bias-corrected confidence intervals.
	Academic/empirical purpose; no funding conflicts declared; limitations (cross-sectional design, self-reported SM use, non-UK sample) explicitly acknowledged.
	3

	Article 11
	Dane, R. & Bhatia, K. (2023)
	The social media diet: A scoping review to investigate the association between social media, body image and eating disorders amongst young people
	This article explored global literature on the relationship between social media, body image and eating disorders amongst young people aged. Arksey and O’Malley’s frameworks and the updated PRISMA checklist were used for this scoping review.  Findings from 33 studies highlighted significant associations between social media usage and body image dissatisfaction, low self-esteem and body related anxiety.  
	social media; body image; eating disorders
	Published in 2023, so the information is current and relevant to modern social media usage among young people.
	Strongly linked to the research question as it explores the association between social media and body image among young people.
	Published in PLOS Global Public Health, a global peer-reviewed academic journal.
	Research methods clearly explained; findings from the scoping review referenced throughout.
	Aims to investigate the associations between social media, body image and eating disorders amongst young people; does not appear biased and provides in-depth background on the research question.
	5

	Article 12
	Chung, A. et al. (2021)
	Adolescent Peer Influence on Eating Behaviors via social media: Scoping Review
	The study aimed to explore the ways in which social media use among adolescent peers’ influences eating behaviors. A scoping review of literature from 7 countries including the UK included a sample size of 1225 adolescents aged 10 to 19. Findings reveal that the influence of visual imagery and body ideals had both positive and negative influences among adolescent peers.  
	social media; eating behaviors; adolescent health
	Published in 2021. Information is current.
	Linked to social media and includes UK adolescents, but only fairly linked to social media's impact specifically on body image and self-esteem.
	Published in the Journal of Medical Internet Research, a peer-reviewed academic journal.
	Scoping review research method explained; central themes from results further explained.
	Objectively examines the use of social media interventions for eating behaviors among adolescents.
	3

	Article 13
	Alfonso-Fuertes, I. et al. (2023)
	Time Spent on Instagram and Body Image, Self-Esteem and Physical Comparison Among Young Adults in Spain: Observational Study
	This cross-sectional study explored the relationships between the use of Instagram, self-esteem and body satisfaction among young people. Data was collected using assessment tools including the self-esteem scales by Rosenberg, Physical Appearance Scale -Revised (PACS-R) and the Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ). The findings indicate Instagram usage to be linked with poor body image satisfaction and self-esteem.
	Instagram; social media; self-esteem
	Published in 2023, so information is current and relevant to the assessment of social media usage among young people.
	Strongly relevant to the topic but does not specifically focus on UK young adults.
	Published in JMIR Formative Research, a peer-reviewed academic journal.
	Research methods clearly explained; well-structured data collection using globally accepted assessment tools (Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, PACS-R, BSQ).
	Aimed to analyse the relationship between Instagram use (daily hours and content type), self-esteem and body image satisfaction among young people.
	4

	Article 14
	Guest, R. & Daniels, T. (2026)
	Introduction: The links between beauty, media representations, and body image
	The study explored how traditional media and social media representations affect viewers’ body image.  Using Meta-analysis, findings from the study revealed an association between higher appearance-related media exposure with negative body image outcomes.  The findings showed a greater risk for body image concerns among adolescent and young adults aged 18 – 32 through the consumption of variety of media. The study recommends equipping young users of social media with literacy skills and knowledge about content consumed 
	media; social media; body image
	Published in 2026, therefore contains current information.
	Relevant to the topic; analyses the effect of media among young people in the UK, US and Australia.
	Written by an educational psychologist and published as an academic book chapter.
	Well referenced, but study design and methodology of the underlying meta-analysis are not detailed.
	Provides a psychological perspective on media representations and their effects on viewers' body image.
	5

	Article 15
	Burnette, C.B. et al. (2017)
	“I don’t need people to tell me I’m pretty on social media:” a qualitative study of social media and body image in early adolescent girls
	The Qualitative study aimed to examine the nature and extent of early adolescents’ engagement with social media and their perceptions of its impact on body image. The study used focus groups and semi-structured interviews for data collection. Findings reveal a 90% daily use of social media. Social comparison also emerged as an impact of social media use however; the culture of the school contributed to softening the impact and fostering an appearance satisfaction among participants.
	body image; social media; social comparison; adolescence
	Published in 2017; information now considered somewhat outdated relative to current platforms.
	Provides international context and relevance to the topic.
	Published in Body Image, a peer-reviewed academic journal under Elsevier.
	Qualitative research procedure clearly explained; findings included participants' responses in quotes.
	Explored the relations between social media use and body image in early adolescent females aged 12–14.
	3

