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Introduction
Sawyer et al. (2018) states that adolescence is the stage between childhood and adulthood. As noted by Sawyer et al (2018), during this transition, adolescents go through many changes in their bodies and minds such as they grow physically, learn new thinking skills, experience different emotions, and build relationships with peers. In addition, they also begin to understand right and wrong and develop their own values. Furthermore, adolescence can be both exciting and difficult because teenagers become more independent and start discovering who they are. At the same time McAlister et al. (2024) highlights that social media has become an essential part of adolescent’s daily lives providing opportunities for self-expression, building relationships, peer interaction and it also helps people to stay in touch from far away and do group activities together in ways that are not possible in person. In addition, although social media can help people build connections, however most research has focused on how it can harm mental health such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and cyberbullying. This essay will discuss how social media can impact adolescent’s psychological development by using Erikson’s theory of Psychological Development Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory to explain how social media impact on adolescent’s mental health.
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Mental health problem is a big health concern for both teenagers and young adults. According to Mir et al. (2023) the increase in mental health problems is partly linked to growing use of social media, social media helps people stay connected with others, however it can also make some people feel unhappy or stressed. In addition, spending a lot of time on social media or using many different social media apps relates to higher level of anxiety and depression, one reason is that using social media, especially at night, can affect sleep and poor sleep can increase the risk of anxiety and depression. Researchers also highlight that using social media at night can disturb sleep in several ways, people often stay up late using their phone, the light from screens can make it harder to fall asleep, and many wake up during the night to check or reply to messages. Mir et al. (2023) also states that adolescent worry that if they do not check their phones, they will miss important conversation or social activities online, which could affect their friendships in real life, they also feel that their friends expect them to be online and reply to messages quickly even at night and because of this pressure, many sleeps with their phone nearby and check them many times during the night, which could cause them anxiety and depression. Besides anxiety and depression social media use has also linked to other mental health problems. 
One of the main reasons social media can negatively affect mental health is social Comparison. Masri-Zada et al. (2025) states that people often share only the best parts of their lives online, which can make others feel that their own lives are not good enough and this can lead to feelings of sadness and depression, especially among teenage girls, who are often more concerned about their appearance. In addition, social media also promotes unrealistic beauty standards, which can increase anxiety, body image concerns, unhealthy eating habits, and symptoms of depression. Furthermore, regularly watching appearance-focused posts can make young people feel more self-conscious, affect their self-esteem and less confident, which could cause them experience higher level of anxiety.
Erikson’s Psychological Development Theory provides a useful explanation for understanding why social media has such a strong influence on adolescent’s psychological development. According to McLeod, S. (2026) Erikson’s Psychological Development Theory proposed that adolescence represents the stage of Identity versus Role confusion, during adolescence, young people try to figure out who they are and what is important to them and they explore different interests, beliefs, values and goals to develop their own identity. The study also highlights that, if adolescents are supported and given freedom to explore different ideas and roles, they are more likely to develop a strong sense of who they are and become confident. Furthermore, if they are not given the chance to explore, or if the process feels too difficult, they may experience role confusion, this means they may feel unsure about who they are, and they may also struggle to find their purpose or direction in life. Social media can both support and interfere with adolescent’s identity development. According to the Office of the Surgeon General(2023), social media can have positive side effects on young people by helping them connect with others who have similar interests, experiences, or identities and it also allows them to find useful information, express themselves, and build friendships, and also help adolescent to meet people from different backgrounds and feel supported, many young individuals say that social media helps them feel accepted, gives them someone to talk to during difficult times, and allows them to be creative. These positive experiences may strengthen adolescent’s self-confidence, self-esteem and contribute to positive psychological development. 
