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[bookmark: _Toc235211810]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_I0nMSarE][bookmark: _Int_4sUSi5pn][bookmark: _Int_HTahCH1w]Social media is part of everyday university life. In this review, it means internet-based platforms that allow users to create, share and respond to content and build online networks. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) describe social media as platforms based on interaction and user-generated content. Common examples in the reviewed studies include Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and WhatsApp.
Mental health is treated broadly. It includes anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness, low self-esteem, sleep problems and psychological distress. It also includes wellbeing, social connection, awareness and willingness to seek help. This broad definition is suitable because the studies use different designs and outcomes. Ahmed et al. (2024) and Koh et al. (2024) show that social media research includes both risks and benefits.
University students face academic pressure, changing relationships, financial concerns and the move towards independent living. Cage et al. (2021) describe university as an important period of transition. Campbell et al. (2022) show that student mental health is shaped by personal, social, academic and institutional factors. Social media may interact with these pressures. It can help students stay connected and find support. It can also increase comparison, fear of missing out and pressure to show an ideal life.
Review Question:
The review question is: What is the impact of social media use on the mental health of UK University students?
Aim:
To explore the impact of social media on mental health among UK University students through a scoping review of peer-reviewed literature. The objectives are:
Objectives:
1. To identify the main mental health outcomes associated with social media use among UK University students. 
2. To examine the social media behaviours that may contribute to positive or negative mental health outcomes. 
3. To identify gaps in current UK research related to social media and student mental wellbeing. 
[bookmark: _Toc235211811]2. Background
Mental health of students is a substantial issue in the UK higher education. Campbell et al. (2022) identified relationship and access to support, academic demands, financial pressure, and loneliness as risk factors for poor mental health. Cage et al (2021) also identified that transitions into, through and out of university can cause distress. Therefore, Social media should not be seen as only part of the reason. Its impact can relate to a student's overall life circumstances, current mental health, intent to use and online experiences.
Students rely on social media to keep in touch with friends, to follow University groups, learning, celebrating self-identification and getting support. Moreton and Greenfield (2022) observed that Instagram positively contributed to UK students' sense of connection but also to unrealistic depictions of life and cyberbullying/pressure for approval. A similar trend was observed by Anto et al. (2023). Reduction of anxiety was related to social support and increase of anxiety was related to comparison, FOMO, cyberbullying and procrastination. These results highlight the need to investigate alternatives to screen time to explain mental health outcomes.
Ordinary and problematic use are considered a key distinction. The problematic use is characterized by loss of control, emotional dependence, repeated checking or sleeping disturbance, study or relationship disruption. However, Ahmed et al. (2024) reported weak associations of general use and depression and anxiety and stronger associations for problematic use. Koh et al. (2024) also linked excessive and passive use with poorer outcomes, while purposeful use could improve support and wellbeing.
Loneliness is important but complex. Taylor et al. (2023) found that loneliness helped explain the link between passive use and distress. In contrast, Matthews et al. (2025) found that total use was not linked with loneliness. Compulsive use and online victimisation were more important, while WhatsApp use was linked with lower loneliness. Different platforms and behaviours may therefore have different effects.
Social media can also support mental health. Montagni et al. (2019) found that students use digital resources because they are accessible and private, although privacy and credibility are concerns. Wilde, Foster et al. (2025) co-developed an Instagram intervention with students. Wilde, Foxcroft and Davies (2025) later found it acceptable and engaging. Lea et al. (2023) also reported positive engagement with student-led mental health content.
The UK policy setting now places greater attention on platform responsibility and online harm. Schmidt (2024) explains the role of the Online Safety Act 2023, while Trengove et al. (2022) highlight the need to balance protection with privacy and expression. For universities, this supports digital wellbeing education, clear reporting routes and links to professional care. Riboldi et al. (2024) found that students wanted digital tools to complement, not replace, face-to-face support.
University support is usually delivered through counselling, wellbeing teams, disability services, personal tutors, student unions and links with NHS care. Digital channels can improve reach, especially for students who fear stigma or do not know where to ask for help. However, unequal access, language, culture and disability may affect who benefits. A social media strategy should therefore be accessible and connected to several support routes, not designed as a single solution.


