




Introduction
Social Media has emerged as cornerstone of modern communication, entertainment, self-expression and learning. Tools such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and X (formerly Twitter) enables young individuals to engage with peers, trade insights and look up details in seconds. According to recent research, the majority in adolescents use social media every day, with many spending several hours online (Ofcom, 2024).  Despite social media many perks, it still brings challenges, including social support, educational opportunities and the development of digital skills, growing evidence suggests that excessive or negative use may have significant consequences for adolescent mental health. These consequences include increased level of anxiety, depression, loneliness, low self-esteem, poor body image, sleep disturbances and cyberbullying (Keles, McCrea and Grealish, 2020; Boer et al., 2021). Understanding why adolescents are particularly vulnerable to these effects is important due to teen years are a vital time for emotional, mental and social development.

Adolescence is characterised by rapid physical, cognitive and emotional changes as individuals develop their personal identity and establish relationships with others. During this developmental stage, young people are more sensitive to peer acceptance, social comparison and external validation, making them particularly susceptible to the pressures associated with social media use (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Features such as likes, comments, follower counts and carefully edited images can encourage unrealistic comparisons and create pressure to meet idealised standards of appearance and success. Studies indicates that higher social platforms exposure is tied to increased psychological distress, particularly when it involves passive scrolling, exposure to negative content or experiences of online harassment (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). However, the interplay between social media and mental health is complex, as positive online interactions can also promote belonging, emotional support and social connectedness when used in health ways (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014).

Developmental Psychology provides useful theoretical perspectives for understanding why social media has such a significant influence during adolescence. 



Erikson’s developmental framework suggests that teens face the challenge of Identity versus Role Confusion, while exploring different roles, values and relationships to establish a stable sense of identity (Erikson, 1968). Social media can facilitate authentic expression and peer connectivity , but it may also create identity confusion through constant comparison, anxiety over being excluded and pressure to gain social approval. In contrast, Freud’s psychosexual theory proposes that adolescents enter the genital stage, where health relationships, emotional maturity and identity continue to develop following earlier childhood experiences (Freud, 1905/1953).  From this point of view, social media may influence emotional health by affecting interpersonal relationships, self-esteem and the expression of developing sexuality.

This study analyses the psychological implications of social media use among adolescents by drawing on Erikson’s model of psychosocial development and Freud’s psychosexual framework. It will critically explore how these theories help explain why adolescents may be particularly affected by social media exposure while considering both the positive and negative influences on psychological wellbeing.

