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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Introduction
Adolescence, typically defined as the developmental period between 10 and 19 years of age, is marked by significant physical, emotional, and social changes that contribute to the formation of identity and increasing independence. During this stage, peer relationships become more influential, shaping self-perception and behaviour. In contemporary society, social media has appeared as a dominant environmental factor, transforming patterns of communication, intensifying social comparison, and easing continuous peer evaluation. Research shows that prolonged exposure to idealised online content, alongside immediate feedback mechanisms such as likes and comments, can negatively influence adolescents’ self-esteem, emotional regulation, and overall mental health (Valkenburg et al., 2022). This essay adopts a critical perspective, arguing that the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is best understood through the interaction of internal developmental processes and external behavioural influences. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory (1968) provides a framework for understanding identity formation within the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, while Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) highlights how behaviour is shaped through observation, imitation, and reinforcement. Together, these perspectives offer a comprehensive lens for analysing adolescent experiences in the digital age.

Main Discussion
A growing and substantial body of empirical research has consistently identified a range of negative psychological consequences associated with social media engagement during adolescence. These include elevated levels of anxiety and depression, reduced self-esteem, and heightened body dissatisfaction. Such outcomes are commonly linked to several underlying mechanisms, including persistent social comparison, exposure to selectively curated and idealised portrayals of others, experiences of cyberbullying, and the sustained pressure to construct and uphold an appealing online persona. Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to these influences due to the heightened importance of peer relationships and social approval during this developmental stage. Quantitative evidence writes down that increased duration of social media use is correlated with poorer mental health outcomes, particularly among individuals who often engage in comparative behaviours or rely on online interactions for validation. (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017; NHS, 2023) Furthermore, Ofcom (2022) highlights that social media now is a primary mode of communication among young people, thereby reinforcing its significance as a central environmental factor shaping psychological development.
From a theoretical standpoint, Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory provides a valuable framework for interpreting the psychological effects of social media use in adolescence. Erikson conceptualises this stage as the crisis of Identity versus Role Confusion, during which individuals are tasked with developing a coherent and stable sense of self. This developmental process involves synthesising personal beliefs, values, and social roles into an integrated identity. In certain respects, social media may support this process by offering opportunities for self-expression, identity exploration, and connection with others who share similar interests or experiences. For instance, adolescents may experiment with various aspects of their identity through digital platforms, take part in online communities, and receive feedback that contributes to the refinement of their self-concept.
However, despite these potential advantages, social media also presents significant challenges to healthy identity development. The predominance of highly curated and idealised online content often promotes unrealistic standards relating to appearance, lifestyle, and success. Adolescents may internalise these standards, leading to upward social comparison and later feelings of inadequacy and dissatisfaction. This dynamic can contribute to identity confusion, as individuals struggle to reconcile their authentic self with the idealised representations met online. Moreover, reliance on external validation—manifested through metrics such as likes, comments, and follower counts—may undermine the development of a stable and internally grounded sense of identity. Rather than forming self-concept based on intrinsic values and lived experiences, adolescents may become increasingly dependent on inconsistent and externally mediated approval. This reliance can heighten susceptibility to emotional distress, including symptoms of anxiety and depression. (Vogel et al., 2014)
In addition, the public and enduring nature of online interactions intensifies the pressure to present a socially desirable identity. Adolescents may feel compelled to carefully manage and curate their digital presence, resulting in increased self-monitoring and heightened sensitivity to peer evaluation. When feedback is perceived as insufficient or negative, it may reinforce feelings of rejection, inadequacy, or social exclusion. Consequently, social media may worsen the inherent challenges associated with Erikson’s developmental stage, increasing the likelihood of adverse psychological outcomes when identity formation is disrupted or destabilised.
In contrast to Erikson’s focus on internal developmental processes, Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory offers an explanation grounded in behavioural and environmental influences. Bandura posits that behaviour is bought through observation, imitation, and reinforcement, particularly when saw actions are perceived to result in positive outcomes. Social media platforms provide an environment in which adolescents are continuously exposed to the behaviours, attitudes, and lifestyles of a wide range of individuals, including peers, celebrities, and influencers. These behaviours are often accompanied by visible indicators of social approval, such as likes, shares, and positive comments, which function as forms of reinforcement.
