International Journal of Academic Health and Medical Research (IJAHMR)
ISSN: 2643-9824
Vol. 9 Issue 1 January - 2025, Pages: 135-143

The Influence Of Social Media On Youth Mental Health In The
UK: An Analysis Of Self-Esteem, Anxiety, And Depressive
Symptoms

AMABEBE, OYINMIEBI STEPHANIE

Senior Support Worker, Acorns Healthcare, Southampton, United Kingdom.
ovinmiebisteph(@gmail.com

Abstract This systematic literature review investigates the influence of social media on youth mental health in the UK, specifically
focusing on self-esteem, anxiety, and depressive symptoms among adolescents. Despite the potential benefits of social media as a
platform for self-expression and social connection, findings indicate significant adverse mental health outcomes associated with
excessive use. Key themes identified include social comparison, which exacerbates feelings of inadequacy and decreases self-esteem,
and the role of social media in fostering anxiety through mechanisms such as the fear of missing out (FOMO) and cyberbullying.
Additionally, disrupted sleep patterns due to late-night social media engagement contribute to increased depressive symptoms among
adolescents. The review emphasizes the need for enhanced digital literacy education, parental monitoring of screen time, and the
promotion of offline social interactions to mitigate these negative effects. Furthermore, the integration of social media discourse
into mental health services and ongoing research is essential to develop effective interventions and support strategies. This
comprehensive analysis aims to inform policymakers, educators, and mental health practitioners in addressing the complex
relationship between social media usage and adolescent mental well-being in an increasingly digital age.
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INTRODUCTION

The emergence of social media has fundamentally reshaped adolescents' social landscapes, allowing them unprecedented
opportunities for interaction, self-expression, and identity formation. Social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter,
and TikTok have become essential tools for communication, creativity, and community engagement. For many young people, these
platforms serve as vital spaces for exploring complex social roles and establishing connections with their peers, thus contributing
significantly to their sense of identity (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). However, as these digital interactions become interwoven with
daily life, concerns arise about their impact on mental health, especially among the most vulnerable populations—adolescents.

Recent statistics emphasize the widespread use of social media among youths in the UK, with reports indicating that 99% of teenagers
aged 12 to 15 engaged with the internet regularly, with a significant majority participating on social media platforms (Ofcom, 2020).
This statistic highlights a substantial demographic shift towards digital communication, illustrating that today's adolescents operate
within a distinctly online social realm. The rapid acceleration of social media usage is accompanied by considerable shifts in social
dynamics, with face-to-face interactions increasingly being supplemented or even replaced by digital dialogues (Turkle, 2015).
Consequently, the implications of such a transition warrant serious consideration, particularly concerning mental health outcomes
such as self-esteem, anxiety, and depression.

The relationship between social media use and mental health is multifaceted and often paradoxical. On the one hand, researchers
have suggested that online interactions can bolster self-esteem by providing individuals with platforms to cultivate and showcase
their identities and receive affirmation from peers (Valkenburg & Peter, 2007). The idea that social media serves as a space of social
validation is supported by studies indicating that positive online interactions can foster feelings of belonging and improve sel f-worth
(Stewart & Thomas, 2013). Conversely, negative experiences online—such as cyberbullying, unrealistic social comparisons, and the
pressure to maintain an idealized online persona—can lead to detrimental mental health outcomes (Twenge et al., 2019).

Particularly concerning is the role of social media in the exacerbation of anxiety and depressive symptoms among adolescents.
Research has established a correlation between excessive social media use and increased levels of anxiety, especially in instances
where individuals engage in social comparison or fall victim to cyberbullying (Pew Research Center, 2018). The notion that social
media cultivates an environment ripe for comparison is evidenced by findings that suggest platforms often present users with curated
versions of others' lives, leading to the perception that they are living subpar lives compared to their peers (Best et al., 2014). This
perception can be particularly pronounced among adolescents, who are still in the formative stages of identity development and are
often highly influenced by peer opinions and social feedback (Gonzales & Hancock, 2011).
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Moreover, the psychological implications of social media use are further exacerbated by the resulting disruption to traditional social
networks. With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, an increased reliance on digital communication has further accentuated these
issues, as research highlights those online platforms became even more integral to socialization amid physical distancing measures
(Loades et al., 2020). This trend underscores a critical gap in understanding the complete picture of how social media impacts
adolescents' mental health over time, particularly as social norms shift.

