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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence


Social media has become embedded in the daily lives of adolescents, with platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat offering constant opportunities to communicate, share experiences and access information. Ofcom (2024) reports that almost all young people in the UK extensively use at least one social media platform, highlighting the significant role these digital environments play in contemporary adolescence. While social media can promote social interaction, self‑expression and access to mental health information, concerns continue to grow about its potential impact on young people’s psychological well‑being.
The World Health Organisation (2024) defines adolescence as the period between 10 and 19 years, recognising it as a crucial stage of physical, emotional, and psychological development. During this time, young people begin to form their identity, develop autonomy and place increasing importance on peer relationships (Erikson, 1968). These developmental changes may heighten adolescents’ vulnerability to the influences of social media, where online interactions, social comparison and peer feedback can shape self‑esteem, identity formation and emotional well‑being.
Research indicates that social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. Positive outcomes include increased social support, opportunities to build friendships, greater awareness of mental health issues and access to supportive online communities. Conversely, excessive, or unhealthy use has been linked to anxiety, depression, low self‑esteem, cyberbullying, body dissatisfaction, sleep disruption, and fear of missing out (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). These contrasting findings suggest that the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is complex and influenced by multiple psychological and social factors.
This essay will examine these impacts through Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory, focusing on Identity versus Role Confusion, and will critically evaluate its strengths and limitations in explaining adolescents’ experiences online. 
Social media can have several positive effects on adolescent mental health by providing opportunities for communication, social support, and identity exploration platforms such as Instagram tiktok and Snapchat enable young people to maintain friendships strengthen family relationships and connect with individuals who share similar interests or experiences. This can reduce feelings of loneliness and provide a sense of belonging, particularly for adolescents who may struggle with face-to-face social interactions. Social media also offers access to educational resources, mental health campaigns, and peer support groups, which can encourage help seeking behaviour and improve awareness of mental health issues. During the COVID-19 pandemic, online platforms played a significant role in helping adolescents remain socially connected while schools were closed and face to face contact was restricted (Odgers and Jenson, 2020). From Erikson’s perspective, adolescence is characterised by the stage of identity versus role confusion, during which young people develop their sense of self. Positive online interactions may support this process by allowing adolescents to explore different interests, express their opinions and receive encouragement from peers, helping to develop confidence and a stronger sense of identity.
Research consistently shows that despite the potential benefits of social media, excessive or problematic use is associated with increased anxiety, depression, and psychological distress among adolescents (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Elevated levels of screen time can disrupt important routines and behaviours that support good mental health, including sleep quality, physical activity, and face‑to‑face social interaction (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Reduced sleep and limited offline social engagement are particularly concerning during adolescence, a developmental period in which emotional regulation and peer relationships play a vital role. Many young people also report experiencing fear of missing out (FOMO), a persistent sense that others are engaging in rewarding activities without them. FOMO has been linked to heightened stress, anxiety, and compulsive checking behaviours, which can further reinforce unhealthy patterns of social media use. Together, these findings suggest that while social media can offer meaningful opportunities for connection, excessive engagement may undermine adolescents’ psychological well‑being by disrupting healthy routines, increasing social pressure, and intensifying negative emotional experiences.
 These findings can be understood through Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory. During adolescence, individuals experience the stage of Identity versus Role confusion, where developing a stable sense of identity is a key developmental task (Erikson, 1968). Excessive social media use may interfere with this process by encouraging adolescents to compare themselves with unrealistic images and seek validation through likes, comments, and followers. As a result, some young people may experience lower self-esteem, uncertainty about their identity and increased emotional distress, demonstrating how online experiences can influence psychological development during this important stage of life.
Another significant concern is the impact of social media on body image. Social media platforms frequently display edited photographs, filters, and unrealistic beauty standards, encouraging adolescents to compare themselves with influencers, celebrities, and their peers. These comparisons can reduce self-esteem and increase body dissatisfaction. In addition, the pressure to gain likes, comments, and followers my lead some young people to base their self-worth on online approval rather than their own personal achievements or qualities (Royal Society for public health, 2017). From Erickson's perspective, this can interfere with the development of a secure identity during the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion. Adolescents who rely heavily on external validation may struggle to develop confidence in their authentic selves, increasing feelings of insecurity and emotional distress.
