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Introduction


Social media has become an integral part of adolescents’ everyday lives, influencing how young people communicate, learn, develop relationships, and form them identified. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube provide opportunities for entertainment, creativity, education, and social interaction. Recent evidence suggests that over 90% of teenagers in developed countries use at least one social media platform daily, with many spending several hours online each day (World Health Organization,2024). Although these platforms offer significant benefits, increasing concerns have emerged regarding their influence on adolescent mental health. Researchers have linked excessive social media use with anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, poor sleep quality, loneliness, body dissatisfaction, and cyberbullying, while also acknowledging that online communities can provide emotional support, strengthen friendship, and promote a sense of belonging (Odgers and Jensen,2023).Therefore, the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is complex and influenced by individual, social, and environmental factors rather than social media use alone. Adolescence represents a critical stage of psychological, emotional, and social development during which individuals establish their identity, develop independence, and strengthen relationships with peers. Because the adolescent brain is still developing, young people are particularly sensitive to social feedback, peer approval, and emotional experiences. Social media amplifies these developmental processes by providing continuous opportunities for comparison, communication, and evaluation from others. Consequently, understanding the psychological mechanisms underlying adolescent behavior is essential when evaluating how digital environments affect mental wellbeing. 












Main Body


This essay argues that the impact of social media on adolescent mental health can be better understood through Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and Lev Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory. Maslow's theory explains how social media can either satisfy or frustrate fundamental human needs such as belonging, esteem, and self-actualization, thereby influencing psychological wellbeing. Meanwhile, Vygotsky's theory emphasizes that cognitive and emotional development occurs through social interaction, language, and cultural experiences, highlighting how digital communication shapes adolescents’ learning, behavior, and mental health. By applying these two theoretical perspectives alongside current research, this essay demonstrates that social media can both support and undermine adolescent mental health depending on how it is used and the social context in which it occurs. Maslow’s Hierearchy of Needs proposes that human motivation is organized info five levels of needs, beginning with psychological and safety needs before progressing to belongingness, esteem, and finally self-actualization (Maslow,1943). Although the theory predates the digital era, it remains highly relevant in explaining adolescent experiences on social media. During adolescence, belongingness and esteem become especially important because peer relationships increasingly influence self-worth and emotional wellbeing. Social media platforms provide adolescents with opportunities to maintain friendships, join communities based on shared interests, and receive social recognition through likes, comments, and followers. For many young people, these interactions fulfil the psychological needs for belonging and encourage positive emotional experiences (World Health Organization,2024). However, recent research suggests that these same platforms may also threaten adolescents’ psychological needs when online interactions become negative or excessive. Exposure to unrealistic beauty standards, edited images, influencer lifestyles, and carefully selected personal achievements can encourage harmful social comparison. Adolescents who frequently compare themselves with idealized online content often report lower self-esteem, increased body dissatisfaction, and greater symptoms of anxiety and depression (Orders and Jensen,2023). From Maslow’s perspective, repeated negative comparisons prevent the healthy fulfilment of esteem needs because adolescents begin to depend on external approval rather than developing stable self-confidence. Instead of promoting psychological growth towards self-actualization, excessive reliance on online validation may create insecurity, emotional distress, and reduced overall wellbeing, particularly among vulnerable adolescents experiencing low self-esteem or limited offline social support.