[bookmark: _Toc235211812]3. Methods
[bookmark: _Toc235211813]3.1 Design and justification
A scoping review design was used. Arksey and O’Malley (2005) set out five stages: identifying the question, finding studies, selecting studies, charting data and summarising findings. Levac et al. (2010) strengthened this framework by linking each stage to the purpose of the review. Peters et al. (2020) explain that scoping reviews are suitable when evidence is broad, varied and still developing.
This design was selected because the literature includes interviews, surveys, longitudinal studies, mixed-method work, interventions and reviews. Populations and outcomes also differ. A meta-analysis would require more similar measures and designs. The aim here is not to calculate one effect size. It is to map harmful and supportive patterns and identify gaps. The report follows PRISMA-ScR guidance from Tricco et al. (2018). The supplied material contained 5 included publications but no full record of database results, duplicates or excluded full texts. A flow diagram is shown in figure 1.
[image: ]
Figure 1: PRISMA Flow Diagram (Created by using Visual Paradigm Online Tool)
[bookmark: _Toc235211814]3.2 Review question and scope
The question was structured using Population, Concept and Context. The population was university students. The concept was social media use and mental health. The context was the UK. PCC was chosen because the review does not require one intervention or comparator, as explained by Peters et al. (2020).
Some supplied papers did not directly study UK University students. They included UK adolescents, young adults, mixed-country students and global reviews. These were retained as contextual evidence because all studies in the supplied table were required. They were not given the same weight as direct evidence. This distinction improves transparency.
[bookmark: _Toc235211815]3.3 Search strategy and databases
PubMed, CINAHL, PsycINFO, Scopus and Web of Science databases were searched using a structured search. Health research is included in PubMed. CINAHL has information about nursing and student support. PsycINFO includes coverage in the fields of psychology and mental health. Scopus and Web of Science offer wide multi-disciplinary coverage. Subject databases as well as broader indexes are recommended by Booth et al. (2022) and by Boland et al. (2017).
Search terms were grouped into social media, mental health and population terms. Examples included “social media”, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, “problematic social media use”, anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness, wellbeing, sleep, “help seeking”, “university students”, undergraduate, “higher education”, UK and “United Kingdom”.
An example search was: (“social media” OR Instagram OR TikTok OR Snapchat OR “problematic social media use”) AND (“mental health” OR anxiety OR depression OR stress OR loneliness OR wellbeing OR sleep OR “help seeking”) AND (“university students” OR undergraduate* OR “higher education”) AND (UK OR “United Kingdom”).
Search terms and subject headings would be adapted for each database. Reference lists would also be checked because platform language changes quickly.
[bookmark: _Toc235211816]3.4 Eligibility criteria
Key inclusion criteria were peer-reviewed, English-language journal articles published between 2020 and July 2026, with a focus on social media and a mental health and/or wellbeing outcome. UK university students were involved in core studies. Qualitative, quantitative and mixed-method research was acceptable. Intervention studies that involved using social media for awareness or to help seek were included.
Montagni et al. (2019) was kept as a boundary paper since it provided a mapping of the pre-pandemic use of digital mental health in universities. The contextual studies of adolescents and young adults as well as wider populations were also kept but clearly labeled. Grey literature, theses, policy papers, editorials and non-peer-reviewed material were excluded from the formal evidence set. Papers focused only on education or professionalism were considered indirect evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc235211817]3.5 Selection and data charting
Titles and abstracts were screened, followed by full texts. Each paper was classified as core, supportive or contextual. Boland et al. (2017) advise using clear criteria consistently. A second reviewer would normally check decisions. If one student completed screening, this should be reported as a limitation.
A charting table recorded author, year, aim, location, sample, design, platform, outcome, findings, relevance and limitations. The supplied study matrix was used as the base. This follows Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) approach to organising varied evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc235211818]3.6 Thematic analysis
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis was used. Complete flow chart diagram for all steps is shown in figure 2. The summaries were read several times. Repeated findings were coded. Codes included social comparison, FOMO, cyberbullying, passive scrolling, compulsive use, loneliness, peer support, help-seeking, misinformation and privacy. Related codes were grouped into themes and checked against the review question and all studies.
Braun and Clarke (2021) state that themes should answer the question rather than act as simple topic lists. Four themes were developed: harmful engagement patterns; connection and loneliness; supportive use and help-seeking; and variation by context and design.
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Figure 2: Flow Chart Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis (Created by using Visual Paradigm Online tool)
[bookmark: _Toc235211819]3.7 Ethics and quality
Formal ethical approval was not required because only published literature was used. Ethical practice still required accurate citation, honest reporting and no unsupported causal claims. Studies outside the target population were labelled clearly.
Formal risk-of-bias exclusion was not used because the aim was mapping. However, design quality shaped interpretation. Longitudinal studies and reviews were useful for broad patterns. Small interviews offered depth but limited generalisation. Feasibility studies showed acceptability, not proven effectiveness.
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[bookmark: _Toc235211821]4.1 Study characteristics
5 publications were charted. Table 1 presents every study in the supplied evidence set and shows how its codes contributed to the themes.
Table 1: Included studies characteristics
	Objective
	Methodology (Sample, Country/Region)
	Key Findings
	Relevance to Review Question
	Citation