Cyber bullying is another major issue associated with social media use. Unlike traditional bullying, cyber bullying can occur at any time through messages, Comments, and social media posts, making it difficult for young people to escape. Victims may experience anxiety, depression, loneliness, and reduced self-esteem, while the constant availability of social media means that negative experiences can continue long after they leave school or home (Royal Society for public health 2017). From Erikson’s perspective, repeated exposure to cyberbullying might disrupt the development of a positive sense of identity. Adolescents who experience online harassment may begin to question their self-worth and struggle with confidence, increasing the likelihood of emotional distress and identity confusion during this important stage of development.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory provides a useful framework for understanding why social media has such a significant influence during adolescence. Erickson (1968) identified adolescence as the stage of identity versus Role Confusion during which young people develop their sense of self and establish a stable personal identity. Social media can support this process by giving adolescents opportunities to express their interests, explore different aspects of their identity and connect with others who share similar experiences. However, it can create pressure to seek approval through likes, comments, and followers. Constant exposure to carefully selected images and comparisons with others may make it more difficult for adolescents to develop a confident and authentic sense of self this suggests that social media has the potential to both support and hinder healthy identity development depending on how it is used and the experiences of the individual.
Although Erickson’s theory is highly relevant for explaining identity development during adolescence, it also has its limitations. The theory was developed before the rise of social media and therefore does not consider the impact of online interactions, digital identities, and constant access to social networking platforms. In addition, Ericsson focuses primarily on developmental stages and may underestimate the influence of other factors, such as family relationships, culture, and individual personality. Despite these limitations, the theory remained valuable because it helps explain why adolescents my particularly vulnerable to the positive and negative effects of social media during this important stage of psychological development.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory provides a useful explanation for why social media affects adolescents’ mental health in different ways. Bowlby (1988) argued that the quality of early relationships with caregivers shapes an individual's emotional security and influences their ability to develop healthy relationships throughout life. Adolescents with secure attachments are more resilient when faced with negative online experiences, such as cyber bullying, social comparison, or criticism, because they are more likely to possess higher self-esteem and effective coping strategies. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachments may become increasingly dependent on social media for reassurance, validation, and sense of belonging. The reliance can make them more vulnerable to the harm effects of excessive social media use, including fear of missing out (FOMO), anxiety, low self-esteem, and depressive symptoms when they perceive rejection or receive limited positive feedback online. Therefore, Bowlby’s Theory suggests that attachment style plays an important role in determining how adolescents respond to online interactions and the extent to which social media influences their psychological well-being. However, although attachment theory offers valuable insight into individual differences, it has limitations because it places significant emphasis an early childhood experiences and may underestimate the influence of later factors, such as peer relationships, family support, personality and patterns of social media use all of which can also shape adolescent mental health. 
Although a substantial body of research has linked social media use to poorer mental health outcomes, the evidence is not entirely consistent. Many studies identify associations between excessive social media use and increased anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem; however, this does not necessarily demonstrate a direct cause and effect relationship. Adolescents who already experience poor mental health might be more likely to use social media excessively, suggesting that the relationship may be bidirectional (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Furthermore, the impact of social media varies according to individual factors such as personality, resilience, family relationships, and the level of parental support. The way social media is used is also important. Active engagement such as communicating with friends, seeking support, or participating in positive online communities, has been associated with improved social connectedness and emotional well-being. In contrast, passive behaviours, including prolonged scrolling, exposure to unrealistic ideals and frequent social comparison, are more strongly linked to anxiety, body dissatisfaction, and depressive symptoms.      
Therefore, it is overly simplistic to argue that social media is either beneficial or harmful. Instead, its influence on adolescent mental health is complex and shaped by the interaction of psychological, social and environmental factors. This highlights the need for balanced approaches that promote responsible social media use while encouraging supportive family relationships, digital literacy and healthy offline social interactions.
In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative implications for adolescent mental health, making its overall impact complex rather than universally harmful or beneficial. Social media can strengthen friendships, provide emotional support, and increase access to information and mental health resources. However, excessive or unhealthy use has been consistently linked to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, poor body image, and cyberbullying (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory helps explain why adolescents are particularly sensitive to these influences: during the stage of Identity vs Role Confusion, young people rely heavily on social feedback to shape their emerging sense of self, making social media a powerful—yet potentially risky—context for identity formation.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory further clarifies why some adolescents are more vulnerable to negative online experiences than others. Those with insecure attachment patterns may seek reassurance, validation, or connection online in ways that increase exposure to harmful interactions, heighten emotional dependency, or intensify the impact of cyberbullying. In contrast, securely attached adolescents typically demonstrate greater emotional regulation and resilience, reducing the likelihood that social media use will lead to adverse mental health outcomes.. However, the evidence suggests that social media alone is unlikely to be the direct cause of poor mental health. Instead, it's effects are influenced by factors such as the way it is used the quality of offline relationships individual resilience and the availability of family and social support therefore promoting healthy digital habits, critical digital literacy and supportive environment is essential to maximise the benefits of social media while reducing its potential risk for adolescents. 
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