Maslow’s theory also highlights the importance of safety needs, which extend beyond physical security to include emotional and psychological safety. Social media environments can threaten these needs through cyberbullying, online harassment, exposure to harmful content, and fear of missing out (FOMO). Adolescents who experience online abuse often report increased stress, depression, anxiety, and feelings of isolation (UNESCO, 2023). Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously and reach victims regardless of location, making it particularly damaging. When adolescents feel emotionally unsafe online, their ability to satisfy higher –level psychological needs are disrupted. As a result, mental health may deteriorate, affecting academic achievement, interpersonal relationships, and overall quality of life. Despite these risks, Maslow’s theory also explains why social media can have positive effects when used appropriately. Many adolescents, particularly those who experience loneliness, disability, chronic illness, or social exclusion, find supportive online communities where they receive encouragement, acceptance, and understanding. These communities can strengthen feelings of belonging and increase confidence by allowing young people to express themselves without fear of immediate judgement. Educational content, creative opportunities, and peer support groups may also contribute to self-esteem and self-actualization by encouraging learning, personal growth, and skill development. Therefore, Maslow’s framework suggests that the psychological impact of social media depends largely on whether digital experiences help or hinder the fulfilment of fundamental human needs. Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory provides another valuable perspective for understanding how social media influences adolescent mental health. Vvgotsky argued that cognitive development occurs through interaction with other people and is shaped by language, culture, and shared experiences. According to this theory, adolescents learn behaviors' beliefs, values, and emotional responses through communication with more knowledgeable individuals and their wider social environment. In the modern world, social media has become an important cultural environment where adolescents spend a substantial proportion of their daily lives. Consequently, online interactions increasingly influence not only learning but also emotional development and psychological wellbeing. Social media allows adolescents to communicate instantly with friends, teachers, family members, and wider communities across the world. Through discussions, collaborative learning, educational videos, and shared experiences, young people develop knowledge, problem-solving skills, and social understanding. Platforms such as YouTube and educational communities on TikTok can support learning by providing accessible explanations and encouraging peer collaboration. These positive interactions align with Vvgotsky’s concept that learning is fundamentally social and occurs through guidance, observation, and participation within cultural environments. However, Vygotsky's theory also explains how harmful online cultures can negatively influence adolescent mental health. Social media exposes young people to trends, misinformation, unrealistic expectations, and harmful normalization through repeated observation. Adolescents frequently imitate behaviors displayed by influencers or peers because social learning occurs through observation and interaction. Exposure to unrealistic beauty ideals, dangerous online challenges, or content promoting self-harm can influence attitudes and behaviors, particularly when adolescents lack strong guidance from supportive adults or positive peer networks. From Vygotsky’s perspective, these digital environments become powerful cultural influences that shape emotional responses, beliefs, and coping strategies, demonstrating that mental health outcomes are closely connected to the quality of adolescents’ online social interactions.
The application both Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory demonstrates that social media itself is neither entirely beneficial nor entirely harmful. Instead, its impact depends on how adolescents engage with digital platforms and the quality of their online experiences. Maslow explains that positive online interactions can satisfy important psychological needs for belonging, esteem, and personal growth, whereas cyberbullying, unrealistic comparisons, and dependence on external validation may prevent these needs from being fulfilled. Similarly, Vygotsky highlights that social media has become a significant cultural environment where adolescents learn through interaction with others. Supportive online communities can promote learning resilience, and emotional development, while exposure to negative behaviors and unhealthy social norms may contribute to poor mental health outcomes. Current research supports these theoretical perspectives by suggesting that the amount of time spent on social media is less important than the nature of online experiences. Adolescents who actively communicate with supportive friends, participate in educational activities, and engage with positive communities often report better wellbeing than those who passively consume content or experience online harassment (American Psychological Association, 2023). Likewise, parental involvement, digital literacy, healthy boundaries, and school-based education about responsible social media use have been identified as important protective factors that reduce potential risks while increasing the benefits of online engagement (UNESCO,2023). These findings demonstrate that adolescents require guidance to develop healthy digital habits rather than complete restriction from technology. Furthermore, social media companies, educators, healthcare professionals, and policymakers all have responsibilities in protecting adolescent mental health. Technology companies should continue improving safety features, reducing harmful content, and strengthening systems for reporting cyberbullying and online abuse. Schools should provide digital literacy education that helps students critically evaluate online information, recognize unrealistic online portrayals, and develop healthy coping strategies. Parents and caregivers also play an essential role by maintaining open communication, encouraging balanced lifestyles, and supporting adolescents in developing positive self-esteem outside digital environments. A collaborative approach involving families, schools, healthcare providers, and technology companies is therefore necessary to minimize risks while preserving the many educational and social opportunities offered by social media.


Conclusion



In conclusion, social media has become an influential part of adolescent life with significant implications for mental health. Although it provides opportunities for communication, education, creativity, and social support, it can also contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and cyberbullying when used in unhealthy ways. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs explains how social media affects adolescents by either supporting or preventing the fulfilment of essential psychological needs such as belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory further demonstrates that adolescents’ emotional and cognitive development is shaped through social interaction and cultural experiences, including those occurring within digital environments. Together, these theories show that social media is not inherently harmful but functions as a powerful social context that can either strengthen or weaken adolescent mental health depending on the quality of online relationships, the nature of digital content, and the availability of appropriate support Promoting responsible social media use, digital literacy, and supportive online environments will therefore remain essential for protecting adolescent mental wellbeing in an increasingly connected world..


Reference List


American Psychological Association (2023) Health advisory on social media use in adolescence. Washington, DC: APA. 
Best, P., Manktelow , R. And Taylor, B. (2022) ‘Online communication, social media and adolescent wellbeing: A Systematic Review. Children and Youth Services Review, 138,106512.
Livingstone, S. and Third, A. (2023)’Children and young people’s rights in the digital environment; New Media & Society, 25(8), pp.2012-2030.
Odgers, C.L. and Jensen, M.R. (2023)’ Annual Research Review: Adolescent mental health in the digital age; Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 64(5), pp. 760-779.
OECD (2024) How’s Life? Wellbeing and Digital Lives. Paris: OECD Publishing.
Rideout, V. and Robb, M.B. (2023) The Commonsense Census: Media Use by Tweens and Teens. San Francisco: Common Sense Media.
Twenge, J.M. (2023). Generations: The Real Differences Between Gen Z, Millennials, Gen X, Boomers and Silents. New York: Atria Books.
UNESCO (2023) Global Education Monitoring Report 2023: Technology in Education. Paris UNESCO.
UNICEF (2023) The State of the World’s Children 2023: For Every Child, Vaccination. New York: UNICEF.
Vvgotsky, L.S. (1978). Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
World Health Organization (2024) Health Behavior in School-aged Children (HSBC) Study: International Report. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe.
Maslow, A.H. (1943)’ A Theory of Human Motivation; Psychological Review, 50(4), pp 370-396.
Keles, B., McCrae, N. and Grealish, A. (2022)’ A systematic review: The influence of social media on depression, anxiety and psychological distress in adolescents; International Journal of Adolescent and Youth,27(1), pp. 79-93.
Viner, R.M. et al. (2022)’ Roles of cyberbullying, sleep, and social media in adolescent mental health; The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health, 6(10), pp. 699-710.
Valkenburg, P. M., Meier, A. and Beyen's, I. (2022)’ Social media use and its impact on adolescent mental health: An umbrella review; Current Opinion in Psychology,44, pp. 58-68.


 
