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INTRODUCTION

Social media are interactive digital platforms that enable users to create, share, and exchange content and interact with other users at distances (Boyd, 2014). Adolescence is the period of development between 10 and 19 years of age, a time when a child moves into independent adulthood (World Health Organization, 2025). Mental health is about your emotional, psychological, and social well-being and how you think, feel, and behave and how you relate to other people (Mental Health Foundation, 2024). As digital technology becomes an integral part of daily life, it is essential that educators, families, and health professionals understand the impact of social media on adolescent development. In this essay, I will analyse the effects of social media on the mental health of adolescents, utilising Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Albert Bandura’s social learning theory. It will also discuss how these theories can inform person-centered care for older adults in health and social care contexts.

MAIN BODY
The Effect of Social Media Usage on Adolescent Mental Health

Research indicates that social media has both significant benefits and obvious risks for adolescent well-being. It provides significant opportunities. For example, young people can stay in touch with friends, seek peer support when feeling isolated, pursue creative interests, and access information about health and education (Ofcom, 2025). For marginalized groups, such as those in the LGBTQ+ community or with rare health conditions, it can provide safe spaces to build confidence and a sense of belonging that may not be available locally. Conversely, mounting evidence links heavy use to greater anxiety, low self-esteem, distorted body image, and sleep disruption (Twenge, 2023). Algorithmic content, visible like counts, and constant comparisons with curated “perfect” lives can all create pressure to conform to unrealistic standards. Cyberbullying, exclusion, and exposure to harmful content compound the risks. Importantly, effects are not universal; they depend on variables like how platforms are used, existing family support, and individual personality traits.




Theory 1: Psychosocial Development Theory of Erikson

According to Erikson (1968), human development is characterized by eight stages that take place over the lifespan. Each stage is characterized by a psychosocial conflict. The central crisis for adolescents ages 12 to 18 years is Identity versus Role Confusion: adolescents want to answer the question “Who am I, and where do I fit in?” In the past, this exploration occurred in trusted, face-to-face environments such as family, school, and local community. Today, social media has become the primary space for this process.

But online platforms also can help in identity formation, allowing young people to explore interests, discover like-minded peers, and express parts of themselves that they may not feel safe doing in person. Yet they also bring powerful new pressures. Adolescents measure their worth, for example, by how many likes, comments, or followers they get and compare their lives with the highly polished, idealized posts of others. This can make them more insecure, confused about who they actually are, and feel like they are not good enough (Twenge, 2023).

Strengths and limitations:
 Erikson’s framework correctly identifies adolescence as a key period for developing a stable sense of self and social connection as central to this process. But it was designed prior to the advent of digital technology and thus does not factor in how constant public scrutiny or curated online identities can skew this developmental trajectory. It also pays little attention to how environmental factors such as poverty or family circumstances shape young people’s experiences of these challenges.

Theory 2: Bandura’s theory of social learning.
Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory suggests that human behaviour is learned not only by reinforcement and punishment but most powerfully by observing, modeling, and imitating. His famous Bobo Doll experiments showed how easily children and young people copy behaviours they see being rewarded or admired by others.

In today's digital world, adolescents are exposed to thousands of role models daily—influencers, celebrities, and peers—whose behaviours are often reinforced with attention, praise, and popularity. Young people who see people rewarded for unrealistic looks, risky behaviours or harsh online criticism are far more likely to view these traits as acceptable or even desirable (O’Keeffe & Clarke‐Pearson, 2011). But in the same breath, they might see some good things too: people talking about their mental health, people being kind, people standing up for change. It can build empathy, and resilience. The primary risk is that young people will internalize damaging messages without understanding what they mean in the long run and will lack the critical skills to judge what they see without the leadership of trusted adults.

Strengths and limitations:
 Bandura’s theory provides an extremely practical explanation of the way online environments can influence attitudes and behaviour and is still highly relevant in today’s digital world. But it focuses very much on external influences and can underestimate the role of individual choice, personality and biological factors in how people respond to what they see online.

Relevance to health and social care for older people

Theories of this kind are most often applied to childhood and adolescence, but they are clearly useful for helping older adults as well. Integrity versus Despair (Erikson, 1980) is the last stage and reminds us that the universal human need for identity, respect and belonging does not diminish with age. The same forces that harm adolescents thru constant comparison and criticism can also affect older people. Feeling undervalued, ignored or judged damages confidence and wellbeing at every stage of life. When older adults are shut out of decisions about their own care or talked down to, it can undermine their sense of self-worth and lead to withdrawal – which is exactly what Erikson describes as despair.

Bandura's theory also applies; older adults continue to learn and adapt by observing those around them. When care staff treat service users respectfully, listen to service users and use technology sensibly, service users will feel valued and will be more willing to engage with new tools or routines. But if they see staff looking at their phones or dismissing their concerns, they will probably back off and lose faith. This means that these theories are not only academic ideas, but evidence-based principles for person-centered practice throughout the whole of the lifespan.


Comparing the two theories

Erikson and Bandura provide different yet complementary explanations for social media’s effects on mental health. Erikson is into the internal development: how digital spaces affect a young person's sense of self, purpose and place in the world. Bandura's concern is with external influence: how watching and imitating others on line shapes behaviour, values and beliefs.

Erikson is particularly useful in understanding issues such as online identity, self-esteem and the pressure to ‘fit in’. Bandura is a better explanation for trends such as copying influencer behaviour, normalizing harmful attitudes or adopting new social norms. In practice, Bandura would be the main framework when designing educational campaigns or role‑modelling programs; whereas Erikson would inform one‑to‑one counselling or therapeutic support focused on self‑concept. Neither theory is complete on its own, but used together, they show that social media impacts both how adolescents see themselves and how they learn to act. Both also serve as a reminder that digital environments are not neutral — they help shape development, and we have a responsibility to create safer, more supportive spaces for all ages.

CONCLUSION

Social media has changed the way adolescents grow, connect and understand themselves fundamentally in 2026. It provides genuine possibilities for social connection and self-expression, but it also presents serious dangers to mental health, including anxiety, distorted self-image and reduced in-person connection. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory helps us to understand how digital platforms complicate the natural process of building a secure identity, and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory helps us to understand how constant observation and imitation of online behaviour shapes attitudes and wellbeing. Together they paint a much fuller picture than either one alone. Importantly, these insights are applicable beyond working with young people. They provide guidance on compassionate and effective care across the lifespan.  All human beings need respect, positive role models and safe relationships. For professionals, this means we have to support young people to navigate digital spaces safely, but also ensure our own practice – the example we set – is one of empathy, patience and dignity because every person we support is watching and learning from us.  Applying these insights, practitioners can help optimize the benefits of technology in a safe way and support the mental health of all they work with.
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