As a result, adolescents may be inclined to imitate behaviours that are rewarded, even when such behaviours are unrealistic or potentially harmful. For example, repeated exposure to idealised body images may encourage the adoption of unhealthy dietary practices or excessive exercise in pursuit of similar outcomes. Likewise, the portrayal and normalisation of risk-taking behaviours, including substance use, may increase the likelihood of imitation when these behaviours are depicted positively and associated with social recognition. In this way, social media serves as a powerful mechanism for the transmission and reinforcement of behavioural norms.
Reinforcement processes are central to understanding how behaviour is shaped within digital environments. Positive reinforcement, such as elevated levels of engagement or approval, can encourage the repetition of specific behaviours, while negative feedback may function as a form of punishment, leading to withdrawal or behavioural modification. For instance, an adolescent who receives significant positive feedback on a particular type of content may be more likely to reproduce similar posts, thereby reinforcing patterns of behaviour that prioritise external validation. Conversely, limited engagement or negative commentary may contribute to diminished self-esteem and increased emotional vulnerability.
Furthermore, social media can ease the dissemination and normalisation of harmful behaviours, including cyberbullying. Observing others engage in aggressive or harmful interactions without clear consequences may reduce perceived risks and increase the likelihood of imitation. Individuals who experience cyberbullying may suffer significant psychological harm, including anxiety, depression, and social withdrawal. These outcomes underscore the influential role of observational learning in shaping both adaptive and maladaptive behaviours within online contexts. (Fardouly et al., 2015)
When considered collectively, Erikson’s and Bandura’s theoretical perspectives provide a comprehensive and complementary framework for understanding the impact of social media on adolescent mental health. Erikson’s theory emphasises the internal psychological processes associated with identity development, highlighting adolescents’ vulnerability to disruptions in self-concept and emotional stability. In contrast, Bandura’s approach focuses on external environmental influences, illustrating how behaviours are learned, reinforced, and maintained through social observation and interaction.
The distinction between these perspectives is particularly valuable in capturing the complexity of social media’s influence. Erikson’s framework explains why adolescents are developmentally predisposed to sensitivity about social comparison and validation, while Bandura’s theory clarifies how specific behaviours and emotional responses are bought and reinforced through engagement with digital content. Together, these approaches prove that the effects of social media arise not solely from individual vulnerability or environmental exposure in isolation, but from the dynamic interplay between internal developmental processes and external social influences.
Overall, the evidence shows that social media exerts both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. While it can facilitate connection, self-expression, and identity exploration, the risks associated with excessive use, negative comparison, and exposure to harmful content are substantial. Applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory alongside Bandura’s Social Learning Theory enables a more nuanced and multidimensional understanding of these effects. Such an integrated perspective is essential for informing interventions, educational strategies, and policy development aimed at promoting positive mental health outcomes among adolescents navigating increasingly complex digital environments.

Conclusion
The impact of social media on adolescent mental health is significant and multifaceted, shaped by the interaction between developmental vulnerability and external social pressures (Erikson, 1968; Bandura, 1977). While such platforms can support communication, self-expression, and peer connection, they are also associated with anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and body dissatisfaction (Erikson, 1968; Bandura, 1977). Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory is useful in explaining these effects, as adolescence is a period of identity formation in which reliance on approval and comparison may weaken a stable sense of self (Erikson, 1968). Bandura’s Social Learning Theory also offers valuable insight by showing how behaviours and emotional responses are learned through observation and reinforcement, processes intensified by social media’s constant feedback (Bandura, 1977). However, for modern health and social care, Bandura’s theory is more useful because it better reflects the influence of digital environments on behaviour, motivation, and emotional development (Bandura, 1977). Overall, the evidence suggests that social media affects adolescent wellbeing through the combined influence of psychological development and socially reinforced online interaction.
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