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Social media has become an integral part of adolescents’ everyday lives, influencing how they communicate, learn, build relationships, and express themselves. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook provide opportunities for young people to interact with peers, access educational information, and take part in online communities. Although these platforms offer many benefits, increasing evidence suggests that excessive or inappropriate use of social media may contribute to poor mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, loneliness, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and cyberbullying (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Adolescence is a significant developmental period characterised by rapid physical, emotional, cognitive, and social changes. During this stage, young people are particularly sensitive to peer approval and social comparison, making them more vulnerable to the influence of digital environments.
Research has shown that the relationship between social media and mental health is complex. While social media can strengthen friendships, encourage creativity and provide emotional support, problematic use may negatively affect sleep, academic performance, and emotional wellbeing (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). The impact often depends on how social media is used rather than simply the amount of time spent online. Individual differences such as personality, family relationships and resilience also influence whether social media has positive or negative effects.
Developmental theories provide valuable frameworks for understanding why adolescents respond differently to social media experiences. Lawrence Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development explains how moral reasoning develops during adolescence and how ethical decision-making influences online behaviour. In contrast, Sigmund Freud’s Psychosexual Theory focuses on personality development and unconscious psychological processes that continue to shape emotional responses during adolescence. This essay examines current research on the impact of social media on adolescent mental health and uses Kohlberg’s and Freud’s theories to explain why social media can both support and challenge psychological wellbeing.
Social media has transformed the way adolescents interact with the world. One important advantage is that it enables young people to maintain friendships regardless of geographical distance. Online communication can reduce feelings of isolation, particularly for adolescents who experience discrimination, chronic illness, or social anxiety. Support groups and online communities often provide encouragement, information and emotional reassurance that may not be available within the individual’s immediate environment (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). For some adolescents, social media also promotes creativity through photography, music, art, and educational content, allowing them to develop confidence and personal identity.
Despite these advantages, concerns regarding adolescent mental health continue to increase. One of the most widely reported issues is cyberbullying. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying may occur at any time of day and reach a wide audience within seconds. Victims frequently report emotional distress, reduced self-confidence, anxiety, depression and, in severe cases, suicidal thoughts (John et al., 2018). The permanent nature of online content means that harmful comments or embarrassing images may continue to affect adolescents long after the initial incident.
Another concern is social comparison. Many social media users share carefully edited photographs that present unrealistic lifestyles and appearance standards. Adolescents frequently compare themselves with these idealised images, leading to dissatisfaction with their own appearance, reduced self-esteem, and negative body image. Young people who regularly compare themselves with others online are more likely to experience symptoms of anxiety and depression (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). This is particularly significant during adolescence because identity and self-worth are still developing.
Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development provides an important explanation for adolescents’ behaviour on social media. Kohlberg proposed that moral reasoning develops through progressive stages, beginning with decisions based on punishment and reward before advancing towards more principled ethical reasoning (Kohlberg, 1984). Many adolescents operate within the conventional level of moral development, where approval from peers and conformity to social expectations strongly influence behaviour. Consequently, social acceptance through likes, comments and followers may become highly significant. Adolescents may engage in risky online challenges, participate in cyberbullying, or share inappropriate content because they seek peer approval rather than considering the wider consequences of their actions.
Kohlberg’s theory also explains why some adolescents demonstrate responsible online behaviour. As moral reasoning becomes more advanced, young people increasingly recognise the importance of empathy, fairness, and respect for others. Adolescents who have developed higher levels of moral reasoning are more likely to challenge cyberbullying, report harmful behaviour and use social media responsibly. Schools and families therefore play an influential role in promoting ethical digital citizenship by encouraging critical thinking, empathy, and respect during online interactions (Viner et al., 2019).

Freud’s Psychosexual Theory also offers insight into the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Freud (1905) argued that personality develops through a series of psychosexual stages from infancy to adulthood. During adolescence, individuals enter the genital stage, in which relationships, identity, emotional maturity and sexuality become increasingly important. Freud believed that experiences during earlier stages of development continue to influence behaviour, emotions, and personality in later life. Although some aspects of Freud’s theory have been criticised for lacking strong scientific evidence, it remains influential in explaining the role of unconscious motivations and early experiences in shaping emotional wellbeing.
From Freud’s perspective, adolescence is characterised by an increased desire for acceptance, intimacy, and a secure sense of identity. Social media provides adolescents with opportunities to explore these developmental needs by communicating with peers, expressing opinions, and sharing firsthand experiences. Positive online interactions may strengthen confidence and provide reassurance, particularly for young people who struggle with face-to-face communication. Receiving supportive comments and encouragement can promote feelings of belonging and improve self-esteem.