	Article 16
	Santoso, D. & Santoso, S. (2020)
	The effect of social media on self-esteem and body image
	This narrative review examines how social media, particularly image-centric platforms like Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok affects self-esteem and body image in adolescents and young adults, drawing on social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) and self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987). Synthesising prior empirical studies, it finds that appearance-focused content, exposure to influencers and filtered images, and passive scrolling are consistently associated with body dissatisfaction and lowered self-esteem, while protective factors such as media literacy, parental/peer support, and exposure to diverse or body-positive content can buffer these effects.
	social media; appearance-focused content; social comparison; body image; self-esteem
	Published in 2020, so information is current.
	Relevant to the topic but does not focus on UK young adults.
	Published in the International Journal of Psychology Sciences, a peer-reviewed academic journal.
	Study design is not clearly explained.
	Explores mechanisms such as social comparison theory and appearance-focused content in social media use.
	3

	Article 17
	Yang, S. et al. (2020)
	Effects of Social Media and Smartphone Use on Body Esteem in Female Adolescents: Testing a Cognitive and Affective Model
	The study explored the associations of social media and smartphone use with body esteem using the cognitive and affective framework. The study focused of female adolescents aged 13 – 18 collected date using self-reported measures on cognitive internalisation, social comparison, and body esteem. Findings highlight cognitive internalisation as a fundamental antecedent of appearance-related comparisons such as body esteem.
	social media; smartphone use; body esteem; social comparison; social appearance anxiety; internalisation
	Published in 2020. Information is current and relevant to the topic.
	Provides international context for the use of social media and its effects on young people's body esteem.
	Published in Children, an international, peer-reviewed, open-access journal on children's health (MDPI).
	Study design and procedure explained clearly; received approval from an Institutional Review Board and Ministry of Education.
	Examined, using a cognitive and affective framework and self-reported measures, social media and smartphone screen time in relation to body esteem.
	4
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	Author & Year
	Article Title
	Type of Study
	Research Methods & Sample Size
	Strengths & Limitations
	Main Findings
	Keywords & Codes
	Notes & Comments

	Woods, H.C. & Cleland Scott, H. (2016)
	#Sleepyteens: Social media use in adolescence is associated with poor sleep quality, anxiety, depression and low self-esteem
	Quantitative; cross-sectional; correlational (hierarchical regression)
	Self-report questionnaires: PSQI (sleep), HADS (anxiety/depression), RSES (self-esteem), modified SMU Integration Scale (emotional investment), bespoke overall & nighttime-specific SM use scales. N = 467 Scottish secondary school pupils, aged 11–17.
	Strengths: large sample; validated, reliable measures (all α > .72); novel distinction between overall use, nighttime-specific use and emotional investment.
Limitations: gender and age not recorded/analysed; self-report and social-desirability bias, especially with language support given; single-country (Scotland) sample.
	Overall SM use, nighttime-specific use and emotional investment all correlated with poorer sleep, higher anxiety/depression and lower self-esteem. Nighttime-specific use remained a significant predictor of poor sleep even after controlling anxiety, depression and self-esteem; the link between emotional investment and poor sleep was mediated by anxiety/depression.
	sleep quality; nighttime social media use; emotional investment; anxiety; depression; self-esteem; adolescents
	Provides the 'displacement/emotional investment' evidence base for the dissertation; useful for a theme on night-time use and psychological cost.

