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[bookmark: _Int_9tdCGcre]Adolescence is usually considered to begin at age 10 and to last until age 19, and is marked by rapid biological, cognitive and socio-emotional development, including sensitivity to peers and struggles with identity development. At this time, the use of social media becomes a more frequent and common occurrence, developing a socio-digital space that influences communication, self-presentation, and social comparison. It has been found that adolescents are especially susceptible to environmental factors because they have a poorly developed emotional regulation, and they are also developing their sense of self stability (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2024). There is evidence that the use of social media is linked to higher levels of anxiety, depression and lower self-esteem, as well as to a greater sense of social support and connectedness depending on social media use (Azem et al., 2023). The psychosocial theory of Erikson is used to gain insight into the process of identity development in adolescence, while the social learning theory of Bandura emphasizes observation and reinforcement as means to acquire behaviours (Pérez-Torres, 2024). These theories illustrate how social media can impact adolescent mental health in two ways: regarding the formation of identity, and behavioural learning mechanisms.

[bookmark: _Int_YL2M1YZ1]Social media is now an integral part of the lives of most adolescents – more than 90% report daily use of multiple platforms (Chhabra et al., 2025). Research in the past few decades suggests that there is not an easy-to-follow cause-and-effect relationship between social media usage and mental health outcomes; the relationship tends to be complex and non-linear (Galea and Buckley, 2024). Large scale studies show that there is a low level, but statistically significant, correlations between higher levels of use and greater levels of depression, anxiety and poorer well-being, especially if a person is using more than two hours a day. But the results are mixed; results vary greatly between the several types of engagement and not just on-screen time (Salerno et al., 2025).
These include a process of upwards social comparison (adolescents compare themselves to idealised images they see online); a process of cyberbullying; getting likes and comments for seeking validation; and fear of missing out (FOMO) that exacerbates social anxiety (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2024; Saha, 2026). Specifically, the active engagement (e.g., communications, content creation) was associated with processes of identity development and social connection, and passive consumption was more strongly associated with negative affective outcomes, according to these recent studies reviews. Thus, social media effects are more complex and context dependent with the individual psychological vulnerability of the user. Hence, social media effects are more complicated and context dependent and mediated by the individual psychological vulnerability of the user (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2024).
Adolescence is part of the "Identity vs Role Confusion" stage in Erikson's psychosocial theory where adolescents have to find a consistent sense of self and settle on their identity by exploration and commitment. Resolution succeeds in achieving identity coherence and failure causes role confusion and instabilities in the self-concept. Social media plays a big role in exacerbating this developmental process through the widened range, visibility and immediacy of identity exploration (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2024).
Social media can be seen as a positive opportunity for adolescents to experiment with their identities, present themselves in curated ways, participate in social communities that are based on their interests, and have access to different social roles. Empirically, there is evidence that interactive and feedback processes from peers that occur on a digital platform support the process of identity formation and self-concept development; and, identity consolidation takes place when feedback is affirming and consistent. This is in line with Erikson's focus on exploration as an integral part of development (Chhabra et al., 2025).
From another angle, however, social media can be a factor in another form of identity diffusion. Too many positive idealised images can be used to make social comparisons toward the negative, which can affect how one sees themselves and their self-esteem. Moreover, algorithmically curated environments strengthen identities which are socially valued and valued by the algorithms, and can also restrict creative expression. It may also be that a person's multiple online identities have the potential to disrupt internal structures of identity and cause increased psychological stress in an individual and confusion over an individual's “authentic selfhood” (Elvira-Zorzo and Bayona Gómez, 2025).
Most importantly, Erikson's theory is applicable for a digital environment, and has its limitations, making good explanations. It was created before the advent of online identity building, and thus it cannot be applied to algorithmic influence, social feedback (such as likes) or the feed-back loops that are typical of social media platforms. Furthermore, its stage-based structure might be a misrepresentation of the identity development process, as recent studies on identity in the digital age suggest that identity is more dynamic and fluid in digital contexts (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2024).