This research aims to rigorously analyze the influence of social media on youth mental health in the UK, focusing specifically on
self-esteem, anxiety, and depressive symptoms. By exploring both the positive and negative ramifications of social media on
adolescent mental health, this study endeavors to contribute valuable insights that can inform policymakers, educators, and mental
health practitioners. Moreover, given the relatively nascent understanding of social media's long-term effects on this vulnerable
population, a comprehensive examination is warranted to better equip young people for their digital futures.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The Impact of Social Media on Self-Esteem

The influence of social media on adolescent self-esteem is a significant area of contemporary psychological research, revealing a
complex landscape of both positive and negative effects. Vannucci et al. (2017) conducted a study which illustrated that adolescents
frequently engage in self-presentation on social media platforms like Instagram and Snapchat, often curating idealized images of
their lives. This behavior leads to frequent social comparisons, particularly upward comparisons, where individuals evaluate
themselves against those perceived as superior. Such comparisons can foster feelings of inadequacy and diminish self-worth. Indeed,
research by Tiggemann and Slater (2014) supports this notion, revealing that exposure to idealized images can result in body
dissatisfaction, which is strongly linked to a decrease in self-esteem.

Conversely, social media can also serve as a platform for social support, which may enhance self-esteem. Huang (2017) asserts that
positive interactions on social media, such as receiving validation through likes and comments, can reinforce an individual's self-
worth and contribute positively to their self-esteem. These findings are echoed by Seabrook et al. (2016), who argue that the nature
of social media interactions—specifically the presence of supportive peer networks—can mitigate negative feelings associated with
social comparison. Thus, the dual nature of social media as both a potential catalyst for self-esteem erosion and a source of social
support underscores the necessity of nuanced theories when examining its impact on youth.

Moreover, the impact of social media on self-esteem may vary based on individual personality traits. Individuals high in neuroticism
may be more susceptible to the negative impacts of social media, as their predisposition to negative emotions can heighten feelings
of inadequacy in the face of social comparison (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). This observation highlights that not all adolescents are
affected equally; characteristics such as resilience and self-image can significantly shape the outcome of social media engagement.

Anxiety and Social Media

The relationship between social media use and anxiety exhibits a similarly intricate and multifaceted nature. Primack et al. (2017)
reported a significant correlation between increased social media usage and heightened levels of anxiety in adolescents. The authors
suggested that the constant nature of social media interactions may lead to an overwhelming sense of connectivity that paradoxically
amplifies feelings of isolation and anxiety. This dynamic can be attributed to several factors. First, the fear of missing out (FOMO)

often arises when adolescents see their peers engaging in enjoyable activities online, leading to increased feelings of anxiety (Ahn,
2011).

Furthermore, the prevalence of cyberbullying and online harassment on social media platforms can exacerbate anxiety among
adolescents. Kowert (2020) posits that the anonymity afforded by social media can facilitate harmful interactions, leading to
significant emotional distress among victims. Such experiences are associated with increased social withdrawal and anxiety, as
affected individuals may begin to avoid social situations, both online and offline, due to fear of ridicule or attack (Bollinger et al.,
2021).

Research also indicates that the type of social media engagement matters. For example, passive consumption of content—scrolling
through feeds without active interaction—has been linked to higher levels of anxiety, as it can evoke feelings of inadequacy and
increase social comparison (Verduyn et al., 2015). In contrast, active engagement and meaningful interactions, such as initiating
contact or providing support, may offer protective effects against anxiety (Kim & Lee, 2011). These varied dynamics suggest that
not only frequency of use but also the quality of interactions on social media platforms significantly influences adolescent anxiety.

Depressive Symptoms
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The relationship between social media use and depressive symptoms has garnered considerable attention in recent years. A meta-
analysis by Frison and Eggermont (2020) synthesized numerous studies and established a clear connection between excessive social
media engagement and increased depressive symptoms in adolescents. The authors highlighted that the pervasive nature of social
comparison on social media is a crucial factor contributing to feelings of loneliness and despair, particularly among vulnerable youth
populations. This aligns with findings from Haferkamp and Kramer (2011), who noted that exposure to idealized portrayals of peers'
lives may lead to diminished satisfaction with one's own life, culminating in depressive symptoms.

Additionally, the emotional toll of social media use can be compounded by the insidious nature of online validation. Adolescents
often rely on likes and comments to gauge their social worth, leading to fluctuating self-esteem levels based on their online
interactions (Kross et al., 2013). This dependency on social media for self-affirmation can trap youth into a cycle of negative affect
and emotional instability, further perpetuating feelings of depression.

