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Discuss the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents.

Social media has become integral to adolescents' daily lives, serving as a key platform for communication and relationship-building. Popular sites like TikTok, Facebook, and Instagram provide benefits such as educational resources and emotional support networks. These platforms shape the social landscape of youth through engaging content and shared experiences. However, they also have downsides, including anxiety, depression, and cyberbullying. Adolescents are typically individuals aged 10 to 19 years. This developmental stage marks a significant transition in human growth, characterised by physical, emotional, and social changes. During this period, young people experience puberty, which brings about various biological changes, and they often begin to solidify their identities, develop deeper relationships, and gain a greater sense of independence. Adolescents are also navigating complex educational environments and peer dynamics, which can significantly influence their personal development and decision-making (WHO, 2021). According to the World Health Organisation, approximately 11% of adolescents exhibit signs of problematic social media behaviours and find it difficult to manage (WHO, 2024). Bandura and Erikson highlight that social media affects adolescents by influencing their identity development and promoting imitation of online behaviours.

Adolescence is an important stage of life that happens between the ages of 10 and 19. This period involves major physical, emotional, cognitive, and social changes (WHO, 2021). One key change is the growth and development of the brain, which helps teenagers think more abstractly. As their brains develop, they better understand complex ideas and emotions. During puberty, teenagers experience growth spurts and hormonal changes that change their bodies. These physical changes can affect how they see themselves and their self-esteem. As a result, teens become more aware of themselves and worry more about what their peers think, which can impact their emotions. On the emotional side, adolescence is a time for exploring identity. Teens often question and reassess the values and beliefs they learned as children. This process helps them build deeper connections in friendships and romantic relationships. Such relationships are important for developing emotional intelligence and empathy. As they navigate these relationships, teens learn essential social skills, such as resolving conflicts and managing their emotions. Socially, teenagers seek more independence, which can lead to conflicts with their parents. These disagreements can be tough, but they are necessary for developing responsibility and self-reliance. Peer relationships become a crucial part of life during this time and heavily influence how teens see themselves and make decisions. Friendships provide support, validation, and a sense of belonging, all vital aspects of the teenage experience (Cleveland Clinic, 2023).

While social media is often linked to negative ideologies, it can also positively impact adolescents' mental health when used responsibly and with parental guidance. Adolescence is a crucial time for self-discovery, identity formation, and building relationships. Social media provides a platform for young individuals to explore interests, connect with peers, and cultivate hobbies.

