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                                                   Introduction  
Social media has become an integral part of everyday life, particularly among young adults, influencing how individuals communicate, access information, and maintain social relationships. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, Snapchat, and X (formerly Twitter) are widely used for social interaction, entertainment, education, and accessing health-related information. In the United Kingdom, the widespread availability of smartphones and digital technologies has contributed to increasing levels of social media engagement, making it an important public health issue due to its potential influence on mental wellbeing (Ofcom, 2025).
Mental wellbeing refers to an individual's ability to cope with everyday challenges, realise their potential, build positive relationships, and contribute meaningfully to society (World Health Organization, 2022). Good mental wellbeing extends beyond the absence of mental illness and includes emotional resilience, psychological functioning, and social wellbeing. Young adulthood represents a significant stage of development during which individuals experience educational, occupational, and social transitions that may increase vulnerability to mental health difficulties (Arnett, 2000). Consequently, understanding factors that may influence mental wellbeing during this period is important for health and social care professionals.
Research examining the relationship between social media use and mental wellbeing has produced mixed findings. Evidence suggests that excessive or problematic social media use may be associated with increased anxiety, depressive symptoms, poor sleep quality, cyberbullying, fear of missing out (FoMO) and reduced self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Conversely, social media may also provide opportunities for social support, peer connection, health education, and a sense of belonging, particularly for individuals experiencing isolation or long-term health conditions (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). These contrasting findings demonstrate the need to examine the existing evidence to better understand how social media influences the mental wellbeing of young adults.
This scoping review aims to examine published peer-reviewed research investigating the influence of social media use on the mental wellbeing of young adults in the United Kingdom. The review seeks to identify the positive and negative effects associated with social media use, explore factors influencing mental wellbeing and consider the implications for health and social care practice. A scoping review methodology has been selected because it enables a broad exploration of the available evidence, identifies key concepts within the literature and highlights gaps requiring further research (Munn et al., 2018).
The review is guided by the following research question:
How does social media use influence the mental wellbeing of young adults in the UK?
The objectives of this scoping review are:
· To explore the relationship between social media use and mental wellbeing among young adults.
· To identify positive and negative effects associated with social media use.
· To examine factors that influence mental wellbeing in relation to social media use.
· To identify implications for health and social care practice.   
 
                                     Background 
Mental health is recognised as a major public health priority in the United Kingdom, with young adults experiencing increasing levels of psychological distress in recent years. According to the National Health Service (NHS), one in four people will experience a mental health problem each year, while anxiety and depression remain among the most common mental health conditions affecting young people and young adults (NHS, 2023). Mental wellbeing is influenced by a range of biological, psychological, and social factors, with digital technology and social media becoming increasingly important influences on everyday life (World Health Organization, 2022).
Social media refers to internet-based platforms that enable users to create, share, and exchange content while interacting with others in virtual communities (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Popular platforms including Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook, and X have become embedded within the daily routines of many young adults. Ofcom (2025) reported that social media continues to be one of the most frequently used online activities among young people in the UK, with smartphones providing almost continuous access throughout the day. This increased accessibility has generated growing concern regarding the potential effects of prolonged social media use on mental wellbeing.
The relationship between social media use and mental wellbeing is complex and remains the subject of ongoing research. Evidence suggests that excessive use may contribute to anxiety, depressive symptoms, loneliness, sleep disturbance, and reduced self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). One explanation is that social media encourages constant social comparison, where individuals evaluate themselves against idealised images and lifestyles presented online. This may contribute to body dissatisfaction, lower self-worth, and negative emotional wellbeing, particularly among young adults who are still developing their identity (Vogel et al., 2014).
