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Discussing the Impact of Social Media and Mental Health in Adolescence
Social media has evolved as an important part of people's lives, particularly for adolescents, who have grown up in a digital world where online communication is standard practice. Platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat and YouTube provide opportunities for young people to communicate, express themselves and develop friendships. According to Ofcom (2024) in the UK, 99% of children and young people aged 3–17 use the internet, while three-quarters (75%) of social media users aged 8–17 have their own account or profile on at least one major social media platform. These figures demonstrate how ingrained social media has become in the lives of adolescents.
The connection between social media and adolescent mental health continues to be widely debated. Whilst excessive use has been associated with anxiety, depression, cyberbullying and poor self-esteem, social media can also provide emotional support, opportunities for creativity and a sense of belonging. It would be too simplistic to view social media as either mostly harmful or mostly beneficial, as its impact depends upon how adolescents connect with these platforms. This essay will critically discuss the influence of social media on adolescents' mental health using Erikson's Psychosocial Theory and Bandura's Social Learning Theory. 
Erikson (1968) suggested that individuals progress through eight stages of psychosocial development across the lifespan. Each stage presents a developmental conflict that must be successfully resolved to promote healthy psychological development. During adolescence (Stage 5), the main conflict is Identity versus Role Confusion, where young people begin to explore their beliefs, values, relationships and future aspirations. Boyd and Bee (2015) explain that adolescence is a significant developmental period where individuals experience rapid biological, cognitive and social changes, making identity development a big aspect of psychological growth. Therefore, Erikson’s theory remains relevant when considering how modern social environments, including social media, may influence adolescent identity formation.
Identity formation is mainly influenced by interactions with family, peers and wider society. Adolescents naturally seek acceptance and validation whilst attempting to understand who they are and how they fit within their social environment. Erikson's theory remains highly relevant today because it recognises adolescence as a progressive period marked by exploration, self-discovery and a desire to belong. Although Erikson developed his theory decades before the emergence of social media, the psychological processes he described appears relevant to modern digital environments. Adolescents continue to compare themselves with others, seek approval and experiment with different identities.  
Erikson's theory provides an important framework for understanding why social media has become so attractive to adolescents. Applying this theory, we can establish that during the Identity versus Role Confusion stage, young people actively seek opportunities to express themselves and receive acceptance from others. Social media platforms allow teenagers to create online identities, share photographs, join communities and receive immediate feedback through likes, comments and followers. These interactions can improve confidence and promote a sense of belonging when experiences are positive.
In contrast Erikson's theory also helps explain why social media may negatively affect adolescent mental health. Constant exposure to carefully edited images and exaggerated lifestyles can encourage unhealthy comparisons, resulting in lower self-esteem, anxiety and depressive symptoms. The Royal Society for Public Health (2017) identified Instagram and Snapchat as the main platforms most associated with negative effects on body image and sleep among young people. This is reflected in NHS England (2023), which found that 19.3% of social media users aged 11–16 with a probable mental disorder reported being bullied online, compared with just 5.9% of those unlikely to have a mental disorder, highlighting the relationship between poor mental health and negative online experiences.
A useful example can be seen in adolescents who become preoccupied with gaining online approval. A teenager who views their self-worth on the number of likes they receive may experience emotional distress when expectations are not met.  Therefore, Erikson's theory demonstrates that social media has the potential to either support or restrict healthy identity development depending on the persons online experience.
A significant strength of Erikson's theory is its emphasis on identity formation, making it particularly suitable for explaining why adolescents are especially sensitive to social media influences. The theory recognises that peer relationships and social acceptance play an important role during adolescence, which fits closely with modern digital culture. I feel this makes Erikson's theory highly relevant for understanding both the benefits and risks associated with social media use.
Nevertheless, there are limitations to critically evaluate. Erikson developed his theory before digital technology existed and therefore could not have anticipated the future of online communication, such as algorithms, influencers and constant connectivity. The theory also assumes developmental stages occur in a relatively fixed period and pays limited attention to cultural diversity or individual differences. 