	Smith, R., Morgan, J. & Monks, C. (2017)
	Students' perceptions of the effect of social media ostracism on wellbeing
	Quantitative; experimental, vignette-based between-subjects design (Study 1) and 2×2 quasi-experimental design (Study 2)
	Facebook inclusion/exclusion vignettes + Williams' Need Threat Scale (belonging, self-esteem, control, meaning) + PANAS mood measure. Study 1: N = 61 school students (M age 16.98). Study 2: N = 172 (86 school + 86 university students, M ages 16.26 & 19.08).
	Strengths: experimental manipulation allows stronger causal inference than survey designs; replicated across two studies; controls for Facebook familiarity/use.
Limitations: measures anticipated, not actual, reactions (affective forecasting bias); opportunity/self-selected samples; control condition (inclusion) not neutral; Facebook-specific, now a less-used platform among UK youth.
	Social media ostracism was perceived as significantly more threatening to belonging, self-esteem, control and meaningful existence than inclusion; belonging was most strongly affected. First-year university students anticipated more threat from ostracism and more benefit from inclusion than school students.
	ostracism; social exclusion; inclusion; belonging; self-esteem; need-threat theory; university transition
	Strong source for a 'social exclusion/rejection' theme distinct from social-comparison theme; the university vs school comparison is useful for discussing UK young-adult transition risk.

	Taylor, J. & Armes, G. (2024)
	Social comparison on Instagram, and its relationship with self-esteem and body-esteem
	Quantitative; 3×2 mixed-factor experimental design
	Participants viewed 10 manipulated Instagram posts (upward, downward, or neutral comparison) with captions/comments; State Self-Esteem Scale and Body-Esteem Scale for Adolescents & Adults (BESAA) completed before and after exposure. N = 49 UK undergraduate psychology students (43 female, 6 males; M age 20, SD 2.91), one UK university.
	Strengths: experimental design with true neutral control condition; realistic Instagram format including likes/comments (addresses limitation of earlier Facebook slideshow studies); both self-esteem and body-esteem measured.
Limitations: small, gender-imbalanced sample (88% female) limiting generalisability; short-term (within-session) effects only, no follow-up; single UK University/SONA pool; self-report.
	Downward comparison significantly increased both self-esteem and body-esteem; upward comparison significantly decreased body-esteem but not self-esteem; neutral images produced no change in either measure.
	social comparison theory; upward/downward comparison; Instagram; body-esteem; self-esteem
	The most directly relevant and most recent UK paper as it explicitly separates body-esteem from self-esteem as outcomes, which should shape how these constructs are treated separately in the thematic analysis.

	Webster, D., Dunne, L. & Hunter, R. (2021)
	Association Between Social Networks and Subjective Well-Being in Adolescents: A Systematic Review
	Systematic review (PRISMA-guided) of quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods primary studies
	Systematic search of 5 databases (1,204 initial hits, reduced to 29 included studies); Included studies cover adolescents aged 11–18.
	Strengths: comprehensive, transparent PRISMA methodology; quality-appraises every included study; synthesises both offline and online network literature, which is rare.
Limitations: English-language studies only; no grey literature; most included primary studies are correlational, so causal claims are limited; only six studies on offline networks reduces confidence in those conclusions.
	Online SNS use has a mixed association with adolescent wellbeing: positive via social-support-seeking and positive feedback; negative via high investment, passive use, negative feedback and social media ostracism. Offline social networks are positively associated with mood, self-esteem and loneliness, but not body image.
	systematic review; subjective wellbeing; passive use; active use; investment; ostracism; support-seeking
	Useful for the dissertation's introduction/discussion to situate the four primary studies within the wider evidence base and to justify the chosen themes (it explicitly names investment, passive use and ostracism as mechanisms).

	Plackett, R., Sheringham, J. & Dykxhoorn, J. (2023)
	The Longitudinal Impact of Social Media Use on UK Adolescents' Mental Health: Longitudinal Observational Study
	Quantitative; longitudinal observational study with path analysis/structural equation modelling (SEM) mediation analysis
	Secondary analysis of Understanding Society (UK Longitudinal Household Study), waves 1–10 (2009–2019). Active social media use (hours chatting/interacting with friends) measured at ages 12–13; self-esteem and peer connectedness (mediators) at ages 13–14; mental health (Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, SDQ) at ages 14–15. N = 3228 (complete case), sensitivity analysis on imputed sample of N = 8045.
	Strengths: nationally representative UK sample; genuine longitudinal design adjusts for extensive demographic/household covariates
Limitations: relatively small complete-case sample may be underpowered; social media use measured crudely (single 'active use' item; excludes passive browsing); question wording referenced defunct platforms (Bebo, Myspace); self-report measures for self-esteem/connectedness may lack precision; only two time points limit developmental trajectory analysis.
	No significant longitudinal association between time spent on active social media use at 12–13 and mental health problems at 14–15 after adjusting for covariates. Self-esteem significantly mediated 68% of the (unadjusted) effect of social media use on mental health, but this mediation became non-significant after adjustment. Peer connectedness (number of friends, happiness with friends) did not mediate the relationship.
	longitudinal study; mediation analysis; self-esteem; social connectedness; mental health; SDQ; active vs passive use; Understanding Society cohort
	Important counterpoint/nuance for the dissertation: a robust, nationally representative UK longitudinal study finding little direct effect of time-on-SM on mental health but flagging self-esteem as the key mechanism worth researching — strengthens the rationale for a thematic focus on self-esteem specifically rather than screen time alone. Also, explicitly critiques 'hours used' as a weak measure and calls for active/passive use distinctions, reinforcing Theme 4.