However, Freud’s theory also helps explain why negative experiences on social media may have a profound psychological impact. Adolescents who experience rejection, criticism or cyberbullying may unconsciously connect these experiences with earlier insecurities or unresolved emotional conflicts. Such experiences may increase feelings of anxiety, sadness, and worthlessness. For adolescents with low self-esteem, repeated exposure to negative online interactions can reinforce negative beliefs about themselves and contribute to poor mental health.
Identity formation is another critical issue during adolescence. Many young people carefully manage their online image by editing photographs, deleting unwanted content, and presenting an idealised version of themselves. While this may increase confidence temporarily, it can also create pressure to maintain unrealistic standards. The difference between an adolescent’s online identity and their real-life experiences may contribute to emotional stress and dissatisfaction. Freud suggested that unconscious desires for approval and acceptance influence behaviour, and social media provides an environment where these needs are constantly reinforced through likes, comments, and followers.
Another significant concern is the effect of excessive social media use on sleep. Many adolescents use smartphones late into the evening, reducing sleep duration and quality. Sleep is essential for healthy emotional regulation, learning, and brain development. Poor sleep has been associated with increased symptoms of depression, anxiety and reduced academic performance (Scott and Woods, 2019). Adolescents who repeatedly interrupt their sleep to check notifications may become trapped in a cycle where tiredness reduces emotional resilience, making them more vulnerable to stress and negative emotions.
Research also indicates that social media can contribute to fear of missing out (FOMO). Adolescents may worry that they are excluded from social events or friendships when viewing posts made by others. This constant exposure to the activities of peers can increase loneliness and social anxiety despite being highly connected online. Young people may spend increasing amounts of time on social media attempting to remain socially involved, creating patterns of problematic use that negatively affect wellbeing (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
Despite these concerns, it is important to recognise that social media itself is not inherently harmful. The impact depends largely on how platforms are used, the quality of online interactions and the support available from families, schools, and communities. Adolescents who receive guidance regarding responsible digital behaviour are more likely to use social media safely. Parents who maintain open communication with their children can encourage balanced technology use while helping adolescents respond appropriately to online challenges. Schools also play a significant role by teaching digital literacy, online safety, and emotional resilience.
Comparing Kohlberg’s and Freud’s theories provides a broader understanding of adolescent mental health. Kohlberg focuses primarily on moral reasoning and explains how peer approval and ethical decision-making influence online behaviour. His theory is particularly useful for understanding cyberbullying, online responsibility, and digital citizenship. However, Kohlberg pays less attention to emotional development and unconscious psychological processes that influence behaviour.
In contrast, Freud’s theory places greater emphasis on emotional experiences, personality development, and unconscious motivations. His theory helps explain why adolescents may be emotionally affected by online rejection, social comparison, and pressure to achieve social acceptance. Nevertheless, many psychologists argue that Freud’s theory lacks sufficient empirical support and overemphasises childhood experiences when explaining adolescent behaviour (McLeod, 2024). Modern developmental psychology generally recognises that biological, social, and environmental factors all contribute to mental health.
Current research therefore suggests that neither theory alone fully explains the impact of social media on adolescent mental health. Instead, integrating both perspectives provides a more comprehensive understanding. Kohlberg explains how adolescents make moral decisions online, whereas Freud highlights the emotional vulnerabilities that influence responses to online experiences. Together, these theories demonstrate that healthy development requires both positive social relationships and opportunities to develop responsible decision-making skills.

In conclusion, social media has become an influential aspect of adolescent life, offering opportunities for communication, learning and social connection while also presenting significant risks to mental health. The evidence indicates that positive experiences, such as emotional support, access to information and maintaining friendships, can enhance wellbeing. However, excessive use, cyberbullying, unrealistic social comparison, fear of missing out and sleep disruption have been associated with increased levels of anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem among adolescents. These findings show that the impact of social media is influenced not only by the amount of time spent online but also by the quality of online interactions, individual resilience, and the availability of support from parents, schools, and communities.
Lawrence Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development explains how adolescents’ developing moral reasoning influences their behaviour on social media. Young people who are strongly influenced by peer approval may engage in risky or harmful online activities, while those with more advanced moral reasoning are more likely to behave responsibly and demonstrate empathy towards others. Sigmund Freud’s Psychosexual Theory complements this explanation by highlighting how personality development, unconscious emotional processes and the search for identity can affect adolescents’ responses to online experiences. Together, these theories provide a broader understanding of why some adolescent benefit from social media while others experience adverse mental health outcomes.
Overall, promoting digital literacy, encouraging responsible online behaviour, and providing emotional support are essential to protecting adolescent mental health. Parents, educators, and healthcare professionals should work collaboratively to help young people develop healthy online habits, strengthen resilience, and make informed decisions about social media use. By combining theoretical knowledge with current research evidence, it becomes clear that supporting adolescents to use social media in a balanced and responsible way can maximise its benefits while reducing its potential risks.
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