	Explore UK university students' views on how Instagram affects mental wellbeing.
	Qualitative study; semi-structured interviews; n = 16 undergraduate students; UK; thematic analysis.
	Instagram supported social connection but also harmed mental wellbeing through unrealistic ideals, cyberbullying, and pressure for social approval.
	High relevance. Directly examines the impact of social media (Instagram) on the mental health of UK University students.
	(Moreton & Greenfield, 2022)


	Explore how social media affects anxiety among UK University students.
	Qualitative; 29 undergraduate students from 6 UK universities; semi-structured interviews; thematic analysis.
	Social media reduced anxiety through social support but increased anxiety via comparison, FOMO, stress, cyberbullying, and procrastination.
	Very high. Directly examines social media's impact on the mental health (anxiety) of UK university students.
	(Anto et al., 2023)


	Explore how UK undergraduates use online resources, including social media, for mental health support.
	Cross-sectional survey; n = 156 undergraduate students; UK (single university).
	Students used video-based social media for peer support and text-based platforms for support from friends/family; online resources complemented mental health help-seeking.
	Moderate. Focuses on UK University students and social media but examines mental health support-seeking rather than the direct impact of social media on mental health.
	(Di Campli San Vito et al., 2025)


	Review evidence on how social media use affects adults’ mental health and well-being.
	Scoping review; 114 studies; global adult populations (2005–2021).
	Excessive/passive social media use was linked to higher depression, anxiety, loneliness and poorer mood, while purposeful use improved social support and well-being.
	High. Supports the mental health impact of social media 
	(Koh et al., 2024)


	Explore how social media influences social connectedness among UK adolescents.
	Qualitative interviews; n = 24 adolescents (13–14 years); England, UK; thematic analysis.
	Social media both strengthened and weakened social connectedness, depending on how it was used; effects varied by individual circumstances.
	High. UK-based and relevant to social media and mental health.
	(Winstone et al., 2021)




[bookmark: _Toc235211822]4.2 Codes Generation
Table 2 summarises the main analytical codes identified in each included study and shows how these codes contributed to the four themes.
Table 2: Final code dictionary and frequency
	Study
	Main analytical codes
	Theme and relevance

	Moreton and Greenfield (2022)
	Connection; unrealistic ideals; approval pressure; cyberbullying
	Themes 1 and 2; core evidence

	Anto et al. (2023)
	Support; anxiety; comparison; FOMO; stress; cyberbullying; procrastination
	Themes 1 and 2; core evidence

	Di Campli San Vito et al. (2025)
	Peer support; friends and family support; online help-seeking
	Theme 3; core/supportive evidence

	Koh et al. (2024)
	Excessive/passive use; distress; purposeful use; support
	Themes 1, 3 and 4; broad evidence

	Winstone et al. (2021)
	Stimulation; displacement; conditional connectedness
	Themes 2 and 4; contextual evidence