Another factor associated with poor mental wellbeing is Fear of Missing Out (FoMO), which describes the anxiety that others may be having rewarding experiences without one's involvement. Social media platforms provide continuous updates regarding friends' activities, increasing the likelihood of compulsive checking behaviours and emotional distress (Przybylski et al., 2013). FoMO has also been linked to problematic social media use, poorer sleep quality and increased psychological distress, all of which may negatively affect overall wellbeing (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
Despite these concerns, social media is not exclusively associated with negative outcomes. Research has demonstrated that online platforms can provide emotional support, opportunities for peer interaction and access to mental health information. Individuals experiencing loneliness, disability or geographical isolation may benefit from online communities that encourage social inclusion and reduce feelings of isolation (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). Social media has also been used successfully by charities, healthcare organisations and public health campaigns to promote mental health awareness, reduce stigma and encourage help-seeking behaviours among young people (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2022).
Within the UK, improving mental wellbeing among young people remains a priority across health and social care services. The NHS Long Term Plan highlights the importance of early intervention, prevention, and improving access to mental health services, particularly for children and young adults (NHS England, 2019). Similarly, the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (2022) recognises that promoting positive mental wellbeing requires collaborative action across education, healthcare, families, and communities. As digital technology continues to evolve, understanding how social media influences mental wellbeing has become increasingly important for professionals delivering person-centred care and health promotion initiatives.
Although numerous studies have explored social media and mental health, findings remain inconsistent. Some researchers report harmful associations, whereas others suggest that outcomes depend upon factors such as frequency of use, purpose of engagement, online experiences, and individual resilience (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Furthermore, differences in study design, measurement tools and participant characteristics make it difficult to draw definitive conclusions. Consequently, a scoping review is appropriate because it allows existing evidence to be mapped, key themes to be identified and gaps within the current literature to be highlighted (Munn et al., 2018). The findings may contribute to a better understanding of how social media influences the mental wellbeing of young adults and provides evidence to inform future health and social care practice within the UK. 
                                                       Methods  
This study adopted a scoping review methodology to examine the existing evidence relating to the influence of social media use on the mental wellbeing of young adults in the United Kingdom. Scoping reviews are appropriate when a topic contains a broad and diverse body of literature and when the aim is to identify, map and summarise the available evidence rather than determine the effectiveness of a specific intervention (Munn et al., 2018). The review followed the methodological framework developed by Arksey and O'Malley (2005), with guidance from the Joanna Briggs Institute (Peters et al., 2020). 
                                         Search Strategy 
A systematic search of the literature was undertaken using four electronic databases: PubMed, CINAHL, PsycINFO and Google Scholar. These databases were selected because they contain a wide range of peer-reviewed research relating to health, psychology, and social care. Searches were conducted using combinations of keywords linked by Boolean operators (AND/OR) to maximise the retrieval of relevant studies (Bramer et al., 2018).
The main search terms included:
· "Social media"
· "Mental wellbeing"
· "Mental health"
· "Young adults"
· "United Kingdom" OR "UK"
· "anxiety"
· "depression"
· "self-esteem"
An example search string was:
("social media" AND "mental wellbeing") AND ("young adults") AND ("United Kingdom" OR "UK")
Reference lists of relevant journal articles were also examined to identify additional eligible studies that may not have appeared during the initial database searches.
                              Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
To ensure the review remained focused and relevant to the research question, predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied throughout the screening process.
Inclusion criteria
· Peer-reviewed primary or secondary research studies.
· Published in English.
· Published between 2014 and 2025.
· Studies investigating social media use and mental wellbeing.
· Studies involving young adults or populations including young adults.
· Research relevant to UK health or social care practice.
Exclusion criteria
· Editorials, opinion papers, conference abstracts, and policy documents.
· Newspaper articles and non-peer-reviewed publications.
· Studies focusing solely on children or older adults.
· Research examining internet use without specific reference to social media.
· Duplicate publications.
Following title and abstract screening, full-text articles were assessed against the eligibility criteria. Five studies were identified as most relevant to the review question and were included in the final scoping review.
                                     Data Extraction and Analysis
Relevant information from each included study was extracted using a structured data extraction table. Information collected included the author, year of publication, country, study design, participant characteristics, aims, and principal findings. Using a standardised approach improved consistency during data collection and facilitated comparison between studies (Peters et al., 2020).
