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Introduction
Social media refers to internet-based platforms and applications that enable users to create, share, and exchange information, ideas, and images. Platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat support communication, education, entertainment, networking, and social interaction (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Social media has become an important part of adolescent life, providing opportunities for young people to communicate with peers, express themselves, develop relationships and access information. Adolescence is defined as the developmental period between 10 and 19 years, during which significant physical, emotional, cognitive, and social changes occur (World Health Organization, 2024). Mental health refers to a state of wellbeing that enables individuals to cope with everyday stresses, develop their abilities, learn and contribute to their communities (World Health Organization, 2022).
However, the relationship is complex because outcomes depend on factors such as the type and intensity of use, the content met and individual circumstances (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). This essay critically examines the positive and negative effects of social media on adolescent mental health using Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory.
Research writes down that social media does not have a universally positive or negative effect on adolescent mental health. Instead, its influence depends on how young people use digital platforms and the nature of their online experiences (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Social media can help communication and strengthen social connections, particularly for adolescents who may experience loneliness or difficulties forming relationships offline. Recent evidence also suggests that social media can support social connection, identity development, access to health information and mental health support.
However, problematic social media use has been associated with poorer psychological wellbeing. The World Health Organization (2024) reported an increase in problematic social media use among adolescents in Europe and Central Asia, with problematic use associated with difficulties controlling online behaviour and negative consequences for daily life. Excessive use may also contribute to later bedtimes and reduced sleep, potentially affecting emotional wellbeing and academic functioning (World Health Organization, 2024).
Another significant concern is social comparison. Adolescents may compare their appearance, achievements and lifestyles with idealised images presented by influencers, celebrities, and peers. Such comparisons can create unrealistic expectations and contribute to body dissatisfaction and reduced self-esteem (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) similarly found associations between social media use and depression, anxiety, and psychological distress among adolescents. Cyberbullying is another potential risk, as exposure to online abuse can negatively affect young people’s psychological well-being (UNESCO, 2023).
Nevertheless, the effects are not identical for all adolescents. Personality, resilience, family relationships, socioeconomic circumstances, and pre-existing vulnerabilities can influence how young people respond to social media (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Therefore, social media should be understood as one factor within a wider network of influences rather than as a direct and universal cause of poor mental health.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory proposes eight developmental stages across the lifespan, with each stage involving a psychosocial conflict that contributes to personality development (Erikson, 1968). The stage most relevant to adolescence is Identity versus Role Confusion. During this period, young people explore their values, beliefs, relationships, interests, and future aspirations to develop a coherent sense of identity. Successful resolution can contribute to confidence and a stronger sense of self, while difficulties may contribute to uncertainty and role confusion (Erikson, 1968).
Erikson’s theory is particularly relevant to social media because digital platforms provide adolescents with added environments for identity exploration. Young people can express opinions, share creative interests, communicate with peers, and take part in communities that reflect their values. A recent systematic review found that social media can provide a context for adolescent identity development, with active participation associated with greater identity exploration. However, social comparison was also associated with identity distress (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2025). This shows that social media can support identity development while simultaneously creating psychological pressures.
One strength of Erikson’s theory is that it recognises adolescence as a distinctive developmental period in which identity formation can influence psychological wellbeing. This makes the theory useful when examining the relationship between social media, self-esteem, confidence, and emotional development. However, the theory has limitations because it gives less attention to wider environmental and technological influences. It does not fully explain how factors such as family relationships, socioeconomic circumstances, cultural background, platform design, and online reinforcement interact with identity development. Furthermore, adolescents exposed to similar online experiences may experience remarkably different outcomes depending on resilience, parental support, and individual characteristics (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory argues that individuals can learn behaviours, attitudes, and emotional responses by seeing and imitating others, particularly when behaviours are rewarded (Bandura, 1977). The theory highlights the importance of observational learning, imitation, and reinforcement. Unlike Erikson, who focuses primarily on psychosocial development, Bandura places greater emphasis on the influence of social environments and role models.
This theory is highly relevant to social media because adolescents are continually exposed to influencers, celebrities, content creators, and peers. Likes, comments, views and followers can act as forms of social reinforcement, potentially encouraging young people to reproduce behaviours that appear successful or socially desirable. For example, adolescents may imitate beauty trends, fitness routines, fashion choices, or lifestyles promoted by popular influencers. Repeated exposure to unrealistic beauty standards may encourage social comparison and contribute to dissatisfaction with appearance and reduced self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
A major strength of Bandura’s theory is therefore its ability to explain how behaviour can spread through online communities. It helps explain why adolescents may adopt trends, attitudes, and behaviours after seeing people who receive positive attention online. However, Bandura’s theory does not fully account for developmental differences or the internal psychological processes involved in identity formation. Adolescents are not passive recipients of online information; their responses are influenced by emotional maturity, personality, family relationships, cognitive development, and earlier experiences. Therefore, the theory provides an important explanation of social influence but cannot independently explain the complexity of adolescent mental health. (Bandura,1986;Keles et Al.,2020)