In general, social media seems to be hastening Eriksonian identity processes by providing more opportunities to explore identity and more potential for identity instability through increased social comparison and feedback sensitivity.
Bandura's social learning theory suggests that behaviour is learned from observing other people, imitating it and being reinforced for that. Adolescents are always seeing behavioural models in the social media sphere (we can think of influencers, friends, and algorithmically presented content), which is a very strong setting for observational learning.
[bookmark: _Int_HzK5N3WY]Rewards such as likes, shares and comments are visible, positive reinforcement mechanisms that are reinforced on platforms. This can result in the appearance standards, lifestyle behaviours and patterns of emotional expression being imitated. Influencers for instance, might portray desired body image and/or risky behaviours that adolescents could emulate, thereby reinforcing feelings of body dissatisfaction and problematic self-comparisons (Saha, 2026).
From a social learning perspective, cyberbullying can also be seen as when bullying and/or negative behaviours online are not sanctioned enough or occur often enough in the learning environment. This helps to perpetuate the negative interaction pattern in peer groups (Elvira-Zorzo and Bayona Gómez, 2025).
But Bandura's theory is not enough to explain Adolescent responses to social media. It does not adequately account for the process of cognitive mediation, especially individual interpretation, self-concept and filters of developmental identity. The behavioural responses to the same content vary among adolescents, indicating there is an internal psychological response which moderates behavioural outcomes. Thus, although social learning theory is a good predictor of the transfer of behaviour, it is not a complete explanation for variations in emotional and mental health outcomes (Galea and Buckley, 2024).
Theoretical interpretation is carried out in a combination of both internal factors and external factors. There is the combination of both internal and external factors that can be found in the process of theoretical interpretation to adolescents' responses to social media. According to Erikson's psychosocial theory, adolescence is a period of increased identity vulnerability and is characterised by the process of struggling with “identity versus role confusion”. This is a developmental process that causes adolescents to be especially susceptible to evaluative feedback and social comparison processes. The current research also points to the heightened evaluation of self-concept and exploration of identity in digital environments during this time frame (Orben et al., 2024).
Bandura's social learning theory on the other hand focuses on the social context of learning, the shaping of behaviours, attitudes and emotions by observing what others do, imitate what they have seen and reinforced by the social environment. This is compounded by social media which serves as a platform for constant reinforcement of selected behavioural models and measurable rewards like likes and shares.
Most importantly, social media acts as an external developmental amplifier, amplifying identity formation pressures, and identity behaviours. Recent research suggests that the effect of the media on adolescent outcomes is not a direct impact, but a process of dynamic media-by-person interaction. Thus, neither of the theory alone accounts for the complexity of outcomes, and neither theory in combination with the other accounts for the complexity of outcomes (Valkenburg, 2022). Thus, neither theory alone explains the complexity of outcomes, but rather integration of the two provides a more comprehensive empirically supported account of adolescent vulnerability.


The overall effect of social media on the mental health of adolescents is described as mixed, with some adolescents benefiting and others experiencing negative effects, depending on their developmental stage, how they use social media, and their psychological sensitivity. Studies show that overuse or passive use of social media is correlated with higher levels of anxiety, depression and lower self-esteem, while the interactive, constructive use of social media can offer avenues for self-exploration and peer support. From this perspective, Erikson's psychosocial theory offers understanding of the adolescent developmental state as a period of construction of identity and the Internet can be a supportive factor in constructing adolescent identity or a contributor to role confusion by comparison with peers and the presentation of multiple identity. Concurrently, Bandura's social learning theory offers insights into the process of modelling, reinforcement and imitation on the digital platforms as key influences on attitudes and emotional expression. Recent studies confirm this dual pathway as they found risk and protective factors to be related to type of engagement and individual factors. Thus, social media has not only negative effects, but also the development of it and social reinforcement systems have an impact on it.
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