The findings from the selected studies were analysed using thematic analysis. This involved repeatedly reading each article, identifying recurring concepts, and grouping similar findings into broader themes. Thematic analysis is widely used in scoping reviews because it enables researchers to synthesise findings from studies with different methodologies while identifying patterns across the evidence base (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The themes identified through this process form the basis of the Results and Discussion sections.
                                            Ethical Considerations
As this study involved a review of previously published literature, formal ethical approval was not required. Nevertheless, ethical principles were maintained throughout the review by using credible academic sources, accurately representing the findings of the included studies, and avoiding plagiarism through appropriate citation using the UWTSD Harvard Referencing style. The review was conducted objectively, with efforts made to present both positive and negative findings to minimise researcher bias. Maintaining transparency during the search, selection and analysis stages also contributed to the trustworthiness and academic integrity of the review (Peters et al., 2020).   
                                                           Results 
Study Selection 
The literature search was conducted across four electronic databases: PubMed, CINAHL, PsycINFO and Google Scholar. The search strategy identified a range of studies relating to social media use and mental wellbeing among young adults. Following the removal of duplicate records, the remaining articles were screened by reviewing their titles and abstracts against the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Full-text versions of potentially relevant articles were then assessed to determine their suitability for inclusion in the scoping review. Following this screening process, five peer-reviewed studies were identified as meeting the eligibility criteria and were included in the final review. These studies explored the relationship between social media use and mental wellbeing among young adults and provided the evidence base for the thematic analysis presented below.  
                                  Summary of Included Studies   
	 Author (Year)
	Country 
	Aim 
	Study Design 
	Participants 
	Key Findings 

	Moreton and Greenfield (2022) 
	United Kingdom 
	To explore university students' views on how Instagram influences their mental wellbeing. 
	Qualitative study 
	16 UK University students (18–23 years) 
	Instagram was perceived to have both positive and negative effects. Students reported increased social connection and inspiration, but also social comparison, cyberbullying, anxiety, and reduced self-esteem. 

	Di Cara et al. (2022) 
	United Kingdom 
	To examine
the relationship between social media use and mental health and wellbeing among young adults. 
	Cross-sectional cohort study 
	2,991 young adults from the ALSPAC cohort 
	Mental wellbeing differed according to the social media platform used and frequency of use. Different platforms showed different associations with depression and wellbeing. 

	Dodemaide et al. (2022) 
	Australia 
	To explore young adults' experiences of social media and its influence on mental health and wellbeing. 
	Qualitative study 
	Young adults 
	Participants described both positive experiences (social connection and support) and negative experiences (stress, social comparison, and emotional distress). 

	Longest and Kang (2022) 
	United States 
	To investigate the relationship between social media use, online social support, and mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
	Cross-sectional study 
	Young adults 
	Social support gained through social media was associated with better mental health, although excessive use was also linked to increased depressive symptoms. 

	Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020)
 
	International 
	To systematically review evidence examining the influence of social media use on anxiety, depression, and psychological distress. 
	Systematic review 
	13 peer-reviewed studies 
	Most included studies found that excessive social media use was associated with increased anxiety, depression, and psychological distress, although study quality varied. 



                                              Thematic Analysis. 
Analysis of the five included studies identified three key themes relating to the influence of social media use on the mental wellbeing of young adults. These themes were: (1) social media use and psychological distress, (2) sleep, self-esteem, and emotional wellbeing, and (3) positive aspects of social media use. Although the studies varied in their design and geographical location, common patterns emerged regarding the impact of social media on mental wellbeing. 
                Theme One: Social Media Use and Psychological Distress  
[bookmark: _Int_TtNi96ks]The majority of the included studies reported an association between excessive or problematic social media use and poorer mental wellbeing. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found that elevated levels of social media use were consistently associated with symptoms of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress. Similarly, Di Cara et al. (2022) reported that patterns of social media use were associated with differences in mental wellbeing among young adults, although the strength of these associations varied according to the platform used. Moreton and Greenfield (2022) also found that participants described increased anxiety and emotional distress resulting from social comparison and pressure to present an idealised online identity.  