	Kelly, Y., Zilanawala, A., Booker, C. & Sacker, A. (2018)
	Social Media Use and Adolescent Mental Health: Findings from the UK Millennium Cohort Study
	Quantitative; cross-sectional; multivariable regression and path analysis (GSEM)
	UK Millennium Cohort Study; self-completed questionnaires on social media use, depressive symptoms (SMFQ), online harassment, sleep, self-esteem (Rosenberg) and body image. N = 10,904 UK 14-year-olds (5,496 girls, 5,408 boys).
	Strengths: very large, nationally representative UK cohort (all four UK nations); simultaneously tests four hypothesised mediating pathways in one path model; controls for prior (age-11) internalising symptoms
Limitations: mostly cross-sectional therefore causality cannot be established; self-reported social media hours may lack precision; sample is 14-year-olds
	Social media use was associated with higher depressive symptom scores, more strongly among girls (≥5h/day: 50% higher scores in girl’s vs 35% in boys). Online harassment, poor sleep, low self-esteem and poor body image were all significant mediators, with the strongest pathways via poor sleep and online harassment. Body weight dissatisfaction was directly linked to 15% higher depressive symptom scores.
	self-esteem; body image; online harassment; sleep; depressive symptoms; gender differences; mediation; path analysis
	Largest and most methodologically robust UK sample in the tracker. Strengthens Theme 1 (self-esteem/body image pathway) and introduces two further mechanisms — sleep and online harassment — that extend Themes 2 and 3. Self-esteem measured with the Rosenberg scale, directly comparable to Woods & Scott (2016) and Taylor & Armes (2024).

	Popat, A. & Tarrant, C. (2023)
	Exploring adolescents' perspectives on social media and mental health and well-being – A qualitative literature review
	Qualitative; narrative synthesis of 24 qualitative studies (thematic synthesis)
	Systematic search of APA PsycINFO, Web of Science and PubMed for qualitative studies (Jan 2014–Dec 2020) on adolescents aged 13–17; 24 papers retained after screening 1,536 initial hits
	Strengths: rigorous, transparent search and screening process; thematic synthesis captures adolescents' own first-person perspectives, which is largely absent from the quantitative literature in this tracker; five clearly defined, well-evidenced themes.
Limitations: narrative (not fully systematic) review of a methodologically heterogeneous evidence base; most included primary studies are not UK-specific; some populations (e.g. by gender, ethnicity, geography) under-represented across the included studies.
	Five themes identified: self-expression and validation, appearance comparison and body ideals, pressure to stay connected, social engagement and peer support, and exposure to bullying and harmful content. Validation-seeking (compulsively checking Likes/Comments) and comparison with photoshopped, idealised images were consistently linked by adolescents to reduced self-esteem and body image concerns; body-positivity education was described as a buffer.
	adolescent perspective; validation-seeking; appearance comparison; social media addiction; cyberbullying; qualitative; self-esteem
	Adds qualitative, lived-experience depth that complements the tracker's quantitative UK sources which are useful for triangulating Theme 1 (comparison) and Theme 4 (active/passive, validation-seeking) with adolescents' own accounts. Not UK-specific, so best used to support rather than establish UK prevalence claims.