This leads me on to Bandura's (1977) Social Learning Theory where he suggests that individuals learn behaviours through observing others, imitating their actions and experiencing reinforcement. Unlike theories that focus solely on direct experience, Bandura argued that learning can occur indirectly through watching role models, a process known as observational learning. Key concepts within the theory include modelling, imitation, reinforcement and self-efficacy. Reinforcement happens when behaviours are rewarded, increasing the likelihood that they will be repeated.
Bandura's theory is particularly useful for understanding adolescent behaviour because teenagers are heavily influenced by peers, celebrities, influencers and other social role models. During adolescence, individuals are still developing their values and beliefs, making them more likely to observe and copy behaviours that seem popular or socially rewarded. Social media provides constant exposure to these role models through videos, images and online interactions. Bandura's theory provides an effective explanation of how online environments shape adolescent behaviour and mental health.
Bandura's theory can be applied to adolescents' use of social media simply by observing that teenagers follow online personas who present greater versions of themselves. Behaviours that receive high numbers of likes, shares and positive comments become popular, encouraging imitation. Adolescents may therefore copy appearance ideas, fashion trends, exercise routines or attitudes because they see these behaviours as desirable and rewarding.
Unfortunately, this process can also contribute to poor mental health. Leading to unrealistic body standards, harmful dieting advice, self-harm or risky online challenges that may increase anxiety and depression along with poor self-esteem, particularly when they are comparing themselves.  
However, Bandura's theory also highlights the positive influence that social media can have. Adolescents may follow educational creators, mental health organisations and supportive online communities that encourage healthy lifestyles, self-care and help-seeking behaviours. For example, Mind (2024) provides mental health information, online support and opportunities for young people to connect with others experiencing similar difficulties, demonstrating how online environments can reduce feelings of isolation and encourage positive coping strategies. Likewise, the NHS (2024) recognises that young people may require support with their mental wellbeing and provides guidance on accessing appropriate mental health services. This suggests that digital platforms can act as a gateway to professional advice and emotional support rather than only presenting risks.
According to Gillibrand et al (2016) an important distinction between adolescents and adults is that the teenage brain is still developing, particularly the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for decision-making, emotional regulation and impulse control. 
Bandura's social learning theory provides a convincing explanation of why adolescents are influenced by social media. It explains how behaviours are learned through observation and reinforcement, making it particularly relevant to influencer culture, online trends and peer interactions. The theory recognises that adolescents are active learners who are constantly influenced by their social environment, which reflects the reality of today's digital world. Bandura's theory complements Erikson's theory because together they explain both identity development and behavioural learning.
Despite these strengths, Bandura's theory has limitations to critically evaluate. It may underestimate the role of biological development, personality and individual resilience. Not all adolescents imitate the behaviours they see online, suggesting that factors such as family support, education and personal experiences also influence behaviour. Additionally, the theory focuses primarily on learning processes rather than emotional development. Therefore, whilst Bandura effectively explains how behaviours are gained through social media, Erikson arguably provides a stronger explanation of why adolescence is a particularly vulnerable stage of development. 
It is also worth noting at the time of writing that the (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2023) UK Government have just passed laws with significant new restrictions. This will come into effect from Spring 2027. This means that social media platforms will be legally barred from providing accounts to children under 16. Even on non-banned platforms or gaming sites, under-16s will be strictly blocked from "stranger communication" (preventing grooming) and livestreaming.
Furthermore, Apps will be set by default to block teenagers aged 16 and 17 between midnight and 06:00, though this setting can be opted out of by the user. Whilst Infinite scrolling and auto-play will be disabled by default, although teens can manually switch them on.
In conclusion, social media has a significant but complex impact on adolescent mental health. Although concerns surrounding anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, body image and low self-esteem are supported by growing evidence, social media also provides opportunities for creativity, education, emotional support and positive social connections. Society should avoid viewing social media as either completely harmful or completely beneficial because its effects depend upon how adolescents interact with online platforms and the support available to them.
Erikson's Psychosocial Theory demonstrates how social media influence's identity formation during the crucial stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, while Bandura's Social Learning Theory explains how behaviours and attitudes are learned through observation and reinforcement. Together, these theories provide a deep understanding of adolescent experiences within the digital world.  The UK government continues introducing policy and legislation measures such as the current Online Safety Act (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2024) and sweeping new changes due for 2027. It is essential that adolescents are empowered to use social media safely, responsibly and in ways that promote positive mental health.
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