            Theme Two: Sleep, Self-Esteem, and Emotional Wellbeing  
Several studies highlighted the influence of social media on sleep quality, self-esteem, and emotional wellbeing. Moreton and Greenfield (2022) reported that participants experienced reduced self-esteem after comparing themselves with unrealistic images and lifestyles presented on Instagram. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) similarly identified poor sleep quality and lower self-esteem as common factors associated with excessive social media use. Longest and Kang (2022) found that while social media could provide emotional  
support, excessive engagement was linked to poorer mental health outcomes for some young adults.   
                       Theme Three: Positive Effects of Social Media   
Despite concerns regarding mental wellbeing, the included studies also identified positive aspects of social media use. Moreton and Greenfield (2022) found that participants valued social media as a means of maintaining friendships, sharing experiences, and accessing peer support. Dodemaide et al. (2022) similarly reported that online platforms promoted social connectedness and emotional support, particularly during periods of isolation. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) concluded that the impact of social media was not universally negative, with outcomes influenced by the purpose, frequency, and nature of social media use. Collectively, the findings suggest that social media can both support and challenge young adults' mental wellbeing depending on how it is used. 
                                                    Discussion  
The aim of this scoping review was to explore how social media use influences the mental wellbeing of young adults and to identify the potential implications for health and social care practice in the United Kingdom. The findings demonstrate that social media has a complex relationship with mental wellbeing, with both beneficial and adverse effects identified across the included studies. Although excessive or problematic use was commonly associated with poorer mental health outcomes, positive experiences such as increased social connectedness, peer support and access to health information were also evident. These findings suggest that the impact of social media is influenced by how individuals engage with online platforms rather than by social media use alone.
[bookmark: _Int_dyt2whDx]A consistent finding across the included studies was the association between problematic social media use and psychological distress. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) identified links between excessive social media use and symptoms of anxiety, depression, and psychological distress, while Moreton and Greenfield (2022) highlighted the negative effects of social comparison and pressure to present an idealised online identity. These findings are supported by Verduyn et al. (2017), who argued that passive browsing and frequent social comparison may reduce subjective wellbeing by encouraging users to compare themselves with unrealistic portrayals of others. Similarly, Orben (2020) suggested that although the relationship between digital technology and mental health is relatively modest, some young adults may be more vulnerable because of individual differences, personality traits, and patterns of online behaviour.
The review also identified sleep quality and self-esteem as key factors influencing mental wellbeing. Poor sleep has been widely recognised as a risk factor for anxiety, depression and reduced emotional resilience (Freeman et al., 2020). The findings of Moreton and Greenfield (2022) and Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) suggest that social media may contribute to poorer sleep through prolonged screen time and increased emotional engagement before bedtime. However, it is important to acknowledge that many of the included studies were cross-sectional, meaning that causal relationships cannot be established. Consequently, it remains unclear whether social media contributes directly to poor mental wellbeing or whether individuals experiencing poorer mental health are more likely to engage excessively with social media. Despite the associations identified between social media use and poorer mental wellbeing, the findings of this review also demonstrated that social media could have beneficial effects when used appropriately. Moreton and Greenfield (2022) found that participants valued social media as a means of maintaining friendships, sharing experiences, and accessing peer support. Similarly, Dodemaide et al. (2022) reported that online platforms promoted a sense of belonging and emotional support, particularly during periods of social isolation. These findings are consistent with Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022), who argued that social media does not affect all individuals in the same way. Instead, the impact depends on personal characteristics, patterns of use and the quality of online interactions. This highlights the importance of avoiding the assumption that social media is inherently harmful, as positive online experiences may enhance wellbeing for some young adults.
Although the included studies provided valuable insights, several methodological limitations should be considered. Most of the studies relied on cross-sectional research designs, limiting the ability to establish causal relationships between social media use and mental wellbeing. Self-reported measures of screen time and psychological wellbeing may also introduce recall bias and social desirability bias, potentially affecting the accuracy of the findings (Orben, 2020). Furthermore, differences in the measurement of social media use and mental wellbeing across studies made direct comparisons difficult. Some studies measured time spent on social media, whereas others focused on problematic use or emotional investment, demonstrating the complexity of examining this topic.