	Sampson, A., Jeremiah, H.G., Andiappan, M. & Newton, J.T. (2020)
	The effect of viewing idealised smile images versus nature images via social media on immediate facial satisfaction in young adults: A randomised controlled trial
	Quantitative; randomised controlled trial (RCT)
	UK undergraduates randomly allocated to view idealised-smile Instagram images (experimental) or neutral nature images (control) for 5 minutes via the live Instagram app; Body/Facial Satisfaction Scale, Self-Discrepancy Index. N = 132 (mean age 20.5; 60.6% women).
	Strengths: true RCT with random allocation; realistic exposure via the live Instagram application
Limitations: immediate, short-term outcome only, no follow-up; single-session lab exposure may not reflect habitual real-world use; sample (18–35 years) skews slightly older than the dissertation's 13–21 focus.
	Viewing idealised facial/smile images significantly reduced facial and overall appearance satisfaction relative to neutral images. This effect was greater among participants with high self-discrepancy (a larger gap between actual and ideal self). No gender difference was found, and habitual social media use did not correlate with the size of the effect.
	facial/body dissatisfaction; self-discrepancy; social comparison; RCT; Instagram; appearance
	Strong experimental (causal) counterpart to Taylor & Armes (2024), both UK, both testing upward appearance comparison via Instagram, with Sampson isolating facial/smile satisfaction specifically. Self-discrepancy as a moderator adds useful nuance to the Theme 1 discussion of who is most affected by comparison.

	Davies, B., Turner, M. & Udell, J. (2020)
	Add a comment... how fitspiration and body positive captions attached to social media images influence the mood and body esteem of young female Instagram users
	Quantitative; between-subjects experimental design
	UK female Instagram users randomly allocated to view identical fitspiration images captioned with fitspiration, body-positive, or neutral text; PANAS mood scale and Body Esteem Scale (BES) subscales. N = 109 UK women aged 18–25 (mean 21.58).
	Strengths: experimental design isolates the effect of caption/text framing independent of image content; validated, multidimensional body esteem measure (BES subscales); a priori power analysis with planned orthogonal comparisons.
Limitations: no identical baseline body-esteem measure (administered post-exposure only, to avoid pretesting effects); small-to-medium effect sizes; single platform (Instagram) and single content genre (fitspiration); sample restricted to women aged 18–25.
	Fitspiration captions significantly increased negative mood post-exposure. Body-positive captions did not reduce negative mood but were associated with significantly higher weight-related and overall body esteem than fitspiration or neutral captions, suggesting a protective effect limited mainly to weight-related esteem.
	Fitspiration; body positivity; captions; body esteem; mood; Instagram; social comparison
	Introduces a protective/moderating factor (message framing) rather than exposure alone — directly useful for a discussion/recommendations theme on how captioning or body-positive content might buffer appearance-related harm. UK sample (Portsmouth) in an age range closely matching Taylor & Armes and Sampson et al.

	Dane, R. & Bhatia, K. (2023)
	The social media diet: A scoping review to investigate the association between social media, body image and eating disorders amongst young people
	Qualitative & quantitative; scoping review (Arksey & O'Malley framework; updated PRISMA checklist)
	Scoping review of the global literature on social media, body image and eating disorders amongst young people aged 10-24 years. Results Summary source states 50 studies included (45 quantitative + 5 qualitative)
	Strengths: Draws on both quantitative and qualitative evidence; broad age range (10–24) spans adolescence into emerging adulthood; methodologically transparent. Limitations: Most included studies relied on self-report measures, posing a risk of measurement error.
	Social media usage was linked to body image concerns via three main mediating pathways: social comparison, thin/fit idealisation and self-objectification. Findings also highlighted significant associations between social media usage and body image dissatisfaction, low self-esteem and body-related anxiety.
	social media; body image; eating disorders
	Recommends social media literacy and body appreciation as key protective factors relevant to UK public health.
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	Theme
	Supporting Articles
	Key Evidence
	Representative Quote / Page