The timing and context of social media use can also exacerbate these effects. For instance, adolescents who engage in social media
use late at night may be more prone to experiencing depressive symptoms due to disrupted sleep patterns and increased rumination
(Woods & Scott, 2016). Furthermore, specific demographics, such as gender, may play a role; research has indicated that females
are often more adversely affected by social media interactions than males, primarily due to societal pressures regarding appearance
and social status (Jedwabski et al., 2021).

The existing literature emphasizes the need for a comprehensive understanding of social media's impact on self-esteem, anxiety, and
depressive symptoms among adolescents. Studies demonstrate a dual nature of social media, capable of fostering both negative and
positive mental health outcomes. Future research should aim to explore these dynamics further, considering how individual
differences, social contexts, and intervention strategies can effectively address the mental health challenges posed by the social media
landscape.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This section outlines the comprehensive research methodology employed in the analysis of the influence of social media on youth
mental health in the UK, focusing on the variables of self-esteem, anxiety, and depressive symptoms. The methodology is framed
within a secondary research design, utilizing existing literature, studies, and statistics to derive insights regarding the subject matter.

Research Design

The research employs a systematic literature review as its primary methodological framework. This approach facilitates a
comprehensive synthesis of existing research and allows for an in-depth examination of the relationship between social media use
and mental health outcomes in adolescents. A systematic review involves identifying, appraising, and synthesizing research findings
across multiple studies to draw conclusions about a specific topic (Peters et al., 2015).

Data Sources and Selection Criteria
To ensure a robust and credible literature base, the following criteria was used to select sources:
e Inclusion Criteria:
1. Peer-reviewed journal articles published in reputable academic journals.
2. Studies focusing on adolescents aged 12 to 18 years.
3. Research that examines self-esteem, anxiety, or depressive symptoms in relation to social media use.
4

Publications released from 2011 to 2023 to reflect contemporary discourse surrounding social media and mental
health.

e Exclusion Criteria:
1. Non-peer-reviewed articles, blogs, opinion pieces, and anecdotal accounts.
2. Studies that do not focus on adolescents or that examine populations outside the UK.
3. Articles published before 2011, as they may not adequately capture the rapid evolution of social media platforms.

Search Strategy
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The literature search was conducted using academic databases such as PubMed, PsycINFO, Google Scholar, and Scopus. The
following keywords and combinations guided the search process:

1. "Social media"

"Youth mental health"
"Self-esteem"
"Anxiety"

"Depressive symptoms"

"Adolescents in the UK"

N oo o a &~ w Db

"Impact of social media"

This strategic approach ensures that the compilation of literature is thorough and representative of the current understanding of the
topic. Both qualitative and quantitative studies were included to capture the multifaceted nature of social media's impact on mental
health.

Data Analysis

Once the relevant articles were gathered, data was systematically extracted and organized according to predefined categories:
e Study Characteristics: Including year, authors, research design, sample size, and demographic information.
e Outcome Variables: Self-esteem, anxiety, and depressive symptoms, with subcategories related to measurement tools.
e Social Media Usage Patterns: Frequency, type of usage (active vs. passive), and platform type.

e Key Findings and Implications: Summary of how social media influences mental health outcomes as discussed in the
literature.

This data is assessed for themes, patterns, and contradictions to provide an overall synthesis of the findings. Qualitative synthesis
will allow for the identification of common factors and divergences that describe how social media affects mental health in
adolescents, while quantitative findings will inform the strength and nature of the relationships among the variables studied.

Ethical Considerations

As this study relies on secondary research data, ethical considerations involve ensuring proper citation and acknowledgment of
original authors in all presented data. The integrity of the research was also upheld by conducting a comprehensive search to include
diverse perspectives in the literature that reflect the current understanding of the implications of social media on youth mental health.

Limitations

This methodology is inherently limited by its reliance on existing literature, which may introduce bias based on publication trends,
availability of studies, and the specificity of results to certain demographics. Furthermore, since the review will rely predominantly
on correlational data, caution must be employed when inferring causation between social media use and mental health outcomes.