The findings of this review have important implications for health and social care practice within the United Kingdom. Health and social care professionals should recognise that social media use forms part of many young adults' daily lives and should consider discussing digital wellbeing during routine health assessments and health promotion interventions. Rather than encouraging complete avoidance of social media, professionals should promote responsible and balanced use while supporting young adults to recognise unhealthy online behaviours such as excessive social comparison, cyberbullying, and problematic screen use. Digital literacy programmes delivered within schools, universities and community settings may also help young adults develop healthier online habits and improve emotional resilience (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2022).
This scoping review also identified several gaps within the existing evidence. There remains limited UK-based longitudinal research examining the long-term effects of social media use on young adults' mental wellbeing. Much of the current evidence focuses on associations rather than causation, making it difficult to determine whether poor mental wellbeing results from excessive social media use or whether individuals experiencing poorer mental health are more likely to engage with social media. Future research should therefore prioritise longitudinal and mixed-methods studies involving diverse populations of young adults to improve understanding of this complex relationship. Greater consistency in measuring both social media use and mental wellbeing would also strengthen future evidence and improve comparisons across studies (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).  
                                                     Conclusion   
This scoping review explored the influence of social media use on the mental wellbeing of young adults and identified both positive and negative impacts. The findings demonstrated that excessive or problematic social media use is commonly associated with poorer mental wellbeing, including increased anxiety, depressive symptoms, lower self-esteem, and psychological distress (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). However, the review also found that social media can provide valuable opportunities for social connectedness, emotional support and access to health information when used appropriately (Moreton and Greenfield, 2022; Dodemaide et al., 2022).
Although the included studies identified several consistent themes, differences in study design, outcome measures, and methods of assessing social media use limited direct comparison of findings. Much of the available evidence was cross-sectional, making it difficult to determine causal relationships between social media use and mental wellbeing. Consequently, the findings should be interpreted with caution.
The review highlights the importance of recognising that social media is neither entirely beneficial nor entirely harmful. Instead, its influence depends upon how, why, and how often it is used, together with individual characteristics and online experiences (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). The findings provide valuable evidence to support health and social care professionals in promoting digital wellbeing and developing interventions that encourage healthy and balanced social media use among young adults. 
                                              Recommendations 
Based on the findings of this scoping review, several recommendations can be made for future research, policy and health and social care practice. Firstly, further UK-based longitudinal research is required to better understand the long-term relationship between social media use and mental wellbeing among young adults. Most of the available evidence identified within this review consisted of cross-sectional studies, limiting the ability to establish causal relationships. Future research should therefore investigate how patterns of social media use influence mental wellbeing over time and identify factors that may protect against negative mental health outcomes (Orben, 2020).
Secondly, health and social care professionals should incorporate discussions about digital wellbeing into routine assessments and health promotion activities. Increasing awareness of healthy social media habits, online safety, and strategies to reduce excessive screen time may help young adults develop healthier relationships with digital technology. Educational initiatives should also encourage critical thinking regarding online content, social comparison and unrealistic portrayals presented through social media platforms (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2022).
Thirdly, universities, colleges and community organisations should continue to develop mental health support services that recognise the growing influence of digital technology on young adults' wellbeing. Online peer support, digital wellbeing workshops, and accessible mental health resources may encourage early intervention while promoting resilience and positive coping strategies. Collaborative working between healthcare providers, educational institutions and public health organisations may further strengthen support available to young adults (NHS England, 2019).
Finally, policymakers should continue to work with social media companies to promote safer online environments by addressing cyberbullying, harmful content, and excessive platform engagement. Strengthening digital literacy and promoting responsible social media use may contribute to improved mental wellbeing while enabling young adults to benefit from the positive aspects of online communication (World Health Organization, 2022). Collectively, these recommendations may support the development of evidence-based interventions that promote positive mental wellbeing while recognising the significant role that social media plays in modern society.  
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