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Social media has become an important part of everyday life for adolescents. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook, and X allow young people to communicate, share experiences, and develop relationships. Adolescence is a major developmental stage where identity, emotions, and social relationships are rapidly changing. During this stage, young people are more sensitive to peer opinions, social approval, and self-image. Although social media can provide opportunities for learning, communication, creativity, and support, excessive or negative use can also have harmful effects on adolescent mental health. Research has shown that social media use may contribute to anxiety, depression, loneliness, low self-esteem, sleep problems, body image concerns, cyberbullying, and emotional stress (WHO, 2022).
Psychological theories can help explain why social media has such a strong influence on adolescent mental health and behaviour. This essay will discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence using Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and the Theory of Planned Behaviour. In addition, positive psychology approaches and practical health promotion strategies will be discussed to support adolescent mental wellbeing.
Adolescence is a developmental period where young people experience physical, emotional, cognitive, and social changes. According to developmental psychology, adolescents are still developing emotionally, socially, and biologically, particularly in areas related to emotional regulation and reward processing, which makes them vulnerable to environmental influences such as social media (Berk, 2018). These biological changes may increase sensitivity to rewards and social approval. At the same time, environmental influences such as peers, family relationships and social media content can shape adolescent behaviour. Therefore, adolescent mental health can be understood through the interaction of biological development and environmental experiences.
Social media affects how adolescents see themselves and how they compare themselves with others. The NHS Digital (2021) report found that screen use and online behaviour are strongly connected with adolescent wellbeing, sleep, and emotional health.
One major negative impact of social media is low self-esteem and body dissatisfaction. Adolescents are often exposed to unrealistic images of beauty, success, and lifestyles online. Filters, edited photographs, and influencer culture may create pressure to look perfect or gain social approval. Social comparison theory suggests that individuals compare themselves with others to evaluate their own worth. When adolescents compare themselves with unrealistic online images, they may feel insecure or dissatisfied with their appearance. This can increase feelings of anxiety, depression, and low confidence.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs helps explain why social media can strongly affect adolescent mental health. Maslow proposed that humans are motivated by different levels of needs, including physiological needs, safety needs, attachment and belonging needs, esteem needs, cognitive needs, aesthetic needs, and self-actualisation (Martin and Carlson, 2023). Adolescents focus strongly on belonging and esteem needs because peer relationships and social identity become more important during this stage of life.
According to Maslow, belongingness and social connection are essential psychological needs. Social media allows adolescents to stay connected with friends, share experiences, and feel included within social groups. Positive interactions online may improve feelings of acceptance and emotional support. This demonstrates how social media can sometimes support emotional wellbeing and social belonging, although Maslow’s theory may oversimplify adolescent behaviour because emotional needs do not always follow a fixed hierarchy and experiences may differ across cultures and family environments.
However, social media may also negatively affect these same psychological needs. When adolescents are excluded from online groups, ignored by peers, or exposed to cyberbullying, they may experience loneliness and emotional distress. Cyberbullying has become a major issue because harmful comments, rumours, and online harassment can spread quickly through social platforms. Victims of cyberbullying may experience depression, anxiety, stress, low self-worth, and suicidal thoughts (WHO, 2022). Maslow’s theory suggests that when belonging and esteem needs are not met, psychological wellbeing is negatively affected, although not all adolescents respond negatively to social media because resilience, personality, and family support may influence emotional outcomes.
Esteem needs are also strongly connected with social media use. Adolescents often measure popularity and self-worth through followers, likes, comments, and online attention. If they do not receive enough positive feedback, they may feel rejected or inadequate. This can lead to emotional insecurity, low self-confidence, and social anxiety. Maio and Haddock (2010) explain that attitudes and social evaluation strongly influence emotions and behaviour. Adolescents may develop negative attitudes about themselves when they constantly compare their online image with others, although some young people may use social media positively for self-expression, creativity, and social connection.
Maslow’s theory also helps explain positive aspects of social media. Educational content, mental health awareness campaigns, and supportive online communities can support cognitive and self-actualisation needs. Adolescents can use online platforms to learn new skills, express creativity, explore interests, and develop confidence. Therefore, the impact of social media is not completely negative. The effect often depends on how social media is used and the psychological needs of the individual.