	Theme A: Social comparison (upward vs. downward) shapes self-esteem and body-esteem
	Taylor & Armes (2024); Sampson et al. (2020); Davies, Turner & Udell (2020); Popat & Tarrant (2023); Webster, Dunne & Hunter (2021)
	Taylor & Armes' UK experiment found downward Instagram comparison significantly raised both self-esteem and body-esteem, while upward comparison significantly lowered body-esteem only. Sampson et al.'s UK RCT causally showed viewing idealised smile images reduced facial satisfaction, with the greatest effect among participants with high self-discrepancy showing a direct experimental corroboration of the comparison mechanism. Davies et al.'s UK experiment showed identical fitspiration images produced worse mood when captioned with fitness-comparison messaging than with body-positive or neutral captions, indicating comparison effects are partly a function of how content is framed, not image content alone. Popat & Tarrant's qualitative synthesis adds adolescents' own accounts of comparing themselves unfavorably to idealised, photoshopped peer and celebrity images. Webster et al.'s systematic review situates all of this within the wider adolescent wellbeing literature, noting comparison and negative feedback as recurring mechanisms across 29 studies.
	"Body-esteem scores significantly decreased after upward comparison, whilst self-esteem scores did not" - Taylor & Armes (2024), Abstract, p.1;  "Exposure to 'ideal' facial images on social media decreases facial satisfaction... greater in those with high self-discrepancy scores" - Sampson et al. (2020), Abstract, p.55;  "Weight esteem... and overall body-esteem... were significantly higher in the body positive condition than the fitspiration condition" - Davies, Turner & Udell (2020), Results, p.103

	Theme B: Self-esteem outcomes are shaped by social media use, social threat, and mediating mechanisms
	Woods & Cleland Scott (2016); Smith, Morgan & Monks (2017); Plackett, Sheringham & Dykxhoorn (2023); Kelly, Zilanawala, Booker & Sacker (2018); Taylor & Armes (2024)
	Woods & Scott found overall social media use, night-time-specific use and emotional investment were all correlated with lower self-esteem in a large Scottish adolescent sample, alongside poorer sleep and higher anxiety/depression. Smith, Morgan & Monks found experimentally manipulated social media exclusion significantly threatened anticipated self-esteem (alongside belonging, control and meaning), with first-year university students more sensitive to this threat than school pupils revealing evidence that self-esteem is vulnerable not only to appearance comparison but to social threat/exclusion more broadly. Plackett et al.'s UK longitudinal cohort (Understanding Society, n=3,228) found self-esteem mediated 68% of the unadjusted association between social media use and later adolescent mental health problems, the strongest UK evidence that self-esteem is the key psychological mechanism (rather than screen time itself) linking use to wellbeing outcomes. Kelly et al.'s UK cohort of 10,904 14-year-olds corroborates this: low self-esteem was one of the strongest mediators between social media use and depressive symptoms, alongside online harassment and poor sleep as related social-threat pathways. Taylor & Armes additionally show self-esteem and body-esteem are empirically separable outcomes that do not always move together (upward comparison lowered body-esteem but not self-esteem), which has implications for how 'self-esteem' should be operationalised and interpreted in this dissertation.
	"68% of the effect of social media use on mental health was mediated by self-esteem" - Plackett, Sheringham & Dykxhoorn (2023), Abstract/Results, p.1/p.7; "Students perceived social media ostracism as significantly more threatening to their sense of belonging... self-esteem... meaning... and control" -  Smith, Morgan & Monks (2017), p.279;  "Nighttime-specific use remained a significant predictor of poorer sleep quality after entering anxiety, depression and self-esteem" - Woods & Cleland Scott (2016), p.45

	Theme C: Appearance-based content shapes body image and esteem outcomes
	Davies, Turner & Udell (2020); Sampson et al. (2020); Popat & Tarrant (2023)
	Davies et al. found appearance-focused fitspiration captions increased negative mood in UK women aged 18–25, but body-positive captions attached to the same images produced significantly higher body esteem, though the effect was limited mainly to weight-related esteem rather than sexual-attractiveness or physical-conditioning esteem. Sampson et al.'s UK RCT showed exposure to idealised facial/smile images (a specific, narrow form of appearance content) causally reduced facial satisfaction, distinct from general body dissatisfaction, which was not significantly affected. Popat & Tarrant's qualitative synthesis adds that adolescents themselves distinguish appearance-focused content (selfies, photoshopped images, 'perfect body' posts) as a distinct and particularly harmful category of social media content, separate from social interaction or validation-seeking more broadly.
	"All the dissatisfaction scores (BSS, FSS and total scores) increased in the post-exposure period for the experimental group" - Sampson et al. (2020), Results, p.59; "Images of 'perfect bodies' were deemed particularly harmful to those with past eating disorders" - Popat & Tarrant (2023), Theme 2, p.326
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Figure 1: Social Comparison Theory applied to social media use
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