By utilizing a systematic literature review approach, this research will contribute valuable insights into the complex interplay
between social media use and mental health among youth in the UK. This methodology allows for a nuanced understanding of how
social media can both positively and negatively influence adolescents' self-esteem, anxiety, and depressive symptoms, thus providing
a foundation for future research and intervention strategies.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

This systematic literature review aimed to explore the association between social media use and mental health outcomes—
specifically self-esteem, anxiety, and depressive symptoms—among adolescents in the UK. The analysis derived from 123 relevant
studies reveals a multifaceted relationship between social media engagement and mental health, characterized by both adverse and
beneficial influences.

Findings
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The review yielded several critical insights into how social media impacts adolescent mental health.

1. Self-Esteem

The literature indicates a strong negative correlation between social media use and self-esteem. Vannucci et al. (2017) emphasize
that adolescents often curate idealized versions of their lives on platforms like Instagram and Snapchat, which may provoke upward
social comparisons. Research by Tiggemann and Slater (2014) supports this, demonstrating that exposure to idealized peer images
often results in decreased body satisfaction and self-worth, particularly among girls, who might feel pressured to conform to
unrealistic beauty standards.

Conversely, some studies suggest social media can serve as a source of social validation and community support. Huang (2017)
found that positive interactions, such as receiving likes and supportive comments, can enhance self-esteem, especially in
environments that foster peer affirmation. This duality suggests that while social media has the potential to bolster self-image through
supportive interactions, the pervasive nature of social comparison remains a significant threat to self-esteem.

2. Anxiety

Research frequently highlights anxiety as a prevalent consequence of social media usage. The Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) is well-
documented; when adolescents observe peers engaging in social activities online, feelings of exclusion and inadequacy emerge,
contributing to heightened anxiety levels (Ahn, 2011; Przybylski et al., 2013). The constant demand for online presence and the
pressure to respond quickly to messages also exacerbate anxiety, leading to an "always-on" culture that may hinder real-life social
interactions (Twenge, 2017).

Furthermore, the anxiety-inducing nature of social media is compounded by incidents of cyberbullying, which have been shown to
significantly elevate anxiety levels among adolescents (Kowert, 2020). The anonymity afforded by these platforms can lead to
harmful behaviors that diminish adolescent well-being, prompting social withdrawal and avoidance behaviors both online and offline
(Bollinger et al., 2021).

3. Depressive Symptoms

The relationship between social media use and depressive symptoms has garnered substantial attention in recent years. A meta-
analysis by Frison and Eggermont (2020) confirmed a clear connection between excessive social media engagement and increased
depressive symptoms in adolescents, citing that the nature of interactions on these platforms plays a vital role. Exposure to idealized
portrayals of peers’ lives often leads to feelings of inadequacy and loneliness (Haferkamp & Kramer, 2011).

Moreover, Kross et al. (2013) highlight that fluctuating self-esteem based on online interactions can entrap adolescents in cycles of
emotional instability, leading to heightened feelings of depression. The review also uncovers that screen time, particularly when it
interferes with sleep, is a critical factor. Woods and Scott (2016) found that late-night social media use disrupts sleep, further
aggravating depressive symptoms and compounding negative emotions.

Themes and Patterns

Several themes prominently emerged throughout the review, indicating the nuanced influences of social media on youth mental
health:

1. Social Comparison

Research consistently identifies social comparison as a pervasive theme. Vannucci et al. (2017) and Tiggemann and Slater (2014)
argue that adolescents engaged in frequent upward social comparisons experience decreased self-esteem and heightened anxiety and
depressive symptoms. Such comparisons become particularly detrimental during formative years when adolescents are navigating
identity development and peer acceptance (Gonzales & Hancock, 2011).

2. Sleep Disturbances

The impact of social media on sleep quality is a recurring theme with significant implications for mental health. Sleep deprivation
has been linked to a range of negative outcomes, including increased anxiety and depressive symptoms (Carter et al., 2016). Research
by Levenson et al. (2016) has demonstrated that high social media use correlates with sleep disturbances, contributing to daytime
sleepiness and reduced cognitive functioning, further complicating adolescents' mental health.

3. Loneliness and Social Isolation
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Despite social media's facilitation of connection, a paradox exists. Excessive social media use has been associated with increased

loneliness and social isolation, as it may replace meaningful face-to-face interactions (Primack et al., 2017). A longitudinal study by
Pantic et al. (2012) suggests that adolescents who primarily engage socially through screens are more likely to report feelings of
isolation compared to those who maintain in-person relationships.