However, excessive social media use has been associated with increased social comparison with peers and influencers. According to Masri-Zada et al. (2025) social media can negatively affect adolescent’s self-esteem and body image, as exposure to unrealistic or edited images may lead to increased concerns about appearance and greater interest in cosmetic procedures. In addition, social media often shows unrealistic and perfect-looking side of people lives, which can make young people to compare themselves with others and feel that their own lives are not good enough, which increase feelings of depression and make people feel more insecure about themselves. The study also highlights that, social media can affect young people’s self-esteem, especially when they depend on likes, comments, and followers to feel good about themselves and if their posts do not receive much attention, they may feel rejected, anxious, or unsure about themselves. Furthermore, the pressure to show a perfect image online can also cause stress, as adolescents may feel they need to look good, say the right things, and follow popular trends and this constant need for validation can negatively affect their mental health and increase feelings of anxiety and self-doubt. According to McLeod, S. (2026), Erikson’s Psychological Development Theory suggest that, feeling left out and rejected can make young people feel unsure about who they are and may make it harder for them to develop their own identity as young people often become more concerned about their friends or other people approval. These experiences can increase anxiety, stress and emotional distress during a development period in which identity is still forming. Therefore, Erikson’s theory helps explain why social media can have strong influence on adolescent’s psychological development.
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory helps explain the impact of social media on adolescent mental health. McLeod (2025) states that, Bandura’s Social Learning Theory explains that people learn by watching and imitating others and it shows that people can discover new behaviours by observing what others do and seeing the results of their actions. Additionally, individuals not only learn through direct experience but also by observing others. Yain et al. (2026) highlights that, social media trends can strongly influence adolescent’s behaviour, mainly because they often copy what they see their peers or others doing to feel accepted by their peers. In addition, during adolescence young people develop their identity, emotions, and social skills and they can be more easily influenced by people around them.   The study also highlights, influencers and other young people often share popular trends, challenges and behaviours on social media that adolescent may imitate and these trends can have both positive and negative effects. Furthermore, some trends may encourage risky or irresponsible behaviour, increase concerns about appearance or cause teenagers to feel pressured to follow what others are doing, how they dress, speak, behave or even take part in risky activities, often without thinking carefully about the consequences. For example, according to Yain et al. (2026) unhealthy beauty or health trends may encourage dangerous diets or self-harm, which can put young people at risk. According to McLeod (2025), Bandura’s theory explains repeated exposure to violent media can lead to young people feeling less sensitive to violence and this may make them more comfortable with violent thoughts and more likely to consider this aggressive behaviour without feeling as negatively about it. This observational learning process can negatively affect adolescent’s mental well-being.
However, social media is not always harmful to young people, as its effects depend on how it used. According to Masri-Zada et al. (2025), social media can provide useful mental health support through online communities, where people can share experiences, give advice, and learn ways to manage anxiety or depression. Therefore, observational learning can provide both positive and negative outcomes depending on the type of behaviour modelled.
Erikson’s Psychological Development and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory both provides a complete understanding of adolescent’s mental health, however they both have a different process. Erikson’s theory focuses on the development of identity during adolescence, while Bandura’s Social Learning Theory focuses on how adolescent’s behaviour and attitude is developed through observing and imitating others. For example, Erikson’s theory can explain why an adolescent is sensitive and experience low self-esteem when comparing their identity and appearance with others online, whereas Bandura’s theory explain why adolescent may then imitate the behaviour or appearance of individual who receives praise or positive attention on social media. Together, these theories help explain that social media influences both the development of identity and the behaviours that form psychological well-being.
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In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescents’ mental health. Social media can provide opportunities for communication, learning and emotional support and when it is not used appropriately, it can contribute to anxiety, depression, body dissatisfaction and social comparison, and low self-esteem. Erikson’s Psychological Development Theory explains how social media affects adolescent’s identity development, while Bandura’s Social Learning Theory explains how imitating and observing other behaviours and attitude on social media affects adolescent’s mental well-being. Promoting balance use, digital literacy, positive online experiences and reduce harmful content can help adolescents gain benefits while reducing risks.
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