The impact of social media use on the mental health of young people in the UK: trends and strategies for improvement


Social media has become a huge part of people’s lives, especially the younger generation. While it provides plenty more opportunities online for things such as connection and self-expression, over the last couple of years there has been a growing concern in terms of type of impact it has had on mental health. This essay examines the situation in the UK in terms of the social media use for young people, while also factoring the types of impact it has on mental health. It also explores three strategies that could be used to promote well-being in a more positive way.
As social media continues to grow and evolve, questions have emerged how constant engagement online, exposure to unrealistic standards may be contributing the negative effect and increased levels of anxiety, depression, low esteem or even social comparison for young people/teenagers in this generation. In the UK, this issue has had significant attention the last few years from researchers such as educators, health professionals and even policymakers, all of who are trying to figure out to understand and address why and how excessive use of social media has unhealthy effects on young people.
This essay also examines the current situation regarding the effects of excessive social media use and the implications this can have on their mental health. It will also evaluate and present the more positive features on how to change the negative excessive use of social media, by introducing things such as physical education programs, promoting positive role models and healthy narratives online and lastly redefining success through story telling.













Current situation of social media and effects in sport
In 2024 the social media aspect has grown to a much larger state around the world, for young people. The growth of social media in sports has gone through and potentially can have a huge effect especially if competing at top level sport. This has been proven as one study carried out in America found that elite wrestlers between the ages of 15 and 19 were anxious or worried in 66 percent of their matches (Bull, 1991, p. 31).
The impact social media has had on individuals taking part in sport and causing anxiety/stress has been huge. Performers around the age of 15 and 19 and often experience anxiety before a competition due to social media and coached during sessions to be given more competition experience.  It has been proved that it may be effective on a individual, but if not, the likelihood is the performer will no longer enjoy competing and will ultimately give up the sport (Cabral and Crisfield, 1996, p. 91).
Social media has affected many of the younger generation in a negative way. The growth social media has caused has been tremendous and is having a huge effect in young people from the ages of 10 and 19 and possibly younger to not taking part in sports and doing next to nothing in their spare time having a negative effect on their mental health. It has also been proven in the younger generation that this is the case as, young sport participants might consider playing a musical instrument, going to a shopping mall with friends, or even doing nothing at all instead of being involved in their sport (Roberts, 1992, p. 201).






Implications for adolescent mental health
The impact social media has had on adolescent mental health has been huge and is increasing, potentially in a more negative way. Teenagers/young adults of this generation are likely to be very addicted to social media as it is all they see. The evidence suggests more young boys than female’s is that compulsive gambling as increased quite considerably. This has been proved as 37 basketball players from 22 schools were documented to have participated in point shaving and illegal betting (Gould and Weinberg, 2023, p. 536). Due to social media compulsive gambling has taken a huge toll since the 1960’s and cause unhealthy lifestyles, lack of sleep, anxiety for an increasing number of young people.




Strategies for positive change
1. Using exercise as an adjunct to therapy
Implementing exercise lessons (PE) in every school can draw a lot fewer social media attention, therefore young teenagers will navigate more physical skills and social skills in a better environment. These lessons should focus on the physical exercise benefits that reduces negative things such as anxiety, depression and more.  Evidence of this is shown as research has demonstrated that exercise can help reduce such negative psychological states and that aerobic exercise is related to enhanced self-esteem, improved mood, and higher levels of work productivity (Gould and Weinberg, 2023, p. 448). More evidence of why using exercise could improve mental health and well-being was down to the 8-week intervention included five sessions on mental skills training for performance and coping with life stressors, two sessions with coaches for social support, and four sessions with captains for social support (Gould and Weinberg, 2023, p. 433).
2. Promoting positive role models and healthy narratives online
The positive impact social media has had on young people living a better lifestyle with more motivation to do things, comes down to promoting positive role models and healthy narratives online. Promoting positive role models and healthy narratives online should focus on young people aged 15 and 19 to look up to a professional and study the positive and healthy day to day things they do to become sportsman to improve their lifestyle. Evidence of positive role models have had a huge effect from the anecdote’s former athletes, tell it is evident that competitive sport can affect participants differently in terms of personal growth and development (Gould and Weinberg, 2023, p. 109). Promoting positive role models can have a huge effect especially for a young adolescent, as the evidence says that although cooperative efforts appear to produce better performance than do competitive efforts when a performer has to work with another person to achieve a particular goal, individuals may perform better when competing against others than they would when simply performing the task alone (Gould and Weinberg, 2023, p. 116).
3. Redefining success through storytelling
Young people aged 15 and 19 often only see the idea that success is only about winning, especially when social media has the platform to show the most perfect of outcomes. When athletes often post about the struggles of injuries or failure to qualify for competitions or even mental struggles, it normalizes setbacks and that shows that growth shows a lot more than results. Evidence of this has been proved as four common factors emerged: ability (I am/am not intelligent); effort (I did/did not study hard); difficulty of the task (the exam was easy/difficult); and luck (I was lucky/unlucky), (Bull, 1991, p. 71). More evidence of this has been provided as young people aged 15 and 19 often see online players failing because of lack of tactics and so on and keeping the motivation to still improve, as the chance of this happening can be reduced if the coach allows the player to explain why the game was lost (Bull, 1991, p. 74).


Social media doesn’t have to have a negative effect on young people’s mental well-being, as it can be useful for empowerment when paired with the physical exercise aspect, emotional or even the aspect of social benefits within sports. By promoting more positive content, growing the community and educating young people, we can grow the social media platform into a positive experience that supports the mental health and well-being of young people.
Sports already offer a huge valuable framework for skills for the real outside world such as teamwork, discipline and even the difference between success and failure. By integrating these values into digital spaces, we can promote a much healthier narrative around physical performance and identity. Encouraging professional athletes, coaches or even institutions to lead the way by sharing honest motivational stories can offer considerable amounts of guidance positivity for young people to feel seen, supported and inspired to get the best out of their life.
Ultimately, by taking a more positive approach to shaping online experiences, especially in the world of sports social media can enhance so many skills for young people such as confidence, connection, and coping skills all that are essential for maintaining strong mental health and positive well being in today’s fast paced digital world.
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