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Adolescents today are almost universally connected to social media, with recent UK government analysis reporting that 81% of 10 to 12 year olds use at least one social media app and 86% hold their own account on a social media, messaging or video-sharing platform, despite most platforms setting a minimum age of 13 (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). Alongside this rise in use, concern about adolescent mental health has grown sharply; NHS data show that 20.3% of 8- to 16-year-olds in England had a probable mental disorder in 2023, up from 12.5% in 2017, with rates rising even faster among older teenagers (NHS England Digital, 2023). Whether social media use is driving this trend, merely coinciding with wider social pressures, or doing both in different ways for different young people, remains a genuinely contested question in psychology. This essay will draw on Freud's psychosexual theory, particularly the genital stage of adolescence, and Erikson's psychosocial theory of identity versus role confusion, to explain how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to social media platforms during this developmental period.
Freud proposed that personality develops through five psychosexual stages, each defined by the libido, or sexual energy, becoming focused on a different erogenous zone, and argued that failure to resolve the conflict of any stage produces lasting fixation and later psychological difficulty (Kaur, Lantz and Ray, 2025). Adolescence corresponds to the final, genital stage, spanning roughly ages thirteen to eighteen, during which the ego becomes fully developed, sexual desires mature into the capacity for consensual adult relationships, and the individual actively seeks independence from parents (Kaur, Lantz and Ray, 2025; Haddon, 2026). Central concepts here include the libido itself, fixation, meaning an unresolved conflict from an earlier stage that continues to shape behaviour, and Freud's structural model of the id, ego and superego, the last of which represents internalised parental and societal morality. What makes this stage particularly relevant to understanding adolescence is Freud's claim that dysfunction specifically during this period can undermine an individual's later ability to form healthy, lasting relationships, and that the drive towards autonomy from parents becomes a defining feature of behaviour at this age, both of which map closely onto observable adolescent experience.
The genital stage's central developmental tasks, forming meaningful romantic relationships and achieving independence from parents, translate directly onto social media use. Platforms offer adolescents a private, largely parent-free space in which libidinal energy directed towards peers can be expressed and explored through messaging, dating apps, flirtation and romantic disclosure, without direct adult oversight, which may help explain their strong appeal at precisely this developmental stage. This could benefit mental health where it genuinely supports the healthy formation of romantic connection and growing autonomy; a study of Malaysian adolescents found that social media use was significantly associated with greater engagement in romantic relationships (Shukri and Baharom, 2023), suggesting that these platforms can functionally support the genital stage's core task. However, the same channels expose adolescents to pressure towards premature or unhealthy sexual expression, including sexting and exposure to pornography, and the same study found that social media use, alongside pornography exposure, was itself associated with depression among adolescents in romantic relationships (Shukri and Baharom, 2023). This suggests that the libidinal expression social media enables are not always resolved in a healthy way, potentially producing the anxiety and dissatisfaction that Freud associated with unresolved fixation, rather than the mature, consensual intimacy the genital stage is meant to achieve.
This theory is useful because it explicitly centres relationship-seeking and intimacy as core adolescent needs, explaining the powerful pull towards social media as a space for romantic exploration and independence that purely cognitive or social theories can overlook. However, the theory has significant limitations. Kaur, Lantz and Ray (2025) note that Freud's model focuses solely on the internal, unconscious workings of the individual psyche and largely ignores the wider social and cultural context, a considerable gap given that social media is an inherently social, peer-embedded technology rather than a private, internal experience. The theory also assumes that personality becomes essentially fixed by the end of adolescence, an assumption directly challenged by Erikson, the second theorist considered in this essay, who argued that identity continues to develop across the entire lifespan. Freud's theory has further been criticised for reflecting a narrow, male-centred and heteronormative view of sexual development, exemplified by concepts such as penis envy (Kaur, Lantz and Ray, 2025), and for lacking robust empirical support, since it was built largely on adult clinical case studies rather than adolescents' own reported experiences, a methodological weakness also highlighted in this module's own teaching materials (Neale Haddon, 2026).