For those experiencing social anxiety or disabilities, online interactions can be a more comfortable way to socialise compared to face-to-face communication. By engaging on platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok, adolescents can form supportive communities and share their passions. When parents actively guide their children's social media use—by discussing privacy, setting boundaries, and fostering positive interactions—these platforms can enhance mental well-being while minimising risks. (The Positives of Social Media for Teens and How Parents Can Guide Safe Use, 2025). Research indicates that many individuals from minority groups, such as the LGBTQ+ and disability communities, feel more accepted on social media through various social groups than during in-person interactions (Office of the Surgeon General, 2023). Social media can be a valuable resource for teens as they explore various study techniques and learning strategies. Different platforms offer a wealth of content, including tutorials, study tips, and group discussions. Students can connect with peers to share their experiences, suggest helpful resources, and collaborate on difficult subjects. Additionally, they can join study groups or follow accounts dedicated to educational content, which can provide motivation and support as they navigate their academic challenges.
Social media has many advantages, but it also has serious negative effects on teenagers. Many young people feel less confident because they feel pressured to create a perfect online image. This need for likes and comments can lead to anxiety about what their friends think of them. Social media platforms often allow bullying to happen easily, which can hurt victims emotionally and lead to feelings of isolation. This can have long-lasting effects on mental health. The constant comparisons with idealised versions of life can make teens feel inadequate and unhappy with their own lives. Additionally, social media can be addictive. Teens may spend hours scrolling through their feeds instead of spending time with friends and family. This can reduce their social skills and make them less active, as they prefer the digital world over outdoor play. Furthermore, seeing certain content, like risky behaviour or violence, can draw young people in. This exposure can make harmful actions seem normal and lead some teens to imitate what they see. It’s important to balance the benefits and drawbacks of social media. As teens navigate this complicated online world, they need critical thinking skills and support to understand and handle these effects effectively(Mayo Clinic Staff, 2024)
Erikson’s fifth stage of psychosocial development is called identity versus role confusion. This stage is important during adolescence, usually between ages 12 and 18. During this time, teenagers explore their independence and try to understand who they are. They often ask themselves questions like “Who am I?” and “What is my purpose?” While figuring this out, they try different roles, beliefs, and interests. Erikson says this exploration is crucial for building a strong identity. Successfully going through this stage helps teens feel confident and makes a positive impact on their future choices and relationships. If they struggle during this time, they may feel confused and unsure about their direction. As teenagers face new experiences, their sense of self changes, helping them understand their place in the world and contributing to their emotional well-being. Identity is very important as it shapes who we are and affects our values and beliefs. It also influences how we connect with others. Identity includes aspects like our cultural background, personal experiences, and social roles. Many factors shape how we see ourselves and feel like we belong. These can include our experiences, relationships, culture, and social interactions. However, when people face role confusion—meaning they are unsure of their role or identity in a certain situation—it can have serious effects on their mental and emotional health. This confusion can lead to feelings of insecurity and anxiety, as well as a lack of purpose. It can also affect relationships with others and hinder personal growth, creating a sense of disconnection. Addressing role confusion is important for building a healthier self-image and regaining a sense of belonging (Cherry, 2023).

Bandura's social learning theory suggests that individuals primarily learn new behaviours and attitudes through observation and imitation. This phenomenon is particularly evident during adolescence, a crucial developmental stage when teenagers are especially influenced by various role models in their lives. These role models can include parents, peers, celebrities, and even virtual influencers on social media platforms. According to Bandura, learning occurs not only through observation but also through reinforcement; young people are more likely to emulate behaviours that they see being rewarded or celebrated. This principle highlights the significance of social media, which provides a constant stream of exposure to diverse influences. It enables adolescents to observe firsthand the behaviours and attitudes that receive praise and acceptance, often prompting them to adopt similar actions in an effort to fit in or gain approval. Teens on different platforms may imitate the lifestyles or beauty standards of popular influencers due to their substantial follower counts. While this can promote positive behaviours, it can also lead to unrealistic body images, unhealthy dieting practices, or harmful trends. Additionally, repeated exposure to negative online behaviours such as cyberbullying or aggression increases the likelihood that adolescents will mimic these actions. Thus, Bandura's theory illustrates how social media can significantly impact the mental health of teenagers (Studocu, 2026).

Erikson's psychosocial development theory and Bandura's social learning theory help us understand how social media affects adolescents' mental health. Erikson believed that adolescence involves figuring out one's identity amid role confusion. Young people want acceptance from others and can express themselves through social media. However, relying too much on likes and comments for validation can lead to identity confusion, low self-esteem, and anxiety. Bandura's theory suggests that adolescents learn behaviours by watching others. Social media exposes them to influences like celebrities and peers, which can inspire both positive habits and harmful behaviours, such as imitating unrealistic beauty standards or experiencing cyberbullying. These theories highlight the impact of social media on identity and behaviour. However, they do not cover all aspects of adolescent mental health, as individual factors, health issues, family support, cultural context, and online experiences also play important roles. Understanding social media's impact requires looking at various theories and research for a complete view of its effects on mental health. (Studocu, 2026; Cherry, 2023)
In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. It enhances communication and self-expression but can also lead to anxiety, depression, and body image issues. Psychosocial development theory explains its influence on identity, while Bandura's social learning theory shows how adolescents learn behaviours online. Promoting balanced social media use, digital literacy, and strong parental support can help benefit young people.
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