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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescent
Introduction 
Adolescence is transitional phase between childhood and adulthood, typically ranging from 10 to 19 years of age during which individuals experience significant physical, emotional, cognitive and social development (WHO, 2024). It is an important phase for developing identity, self-esteem, independence, and interpersonal relationships. In recent times, social media has become an integral part of adolescents’ daily lives, influencing how the communicate, learn, form relationships, and express themselves. While social medial provides opportunities for social connection, education, and emotional support, excessive or negative use has been associated with poor mental health outcomes, like anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, social comparison, body image concerns, sleep disturbances and cyberbullying (Odgens and Jenson 2020).
Understanding the impact of social media on adolescent mental health needs theoretical perspective that explain both developmental processes and health-related behaviours. So, this essay applies Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory 1968 and the theory of planned behaviour Ajzen 1991. Erikson theory explains how social media influence's identity development during adolescence, whereas the theory planned behaviour focuses on how attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control shape adolescents’ online behaviour. The essay contrast both theories throughout to evaluate their usefulness in explaining the relationship between social media and adolescence mental health.
Main Discussion
According to Royal Society for Public Health, 2017, social media has transformed adolescent communication by providing instant access to friends, entertainment, communities, and education materials. Platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Facebook and Snapchat allow young people to engage continuously with peers. Although these platforms provide opportunities for belonging and self-expression, they also expose adolescents to unrealistic expectations, cyberbullying online criticism and excessive social comparison, which can negatively impact psychological wellbeing (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).
Erikson psychological theory provides a useful developmental explanation why adolescents maybe particularly vulnerable to the effects of social media. According to Erikson (1968), adolescence is characterised by the psychosocial stage of identity versus role confusion, during which young people attempt to develop a stable sense of identity. Successful resolution of this phase results in confidence and strong personal identity, whereas failure may result to confusion, insecurity and low self-esteem. Social media plays a significant role in this developmental process because adolescents frequently present carefully constructed versions of themselves online as they often seek validation through likes, comments, followers and online popularity.  Positive feedback may strengthen self-confidence, however, dependence on online approval may result in weak self-esteem and identity confusion when expectations are not met (Metzler, A et al 2017). For instance, adolescents who receive few like or experience online rejection may question their self-worth and become increasingly anxious about their appearance or social status. Erikson’s theory therefore explains why social media can have profound influence during adolescence compared with other stages of life.
In contrast, the theory of planned behaviour explains adolescent social media use from a behavioural perspective rather than developmental one (Ajzen 1991). Theory proposes that behaviour is influenced by behavioural intentions, which are shaped by three factors; attitudes towards the behaviour, subjective norm and perceived behavioural control. Adolescents who believe that social media is enjoyable and socially rewarding are more likely to engage with it constantly. Subjective norm in this regard, would mean their peers expect constant online participation to reinforce this behaviour. Moreover, adolescents who believe they have control over their online activity may intend to regulate their usage, although this can be difficult due to addictive platform designs. Unlike Erikson’s theory, which focuses on identity formation, theory of planed behaviour explains why adolescents choose to engage with social media and why changing behaviour may require changing beliefs and social expectations (Bourisier, V, et al 2020). This makes the theory particularly useful for designing interventions that encourage healthier digital habits.
One of the most significant mental health concerns associated with social media is anxiety. Adolescents often experience pressure to remain constantly connected, respond immediately to messages, and maintain an ideal online image. Fear of missing out has become increasingly common and contributes to stress and emotional distress (Przybylski et al, 2013). Consent notifications and continuous checking of social media may interfere with concentration, sleep quality, and emotional wellbeing. Erikson’s theory suggests that anxiety develops because adolescents are highly concerned with peer acceptance during identity formation. Negative online experiences may threaten their developing sense of self and create uncertainty regarding their social identity. Adolescents may compare their popularity with others, leading to feelings of inadequacy and emotional vulnerability.
The theory of planned behaviour offers a different explanation. Anxiety may arise because adolescents believe that remaining constituently active on social media is expected by their friendship groups (Banyai, F et al, 2017). Subjective norms encourage continuous online engagement even when it negatively affects wellbeing. If adolescents believe they cannot reduce their screen time without losing friendship or social status, perceived behavioural control becomes weak, making behaviour change difficult. Compared with Eriksons theory, the theory of planned behaviour provides clearer guidance for behavioural interventions geared towards reducing excessive social media use.