Erikson’s and Bandura’s theories provide complementary explanations of the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Erikson focuses on the internal developmental process of identity formation, explaining why social media may influence self-esteem, confidence, and the development of personal identity. Bandura, in contrast, provides a stronger explanation of how behaviours and attitudes may be learned through seeing online role models and receiving social reinforcement. Bandura,1977
Both theories recognise the importance of social relationships but emphasise different mechanisms. Erikson helps explain why adolescence is particularly sensitive to issues of identity and acceptance, while Bandura helps explain how online behaviours and attitudes may be got and reinforced. However, neither theory completely captures the complexity of contemporary digital environments. Erikson gives limited attention to technology and platform design, while Bandura provides less explanation of developmental changes and identity formation.
Consequently, combining the two theories provides a more comprehensive understanding. Social media may influence adolescents through both identity-related processes and observational learning. For example, an adolescent may see an influencer receiving positive attention for a particular appearance or lifestyle, imitate that behaviour and then use the response received online as evidence about their own identity and social value. This interaction shows why social media’s impact should be considered within the broader social and developmental context.














Critical Comment
The evidence suggests that social media can both support and challenge adolescent mental health. Online communities can provide belonging, peer support, and opportunities for self-expression, particularly for young people who may experience social isolation or difficulty finding supportive communities offline. Social media can also provide access to health information and mental health resources. However, these benefits must be balanced against risks associated with problematic use, cyberbullying, social comparison, unrealistic expectations, and sleep disruption. (Erikson,1968)
Erikson’s theory is valuable for understanding identity, confidence, and self-esteem, while Bandura’s theory explains the role of observation and reinforcement (Erikson, 1968; Bandura, 1977). Nevertheless, adolescent mental health is influenced by multiple interacting factors, including family relationships, friendships, socioeconomic circumstances, and individual resilience (Odgers and Jensen, 2020; World Health Organization, 2022). Therefore, neither theory should be used in isolation when evaluating the effects of social media (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).













Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a complex and multifaceted influence on adolescent mental health. It can promote communication, self-expression, peer support, identity exploration, and access to health information. However, problematic use, cyberbullying, social comparison, unrealistic body ideals, and disrupted sleep may contribute to psychological difficulties, including anxiety, depression, body dissatisfaction, and reduced self-esteem. The effects of social media are therefore not universally positive or negative but depend on individual characteristics, patterns of use, online experiences, and wider social circumstances.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory provides an effective framework for understanding identity development during adolescence, while Bandura’s Social Learning Theory explains how online role models, observation and reinforcement can influence behaviour. Using both perspectives provides a more balanced understanding of the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Adolescents need right digital literacy, supportive relationships, and access to reliable information so that they can receive help from social media while reducing potential psychological risks.
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