Another useful psychological theory for understanding adolescent social media behaviour is the Theory of Planned Behaviour developed by Ajzen. This theory explains that behaviour is influenced by behavioural intentions, which are shaped by attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control (Bosnjak, Ajzen and Schmidt, 2020). This theory is particularly useful because adolescent social media use is strongly influenced by peer pressure, attitudes, and social expectations, although the theory mainly assumes rational decision-making and may not fully explain emotional or impulsive adolescent behaviour.
The first component of the Theory of Planned Behaviour is attitudes. Attitudes are important because they are considered fundamental drivers of human behaviour (Sweldens, Corneille and Yzerbyt, 2014). Adolescents may have positive attitudes towards social media because it provides entertainment, communication, relaxation, and social connection. According to the ABC model of attitudes, attitudes include affective, behavioural, and cognitive components (Himmelfarb and Eagly, 1974). Adolescents may emotionally enjoy social media, believe it is socially important, and therefore continue using it regularly. Positive attitudes towards social media can increase screen time and dependency.
The second component is subjective norms. Adolescents are heavily influenced by peers and social groups. If friends and classmates regularly use social media, adolescents may feel pressure to participate in order to fit in socially. Bosnjak, Ajzen and Schmidt (2020) explain that social norms strongly influence behavioural intentions. Adolescents may continue unhealthy online behaviours because they believe these behaviours are socially accepted, particularly when fear of missing out and emotional insecurity increase dependence on peer approval.
The third component is perceived behavioural control. This refers to how much control individuals believe they have over their behaviour. Many adolescents may struggle to limit screen time or reduce social media use because social platforms are designed to maintain user engagement. Notifications, algorithms, and constant online communication may reduce self-control and increase dependency. 
The Theory of Planned Behaviour is useful because it helps explain why adolescents continue behaviours even when they know there may be risks. It also demonstrates how attitudes, peer pressure, and self-control influence online behaviour. However, the theory has limitations because it assumes behaviour is rational and planned. In reality, adolescent behaviour is also influenced by emotions, impulsivity, family relationships, personality, and mental health conditions. Therefore, the theory may not fully explain complex emotional behaviours related to social media use because adolescent behaviour is also influenced by biological development, emotions, personality, and family relationships.
Positive psychology can also help improve adolescent mental wellbeing. Positive psychology focuses on strengths, resilience, wellbeing, and positive emotions rather than only focusing on mental illness (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). The PERMA model developed by Seligman includes positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. These elements can support adolescent wellbeing and reduce some negative impacts of social media.
For example, adolescents can be encouraged to build healthy relationships both online and offline. Schools and families can promote positive communication, emotional resilience, mindfulness, gratitude, and self-confidence. Positive psychology interventions such as gratitude exercises, mindfulness activities, and strength-based approaches may help adolescents manage stress and improve emotional wellbeing. Mind (2024) explains that mindfulness can reduce anxiety and improve emotional regulation.
Health promotion strategies can also support adolescents experiencing mental health difficulties linked to social media. Educational approaches can teach young people about online safety, cyberbullying, digital wellbeing, and healthy screen habits. Behavioural change approaches may encourage reduced screen time and healthier routines. Empowerment approaches can help adolescents develop confidence, resilience, and decision-making skills. According to the biopsychosocial model, mental health is affected by biological, psychological, and social factors (Engel, 1977). Therefore, support should address emotional wellbeing, social relationships, family support, and environmental influences.
Parents, teachers, health professionals, and social care workers all have important roles in supporting adolescents. Open communication, emotional support, and monitoring online behaviour can reduce some risks associated with social media. Schools can provide mental health education and anti-bullying programmes to improve awareness and resilience. Health professionals can also identify early signs of anxiety, depression, or social withdrawal related to excessive social media use.
In conclusion, social media has a major influence on adolescent mental health. While social media can provide communication, education, support, and opportunities for self-expression, it can also contribute to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and emotional stress. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs explains how social media affects adolescents’ needs for belonging, attachment, esteem, and self-worth. The Theory of Planned Behaviour helps explain how attitudes, peer influence, and perceived behavioural control shape adolescent online behaviour. Positive psychology and health promotion approaches can provide useful strategies to improve resilience, emotional wellbeing, and healthy online habits. Overall, the impact of social media depends on how adolescents use digital platforms as well as factors such as emotional resilience, biological development, personality, family support, and social environment.
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