Social comparison is another important concern affecting adolescents' mental health. Research has constantly shown upward social media comparison with low self-esteem, anxiety, and depressive symptoms (Vogel et al, 2014). Social media platforms often display edited photographs, fake luxury lifestyles, and idealised body images. Adolescents often compare themselves with influencers, celebrities, or peers, resulting in dissatisfaction with their appearance, achievement, or lifestyle. Erikson’s theory buttresses the point that social comparison as part of identity exploration. Adolescence is the stage individual seeks to understand who they are by comparing themselves with others. However, exposure to unrealistic online standards may interrupt healthy identity development and increase role confusion. Therefore, adolescents may attempt to initiate online personalities rather than developing authentic identities. 
The theory of planned behaviour interprets social comparison differently. Adolescents may intentionally follow beauty influencers because they believe attractive appearance leads to social validation. (Bourisier,V, et al 2020) Positive attitudes towards appearance-focused content, combine with peer approval, strengthen intentions to engage with this content. Consequently, behavioural choices reinforce unrealistic expectations and poor mental health ref. While Erikson explains the emotional consequences of comparison, the theory of planned behaviour explains the decision-making process that sustain these behaviours.
Cyberbullying represents another serious side effect of social media misuse. Compared to the traditional bullying, cyberbullying can happen at any at any time and reach large audiences quickly. Victims may experience humiliation, loneliness, anxiety, depression, reduced academic performance, and suicidal thoughts (Kowalski et al, 2014). Erikson’s perspective shows that cyberbullying directly disrupts healthy identity formation. Adolescents who experience repeated online abuse may internalise negative messages about themselves, leading to poor or weak self-esteem and identity confusion. Since peer relationships are particularly important during adolescence, online rejection may have lasting emotional impacts. While the theory of planned behaviour focuses on the behaviour of the perpetrators.
 Adolescents may engage in cyberbullying if they perceive it as acceptable within their peer group. Subjective norms that tolerate online aggression increase intentions to bully others. If adolescents believe they are unlikely to face consequences because of online anonymity, perceived behavioural control further encourages harmful behaviour. This theory provides useful guidance for anti-bullying programmes that seeks to change peer attitudes and social norms.
Regardless of the risks associated with social media, social media also provides several mental health benefits. Adolescents can access emotional support, educational resource, peer communities and professional mental health resources. Online support groups may reduce feelings of isolation, especially young people living with chronic disease or disability (Best Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). 
It is vital to also consider the Nature and Nurture debate. Nature suggests that biological factors, personality traits and genetic predispositions influence adolescent mental health, some adolescents may naturally experience greater emotional sensitivity or anxiety, making them more vulnerable to negative online experiences. While nurture emphasises environmental influences such as parenting, peer pressure, school environment and social media exposure, meaning harmful online interactions, cyberbullying, unrealistic beauty standards, and excessive screen time contribute significantly to poor mental health outcomes.
Erikson’s theory aligns with nurture because it emphasises the importance of social experience during identity development. While the theory of planned behaviour also reflects nurture by demonstrating how attitudes, social expectations and perceived control influences behaviour. However, neither theory fully accounts for biological vulnerabilities that may influence mental health. Whereas Piaget theory discusses cognitive development where individuals can think about hypothetical problems and abstract concepts that they have never encountered before (Gross, R 2020). Therefore, combining developmental, behavioural, and biological perspectives provide a more comprehensive understanding of adolescents and social media use.
Conclusion
Social media has become an influential part of adolescent life, offering opportunities for communication, learning and emotional support while also presenting significant mental health risks, including anxiety, social comparison, and cyberbullying. Erikson’s psychosocial theory explains how these experiences influence identity development during the stage of identity versus role confusion, demonstrating why adolescents are particularly vulnerable to online experience. The theory of planned behaviour complements this developmental perspective by explaining how attitudes subjective norms and perceived behavioural control shape adolescents' online behaviour and health related decisions. Although both theories are valuable, the theory of planned behaviour is more useful for modern health and social care because it provides a practical framework for developing interventions that encourage safer social media use, promote positive digital behaviours, and reduce harmful online practices. However, combining both theories offers the most comprehensive understanding of adolescents' mental health and supports the developments of effective preventions and intervention strategies.
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