Erikson's psychosocial theory, developed in part as an extension of Freud's own stage model, frames development across the entire lifespan as a series of eight crises, each requiring resolution of a particular tension between the developing self and the surrounding social world. Adolescence corresponds to the fifth stage, identity versus role confusion, in which the central task is to construct a coherent sense of self by actively exploring and testing different values, beliefs, vocational interests, and peer affiliations (Erikson, 1968). Erikson described this period as a psychological moratorium, a socially sanctioned space in which teenagers can experiment with possible identities before committing to one, with successful resolution producing the virtue of fidelity, an authentic and stable sense of self capable of genuine commitment to relationships and beliefs. Unsuccessful resolution, by contrast, produces role confusion, characterised by instability, uncertainty about values and direction, and a diffuse sense of who one is. This concept is especially relevant to adolescence because identity exploration is understood as the central, developmentally appropriate task of this life stage rather than a peripheral or optional concern.
Applied to social media, Erikson's theory helps explain both the appeal and the risks of these platforms for adolescent identity work. Social media offers an accessible, low-cost arena in which adolescents can try out different self-presentations, connect with peer groups that reflect values, interests or subcultures, and receive continuous social feedback on their emerging sense of self. Ragelienė's (2016) systematic review found that strong attachment to peers is consistently associated with more positive identity development, suggesting that peer-oriented platforms could genuinely support identity formation, particularly for adolescents seeking communities aligned with their interests, background or identity that may be difficult to access offline. However, the same processes can undermine mental health: curated, idealised self-presentation by peers can distort adolescents' sense of what a normal or achievable identity looks like, while negative feedback, exclusion or cyberbullying directly attacks the exploratory process itself, potentially prolonging role confusion rather than helping to resolve it. Davies et al. (2025) caution, however, that UK media coverage often overstates and oversimplifies this relationship, noting that empirical evidence links social media use only weakly, if at all, to adolescent wellbeing once other structural social factors are properly considered.
Erikson's theory is useful because it captures why identity-related experiences online, such as social comparison, validation-seeking and peer rejection, matter so intensely to adolescents rather than being trivial or attention-seeking concerns. It also has clear practical relevance for professionals working in health and social care settings, since it points them towards supporting authentic identity exploration and healthy peer connection, rather than simply restricting access to platforms outright, which may cut adolescents off from valuable sources of belonging and support. Its limitations, though, include its broad, stage-based structure, which some researchers argue does not fully capture identity development as a fluid, non-linear process that may genuinely continue well beyond adolescence, into young adulthood. The theory is also difficult to test empirically in a rigorous way and was developed with limited attention to non-Western or collectivist cultural contexts, where identity may be constructed more relationally and communally than individually, a concern this module's own teaching materials raise directly when questioning how far Erikson's stage-based crises are culturally biased (Neale Haddon, 2025). Ragelienė (2016) further notes that most supporting studies are correlational in design, meaning it remains unclear whether a stronger identity or better peer relationships tend to come first.
Taken together, these two theories suggest that the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is neither uniformly harmful nor straightforwardly beneficial but depends heavily on how individual adolescents use these platforms and what psychological needs they are attempting to meet. Erikson's theory was itself developed partly as a response to Freud, shifting the focus from purely sexual drives towards broader psychosocial development and rejecting the idea that personality is fixed by the end of adolescence. Read together, then, Freud's theory explains a more biologically rooted drive towards intimacy and independence that helps account for the strong pull social media exerts at this age, while Erikson's theory explains the broader, more socially embedded task of identity formation that this same platform use ultimately serves. Rather than treating one theory as more useful than the other, this essay argues that they should be integrated: the drive towards relationship-seeking and autonomy that Freud identifies provides part of the motivation for engaging with social media, while Erikson's framework better explains why the outcomes of that engagement, whether affirming or damaging, matter so profoundly for adolescent mental health. Understanding both dimensions together offers a fuller and more balanced basis for supporting adolescent mental health within a digital environment that is unlikely to disappear.
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