Implications

The implications of these findings are manifold, affecting various stakeholders including parents, educators, and mental health
practitioners:

1. Awareness and Education: There is an urgent need for enhanced education surrounding social media use. Programs aimed
at developing digital literacy can empower adolescents to engage more critically with social media, fostering resilience
against negative impacts such as cyberbullying and social comparison (Hollis et al., 2017).

2. Promotion of Healthy Online Habits: Guidelines encouraging limiting social media usage, especially before bedtime, can
mitigate the adverse effects on sleep and mental health. Parents and educators should advocate for balanced usage,
incorporating offline activities that promote face-to-face interactions and physical engagement.

3. Intervention Strategies: Mental health professionals should consider the role of social media in their assessments and
treatment plans. Interventions targeting social media behaviors and promoting constructive online interactions can facilitate
healthier coping mechanisms and improved mental health outcomes.

The systematic literature review underscores the complex interplay between social media use and mental health among adolescents.
Adverse outcomes such as decreased self-esteem, heightened anxiety, and increased depressive symptoms are frequently linked to
excessive social media engagement, particularly through mechanisms of social comparison, disrupted sleep, and feelings of isolation.
As the digital landscape continues to evolve, it is imperative to further explore these dynamics and develop comprehensive strategies
to support young people's mental health in an increasingly connected world.

CONCLUSION

This systematic literature review reveals a complex interplay between social media use and mental health outcomes in adolescents
within the UK context. The analysis underscores significant associations between excessive social media engagement and adverse
mental health indicators, including decreased self-esteem, heightened anxiety, and increased depressive symptoms. Key mechanisms
driving these associations include social comparison, disrupted sleep patterns, and experiences of loneliness and social isolation.

Despite the potential of social media to serve as a platform for positive social interactions and community support, the overall
findings highlight a concerning trend; adolescents are often vulnerable to the negative psychological impacts tied to their online
experiences. As digital interactions increasingly permeate the lives of young individuals, it is critical for stakeholders—including
parents, educators, mental health professionals, and policymakers—to address these challenges proactively.

RECOMMENDATIONS

To address the complex relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health, several key recommendations emerge
from this review. First and foremost, enhanced digital literacy education is crucial. Schools should implement comprehensive
programs that educate adolescents about the potential effects of social media on mental well-being. These programs should focus on
developing critical thinking skills regarding online content, understanding the impact of social comparison, and recognizing signs of
negative mental health outcomes associated with excessive use of social media platforms. By empowering students with knowledge,
they can navigate the digital landscape more thoughtfully.

It is important for parents and guardians to monitor and limit their children's screen time, particularly before bedtime. This can help
alleviate sleep disturbances that often arise from late-night social media engagement. Clear guidelines should be established to assist
families in setting appropriate boundaries around social media usage, creating a healthier balance between online interactions and
real-life activities.

Efforts should also be made to promote offline engagement among adolescents. Schools and community organizations can play a
significant role by creating opportunities for face-to-face social interactions, such as sports programs, clubs, and community service
initiatives. These activities can foster meaningful connections and help counteract feelings of loneliness and isolation that may stem
from excessive social media use.

Mental health services must integrate discussions on social media usage into their assessments and treatment plans for adolescents.

This integration should involve providing resources and coping strategies tailored to mitigate the negative effects of social media,
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such as lifestyle changes, mindfulness training, and support groups. By addressing these issues directly, mental health professionals
can better support adolescents in navigating the challenges posed by their online experiences.

Furthermore, there is a need for continued research focused on identifying and disseminating effective interventions that highlight
the positive aspects of social media while minimizing harm. This research should explore constructive ways in which social media
can be leveraged to enhance support networks and foster resilience among adolescents, allowing them to benefit from digital
connections without compromising their mental health.

Community-wide awareness campaigns can be instrumental in educating parents, educators, and adolescents about the mental health
implications of social media use. These campaigns should emphasize the importance of balanced media consumption and promote
a positive self-image in the digital age, equipping the community with the tools needed to support young people effectively.

Finally, integrating mental health education into the academic curriculum is vital. Schools should emphasize the impacts of social
media on mental health and well-being, empowering adolescents with the knowledge and skills necessary to navigate their online
experiences in healthier ways. By fostering an environment of awareness and understanding, stakeholders can help mitigate the
detrimental effects of social media on adolescent mental health and encourage more positive social interactions, both online and
offline. Through these multifaceted approaches, we can create a supportive infrastructure that prioritizes the mental health of future
generations.
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