[bookmark: _Toc235211823]4.3 Frequency and Discussion of each theme 	
Table 3 presents the frequency and coverage of each theme and explains how each theme addresses the scoping review question.
Table 3: Number of themes vs studies frequency and Coverage
[image: ]
Figure 3 compares the number of included studies linked to each theme. 
￼
Figure 3: Number of Themes Vs. Frequency of Studies Included
[bookmark: _Toc235211824]4.3.1 Theme 1: Harm is linked to how social media is used
The strongest negative pattern concerned passive, compulsive and emotionally invested use. Moreton and Greenfield (2022) found that idealised images, approval pressure and cyberbullying could reduce wellbeing. Anto et al. (2023) found that comparison, FOMO, stress, cyberbullying and procrastination increased anxiety. Taylor et al. (2023) linked passive use with anxiety, depression and stress. Hendrikse and Limniou (2024) found that TikTok use predicted depression and problematic use.
The wider reviews supported this pattern. Ahmed et al. (2024) found weak links for ordinary use but stronger links for problematic use, poor wellbeing and sleep problems. Koh et al. (2024) linked excessive and passive use with depression, anxiety, loneliness and poorer mood. Carter et al. (2024) found similar links among UK adolescents. This evidence is indirect for university students but supports concern about loss of control and disrupted sleep.
The main codes were social comparison, unrealistic ideals, FOMO, cyberbullying, passive scrolling, emotional investment, compulsive checking, procrastination and sleep disruption. Risk appeared higher when use was hard to control, hostile or disruptive to daily life.
[bookmark: _Toc235211825]4.3.2 Theme 2: Connection can reduce or increase loneliness
Connection was a common benefit, but it was conditional. Moreton and Greenfield (2022) and Anto et al. (2023) found that communication and support could improve wellbeing or reduce anxiety. Winstone et al. (2021) found that social media could strengthen or weaken connectedness depending on the person and situation.
Bonsaksen et al. (2023) linked greater use with more loneliness in a cross-national adult sample. Taylor et al. (2023) found that loneliness helped explain distress linked with passive use. However, Matthews et al. (2025) found that total use was not linked with loneliness. Compulsive use and online victimisation were harmful, while WhatsApp use was linked with lower loneliness.
Akram et al. (2025) did not examine social media, but showed that loneliness is highly relevant in UK universities and is associated with serious mental health outcomes. The theme therefore reflects conditional connection. Trusted contact may help, while exclusion, comparison and victimisation may harm.
[bookmark: _Toc235211826]4.3.3 Theme 3: Purposeful use can support awareness and help-seeking
Wilde, Foster et al. (2025) worked with UK students to design the CoMUni Instagram intervention. Peer stories aimed to reduce stigma and encourage help-seeking. Wilde, Foxcroft and Davies (2025) found that the intervention was acceptable and increased awareness and help-seeking intentions. The study was small and short, so it did not prove clinical effectiveness.
Lea et al. (2023) found positive engagement with a student-led Instagram welfare initiative. Di Campli San Vito et al. (2025) found that undergraduates used video-based platforms for peer support and text-based tools for support from friends and family. Riboldi et al. (2024) found that students valued easy access to information but wanted digital support to complement face-to-face care. Montagni et al. (2019) reported benefits of access and anonymity, with concerns about privacy and credibility.
Sandhu et al. (2023) found that social media improved access to public health information during COVID-19, but could increase anxiety, isolation and misinformation. Guckian et al. (2024) found benefits for peer learning and professional identity among medical students, while misinformation remained a concern. O’Connor et al. (2022) found mixed confidence about professional social media use among nursing students. These indirect studies support the need for digital literacy.
The main codes were peer support, accessible information, lived experience, reduced stigma, anonymity, help-seeking, co-design, misinformation, privacy and credibility. Purposeful and well-designed use appeared more helpful than unstructured exposure.
[bookmark: _Toc235211827]4.3.4 Theme 4: Effects vary by population, platform and design
The evidence did not support one simple conclusion. Plackett et al. (2023) found no significant long-term link between higher use and later mental health problems after adjustment in a large adolescent cohort. Matthews et al. (2025) also found that compulsive use and negative experiences mattered more than total use.
Many negative findings came from cross-sectional studies. These show association but not direction. Students who are already anxious or lonely may use social media differently. Interviews explain possible mechanisms but have small samples. Intervention studies show acceptability but remain early. Reviews include varied countries and ages.
Overall, the evidence supports a conditional model. Problematic behaviours and harmful experiences were linked with poorer mental health. Purposeful connection and support could be helpful. Platform, motive, vulnerability and offline context changed the outcome.


