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Introduction
Adolescents are one of the most active generations on social media, with latest surveys revealing that greater than 80% receive data on Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat on a day by day basis. This pervasive exposure can have significant effects on mental health, especially as young people increasingly suffer from anxiety and depression. The World Health Organization (2023) has prioritized adolescent mental health as a global issue, with depression permeating to become one of the most prevalent causes of illness and disability in the adolescent population. In the UK, 87% of the Gen Z respondents in the Cybersmile Foundation's Digital Wellbeing Report (2025) felt social media use had a negative effect on their mental health, such as feeling anxious, lonely and/or pressured about their body image.
Two dominant theories in psychology, Erikson's psychosocial theory and Freud's psychosexual theory, will provide a framework to critically examine how adolescents' mental health is affected by social media. Erikson's emphasizes developmental task of identity construction and Freud's focuses more on unconscious and the importance of sexual energies during adolescence. The essay will discuss and research the different theories and apply them to demonstrate their explanatory power and their limitations in dealing with the complexities of digital adolescence.
Task 1: Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
Adolescence has been described in terms of identity or role confusion in the context of Eriksson's psychosocial theory. This phase involves the person trying to put together a self-whole and trying to grapple with peers' and society expectations. Erikson (1968) postulated that a successful resolution of this stage results in consolidation of identity; if the resolution is unsuccessful, then the person develops identity confusion, instability and is subject to outside influences. It has a strong focus on social relations and culture and highlights the significance of those factors for the formation of identity, which makes the theory appropriately relevant for analysing adolescent experiences relating to social media. Kroger (2007) has proven that identity search is set as a central developmental task, whilst Schwartz et al. (2013) suggested that identity processes are more complicated in globalised and digital contexts. Such studies point to the enduring importance of Erikson's work even though the world of adolescence itself has enlarged and morphed with the advent of technology.
Use of Social media in the context of Mental Health.
Social media amplifies psychosocial conflicts of adolescence by creating forums for exploring one's identity and seeking peer validation and community. Social media like Instagram and TikTok provide space for youth to explore their expression, build identities and engage with peer communities. These opportunities can help provide resilience and wellbeing, especially when off-line contexts lack affirmation for marginalised adolescents, which they can find online (Archer and Veiga, 2022).

But these platforms also put youths at risk. Comparation of self to peers can intensify feelings of inadequacy, anxiety, and depression (Valkenburg et al., 2022), especially given the ongoing exposure to curated versions of the lives of others. Disordered eating is compounded by the pressures of body image and cyberbullying. Factual research shows that youth who already have mental illnesses are more vulnerable to such effects. Fassi et al., (2025) completed a large study published in Nature Human Behaviour which showed that young people with mental health concerns reported more social comparisons and decreased social disclosures online and that social media use may exacerbate select vulnerabilities and challenges rather than reduce them.Therefore, it can be said that the application of Erikson's theory is truly able to show the potential or potential dangers, which are opportunities, of social media. Platforms can be used to explore identities and find peers, and on the flipside, can be used to harm mental health and cause role confusion.
Critical Evaluation
Erikson's model is still relevant as it addresses issues of identity during adolescence, including the conflict of identity expression versus conforming to the social norm. It identifies the critical role of peers' validating others (developmental importance) and the dangers of role confusion. There is however a restriction with the theory in being able to explain identity as mediated by technology. Erikson would follow a semi-stable developmental path while digital culture is one that allows for identity to be divided between online and offline. Teens today negotiate multiple selves, trying to present each one to a diverse set of audiences, and systems of algorithms reinforce their partitioned identities by incentivizing visibility and conformity.
Because of the performative and technologically-mediated dimensions of identity formation, Archer and Veiga (2022) contend that the psychosocial theories need to be updated. Likewise, Livingstone and Third (2017) point out that the new digital contexts of identity formation demand theories that combine psychosocial as well as technological aspects. Therefore, in the digital age, Erikson's theory needs to be modified in order to be completely explanatory.
Task 2: Freud's Psychosexual theory
According to Freud's psychosexual theory, adolescence is the genital stage which is a period of defining identity and relationships, according to unconscious drives and social taboos. Freud's theory of adolescent development is based on central concepts of the id, the ego and the superego as well as fixation and repression. The genital stage can be characterized by the incorporation and integration of sexual identity and mature social relationships. Freud (1915/1957) believed that conflicts from earlier stages of development might become fixations, that might affect behaviour and mental health when it came to adolescence.
Freud's model, despite its flaws, is deterministic and culturally biased, still holds weight for the analysis of adolescents using social media because it is about unconsciousness and about sex. More recent psychoanalytic analysts, like Britzman (2020), have also suggested that Freud's understanding of the role of the unconscious in motivation remains relevant to the behaviours of today's adolescents, including the digital realm.
Social Media and Mental health -- Application
Psychosexual issues are 'hyped' on social media that flood young people with sexually determined material, validation from peers and unconscious longings. Adolescents see and create sexualised imagery and content on platforms like TikTok and Snapchat. This provides a chance for sexual identity exploration and for social bonding. Yet, it also can lead to a fixation on approval, sexual exploitation and increased anxiety. Belfort (2024) notes that the use of social media may lead to faster sexual maturation by sexualizing behaviours, posing risks for early exposure and exploitation.
Freud is interested in drives, and how compulsive and anxious a behaviour is can be understood through the lens of unconscious drives. Likes and followers are a quest for a sense of validation and approval—signs of unconscious desires. From a Freudian/Lacanian perspective, Waitz (2025) suggests that isolation and anxiety in digital environments can be understood as a "broken social link," with the adolescent's unconscious desires and drives being amplified as a result.
Critical Evaluation
Freud's theory has value in understanding the role of unconscious motives, and the importance of sexuality in adolescent development. It emphasizes how social media, as a result of unconscious desires and anxieties, can be built up or exaggerated in terms of sexuality identity and peer validation. The theory, however, is flawed due to its culturalism, determinism and its irrelevance to today's digital environment. Today's youth questions identity not only in unconscious ways, but also symbolically on the internet.
Although Freud's theory has significant historical consequences, it must be rethought to be able to capture the complexities of digital adolescence (Britzman, 2020). In this same vein McDougall (2015) argues that psychoanalysis needs to be reworked to take account of the symbolic and technological worlds of today's young adolescents. Thus, Freud's theory is considered to be only partly explanatory and not a complete theory by itself as it doesn't provide an explanation of how social media affects adolescent mental health.
Conclusion
Erikson's Psychosocial Theory and Freud's Psychosexual Theory reveal partial insights into the effects of social media on the mental well-being of teenagers. Erikson's theory is about finding identity and experiencing role confusion and Freud's theory is about the unconscious and the importance of sexuality. However, both theories have to be refined to account for the realities of digital adolescence: firstly, that there is a gradual splitting of identity between online and offline, and secondly, that algorithmic systems enhance the unconscious desires of individuals.
In the essay, the development of an adolescent identity is recognized as having transformed in tandem with the nature of social media and the nature of unconscious desires, and identity is seen as potentially leading to vulnerability and resilience. In further research, it is pertinent to add a broader concept of digital culture and consider psychodynamic and psychosocial approaches to provide greater depth to understand the influence of the use of social media on mental health among Indonesian teenagers. Through this process of integration, scholars and practitioners will be better positioned to prepare adolescents to effectively navigate challenges and opportunities as a part of a digital world.
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