Main Body
Consequences of digital networking sites on emotional health: An analysis using Erikson’s psychosocial stage model and Freud’s psychosexual theory.
For modern adolescents, platforms including Snapchats, Instagram and TikTok constitute an essential component of daily life, serving as primary hubs for communication, knowledge sharing, and peer interaction. Though these platforms support socialising, education and personal creativity, they have also raised concerns about their effects on adolescent mental health. The adolescent phase is a developmental period defined by profound physical, cognitive, socio-emotional transformations. Within this stage, young people are developing their identity, independence and relationships with others, making them particularly vulnerable to the influences of social media (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).  Research suggests that uncontrolled or unhealthy online interaction use is associated with fear, depression, poor self-respect, body discontentment, cyberaggression, sleep disturbance as well as social isolation (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). However, social media can also have positive effects by providing emotional support, opportunities for self-expression and maintaining friendships (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014).
One of the major issues associated with adolescent social media use is social comparison. Users on digital platforms are frequently prompted to measure their worth against filtered and perfected visual content and dream lives presented by influencers and peers. Adolescents may feel pressure to achieve unrealistic standards of beauty, popularity or success, which can negatively affect self-respect and body image (Fardouly and Vartanian, 2016). Another concern is cyberbullying, where young people experience harassment or humiliation online. Cyberbullying has been linked with surge levels of depression, anxiety and suicidal thoughts observed in young individuals (John et al., 2018). Excessive screen time can also reduce sleep quality, physical activity and face-to-face interactions, all of which contribute to poorer mental wellbeing (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Despite the concerns, social media is not entirely harmful. It enables adolescents to access educational content, develop social networks and receive emotional safety net, specifically targeting those who feel disconnected in daily life (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). Therefore,  the influence of social networking are contingent upon individual usage behaviour and references among young people.
Erikson’s socio-emotional development theory facilitates a useful framework for exploring the mechanisms underlying adolescent susceptibility to digital platform influence.  Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescence  represents the phase of Identity versus Role Confusion, where people try to solidify who they are while learning about themselves, beliefs and relationships. Successfully resolving this stage leads to a strong personal identity, whereas failure may result in confusion and insecurity. Digital platforms facilitate identity formation by enabling self-expression, interest exploration, and engagement with affirming online communities.  Nevertheless, it may also contribute to role confusion through constant likes and comments. Young individuals may begin to base their self-confidence on outward validation instead of self-derived confidence, making them more vulnerable to emotional distress (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Erikson’s theory hence helps explain why social networks has such a powerful influence during youth, as personality formation is one of the most essential developmental tasks during this point.
Freud’s psychosexual theory also offers insight into adolescent behaviour, although it is considered less influential in modern psychology. Freud (1905/1953) argued that youths enter the genital stage, where sexual maturity develops alongside the formation of intimate relationships and emotional attachments. Earlier childhood experiences were believe to influence psychological adjustment during adolescence. From this point, social media may affect emotional wellbeing by shaping how adolescents develop relationships, express sexuality and perceive themselves. Exposure to unrealistic beauty standards, sexualised content and online relationships may influence self-respect and emotional development. Freud’s theory also suggests that unresolved conflicts from earlier stages of development could make some individuals more vulnerable to seeking approval and acceptance through social platforms. And still, many aspects of Freud’s theory lack strong scientific evidence and are criticised for placing too much emphasis on unconscious sexual drives while neglecting social and cultural influences (McLeod, 2024). Yet, the theory highlights the importance of relationships and emotional development during adolescence.
While both theories help explain adolescent development, Erikson’s theory is generally considered more applicable to understanding the psychological effects of social media. Erikson emphasises identity formation, peer relationships and social experiences, all of which are central features of online interactions at present. In contrast, Freud’s theory was developed long before digital technology existed and does not directly address social media or contemporary adolescence. In addition, Erikson’s theory has received greater empirical support within developmental psychology compared to Freud’s psychosexual theory (Newman and Newman, 2020).
Both theories also have relevance when supporting older adults within health and social care, although Erikson’s theory is generally more useful. Erikson proposed that older adults experience the development shift of Ego Integrity versus Despair, during which individuals reflect on their lives and seek acceptance of their achievements and circumstances (Erikson, 1968). Health and social professionals can support older adults by encouraging life review activities, maintaining meaningful relationships and promoting social inclusion, including the appropriate use of digital technologies to reduce loneliness. Freud’s theory has limited relevance to older adult care because it primarily focuses on childhood development and psychosexual stages. While his emphasis on early experiences may help explain some long-term emotional difficulties, it offers little practical guidance for addressing the complex physical, psychological and social needs of older adults. Modern health and social care practice generally favours person-centred approaches, resilience and lifespan developmental theories over Freud’s psychosexual perspective (Newman and Newman, 2020). Therefore, Erikson’s theory provides a stronger framework for understanding both adolescent mental health and the psychological wellbeing of older adults.



Conclusion

I therefore conclude that social media has profoundly shapes on young people socio-emotional state, with both positive and negative outcomes depending on how it is used. Although it can encourage communication, learning and social support, overwhelming use and undesirable online encounters such as online harassment, social comparison alongside unrealistic expectations can contribute to anxiety, depression and low self-efficacy (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Erikson’s psychosocial development theory provides its strongest explanation for these effects because adolescence is a crucial stage for identity formation, which can be shaped by online interactions (Erikson, 1968). Freud’s psychosexual theory offers some understanding of emotional development but it is less applicable to contemporary digital experiences. Overall, supporting healthy social health use and promoting resilience  are essential to protecting adolescents’ mental wellbeing in today’s digital society (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
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