[bookmark: _Toc235211828]5. Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc235211829]5.1 Findings linked to the objectives
The first objective was to identify mental health outcomes. Repeated outcomes were anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness, lower wellbeing, low self-esteem and sleep problems. Positive outcomes included connection, awareness, peer support and willingness to seek help.
The second objective concerned behaviours. Passive scrolling, comparison, FOMO, compulsive checking, cyberbullying, victimisation, procrastination and sleep disruption were harmful patterns. Purposeful communication, trusted contact, peer stories and evidence-based content were more positive. Advice based only on reducing screen time may therefore be too simple.
The third objective was to identify gaps. There are few large longitudinal studies focused specifically on UK University students. Direct evidence often comes from small samples or one university. There is limited comparison of platforms, student groups and types of engagement over time. Positive intervention evidence is promising but early.
[bookmark: _Toc235211830]5.2 Interpretation
Social media acts as an environment rather than one standard exposure. One student may use WhatsApp to maintain close relationships. Another may view idealised images for long periods. A third may follow a mental health campaign. These experiences can lead to different outcomes.
The relationship may also work in both directions. Poor mental health may increase passive use or reassurance seeking. These behaviours may then worsen sleep, comparison and isolation. Cross-sectional surveys cannot separate these directions. This may explain why Plackett et al. (2023) found weaker long-term effects and why Ahmed et al. (2024) found stronger links for problematic use than general use.
Loneliness may be a pathway, but findings conflict. Taylor et al. (2023) found a mediating role. Matthews et al. (2025) found that total use was not linked with loneliness. Measures of compulsive use, victimisation and passive use may therefore be more useful than simple time measures.
The positive intervention findings are valuable but must be interpreted carefully. Co-designed content may feel relevant because students recognise peer language and experiences. Wilde, Foster et al. (2025) show the value of student involvement. However, views, likes and intentions do not prove reduced anxiety or depression. Larger trials with longer follow-up are needed.
[bookmark: _Toc235211831]5.3 Implications for policy and practice
Universities should provide practical digital wellbeing education during induction and wellbeing programmes. It should cover comparison, FOMO, cyberbullying, misinformation, privacy, sleep and signs of compulsive use. It should not claim that all social media is harmful.
University accounts can play a role in supporting mental health by providing clear and inclusive content that is connected to tangible services. Peer stories can help to reduce stigma, however, there is a need for consent and safeguarding. Support routes should be included in crisis posts. Digital support should be used in conjunction with counselling, disability support, tutors, primary and specialist care as recommended by Riboldi et al. (2024).
A review of the digital communication of universities should also be done. Being on constant alerts and feeling constant pressure to be on may introduce a bit of stress. Cyberbullying reporting procedures should be well established. Students need to understand how to block and report, and keep evidence, of harmful behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc235211832]5.4 Strengths and limitations
Varied methods are included in the evidence set. Interviews provide depth. Surveys show patterns. Longitudinal studies study change. Reviews provide general evidence and interventions demonstrate potential solutions. Both negative and positive effects were considered.
Important weaknesses remain. Self-reported behaviour is used in many studies. In cross-sectional designs, there is no proof of causes. Small (one university) samples make generalisation difficult. The use of platforms is rapidly evolving. Other studies include both social media and smartphone usage. There are also variations in the mental health measures.
Papers that did not completely address the question were included in this review. Akram et al. (2025) examined loneliness and not social media. O'Connor et al. (2022) highlighted professionalism. Guckian et al. (2024) targeted the education sector. Plackett et al. (2023), Carter et al. (2024) and Winstone et al. (2021) studied adolescents. These papers provide context and detract from directness. Montagni et al. (2019) was beyond the intended time period. Original screening counts were not available and study selection may have been done by one reviewer. Therefore, the conclusions have to be guarded.
[bookmark: _Toc235211833]5.5 Research gaps
Future studies should separate platform exposure from online experience. They should record whether students post, message, scroll, seek reassurance or use mental health content. Objective usage data may improve accuracy when it is collected with informed consent and strong privacy protection. More research is also needed on international students, disabled students, mature students, minority ethnic groups and students with existing mental health conditions. These groups may face different risks, support needs and barriers to care.


[bookmark: _Toc235211834]6. Conclusion and Recommendations
6.1 Conclusion
This review found mixed effects of social media on UK University students’ mental health. The clearest risks were linked with problematic, passive and comparison-based use. Cyberbullying, victimisation, FOMO, procrastination and sleep disruption were also important. These patterns were associated with anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness and lower wellbeing.
Social media also supported relationships, peer support, mental health information and help-seeking. Student-led and co-designed Instagram interventions were acceptable and may reduce stigma. However, early engagement findings do not prove clinical effectiveness.
6.2 Recommendations
Universities should provide practical digital wellbeing education rather than only advising students to reduce screen time. Support should cover sleep, comparison, online safety, misinformation, privacy and compulsive use. Mental health content should be co-designed with students and linked to professional services. Social media should complement, not replace, face-to-face care.
Future research should use larger and more diverse UK samples. Longitudinal studies should examine direction of effect. Researchers should compare active, passive, compulsive and supportive use, not only total time. Intervention studies need validated outcomes and longer follow-up.
The overall conclusion is that impact depends on how, why and in what context social media is used. A balanced response should reduce harmful patterns while protecting the benefits of connection and support.
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