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The Impact of social media on Adolescent Mental Health

Introduction
This essay explores the impact of social media on adolescent mental health, drawing upon Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. It examines empirical evidence, applies both theoretical frameworks to adolescent digital experiences, assesses their respective strengths and limitations, and evaluates their combined utility in understanding this complex relationship.
Social media refers to digital platforms that facilitate the creation, sharing, and exchange of information, ideas, and user-generated content within interconnected networks (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Popular platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook are widely used by young people across the globe. Adolescence constitutes a developmental phase spanning ages 10 to 19, marked by significant biological, psychological, and social transformation (World Health Organization [WHO], 2024). Mental health encompasses emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing, influencing how individuals think, feel, and act in daily life (WHO, 2024). The growing amount of time adolescents spend online has intensified interest in understanding the relationship between social media and mental health. While these platforms offer opportunities for social connection, mutual support, and self-expression, they have also been associated with increased risks of anxiety, depressive symptoms, and reduced self-esteem. 



The Influence of social media on Adolescent Mental Health
Research indicates that social media can exert both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. A primary concern is the association between extensive social media usage and diminished psychological wellbeing. Exposure to idealized images and curated lifestyles often fosters social comparison, which contributes to body dissatisfaction, reduced self-worth, and persistent feelings of inadequacy (Valkenburg et al., 2022). Adolescents frequently compare their own appearance, achievements, and daily experiences with those presented by influencers, celebrities, and peers, often generating pressure to conform to unrealistic standards of beauty, popularity, or success.

Cyberbullying represents another significant risk. Online harassment and digital victimization have been consistently linked to heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and general psychological distress among young people (Keles, McCrae & Grealish, 2020). Furthermore, late-night social media engagement can disrupt sleep patterns, impair restorative rest, and thereby exacerbate emotional vulnerability and mental health difficulties.

However, social media is not harmful. It can serve as a valuable space for communication, community building, and self-expression. Young people who experience loneliness or social isolation may find support and shared understanding through online groups based on common interests or experiences. Digital platforms also facilitate access to information, emotional support networks, and mental health resources that may otherwise be difficult to access (Best, Manktelow & Taylor, 2014). Importantly, evidence suggests that social media does not affect all adolescents equally; individual characteristics such as personality, family support, resilience, and usage patterns strongly mediate outcomes. Consequently, social media should be regarded as a contributing factor rather than a direct cause of mental health conditions.





Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory: Explanation, Application, and Evaluation
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory proposes that human development progresses through eight distinct stages across the lifespan. During adolescence, individuals face the central developmental crisis of Identity versus Role Confusion (Erikson, 1968). This stage involves active exploration of personal values, beliefs, social roles, and affiliations to form a coherent and stable sense of self. Successful resolution of this crisis results in a clear and confident personal identity; unresolved difficulties may lead to uncertainty, fragmentation, and poor self-concept.

Social media profoundly shapes this developmental process. Digital environments provide an expansive space for identity exploration, allowing adolescents to experiment with different ways of presenting themselves, sharing opinions, and receiving feedback from peers. In this sense, social media can support identity formation by offering opportunities for self-expression and social connection.

Nevertheless, digital environments also introduce significant challenges. The availability of visible metrics such as likes, comments, and followers may encourage adolescents to seek external validation, often leading to pressure to present idealized, inauthentic versions of themselves rather than reflecting their true identities. Constant comparison with carefully curated content can foster self-doubt, insecurity, and emotional distress, particularly in relation to body image and perceived social acceptance. Such experiences may undermine the development of a healthy, authentic sense of self.

A key strength of Erikson’s theory is its recognition of adolescence as a critical period for identity development, offering a persuasive explanation for why peer approval, belonging, and social validation carry such profound importance during this life stage. However, the theory also has notable limitations. Erikson formulated his work long before the emergence of digital technology, meaning it does not explicitly address the unique features of social media environments. Additionally, the theory provides limited guidance regarding why some adolescents appear more vulnerable than others, underemphasizing mediating factors such as family support, temperament, and cultural context.




Bandura’s Social Learning Theory: Explanation, Application, and Evaluation
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory posits that individuals acquire behaviors, attitudes, and values through observing, modelling, and imitating others within their social environment (Bandura, 1977). People are particularly likely to emulate those they perceive as attractive, popular, successful, or otherwise influential. The theory further highlights the concept of self-efficacy, referring to an individual’s belief in their own capacity to succeed in given situations, as an important factor influencing behavior and wellbeing.

Social media provides an exceptionally rich environment for observational learning. Influencers, public figures, and peers function as highly visible role models whose appearance, lifestyles, and opinions are widely observed and often emulated. Likes, shares, and positive comments operate as forms of reinforcement, encouraging the adoption of behaviors, attitudes, or standards. For example, influencers who receive widespread acclaim for their appearance may reinforce narrow beauty ideals, potentially contributing to body dissatisfaction and emotional distress among young people who feel unable to attain such standards.

Conversely, the same mechanisms can also generate positive outcomes. Adolescents may observe and emulate constructive behaviors such as mental health awareness, healthy coping strategies, resilience, and self-acceptance. Positive role models and supportive online communities can encourage help-seeking, reduce stigma, and promote emotional wellbeing.

A major strength of Bandura’s theory lies in its capacity to explain how attitudes, norms, and behavioral patterns are transmitted through digital environments. The concepts of modelling, observation, and reinforcement align closely with how social media functions, offering clear insight into the influence of influencers, peer trends, and visible popularity metrics. Nonetheless, the theory also possesses limitations. It tends to understate the influence of biological maturation, emotional processing, and individual agency; not everything observed online is adopted, and personal circumstances significantly shape interpretation. Furthermore, the theory focuses primarily on behavioral acquisition and offers limited insight into deeper psychological processes such as identity formation.

Comparison of Erikson’s and Bandura’s Theories
Erikson’s and Bandura’s theoretical perspectives offer complementary yet distinct understandings of social media’s influence. Erikson’s framework centers on developmental maturation and the adolescent quest for identity, making it particularly valuable for understanding issues such as self-esteem, peer approval, and the psychological impact of social comparison. Bandura’s theory, by contrast, focuses on learning through observation and reinforcement, providing powerful insight into how attitudes, behaviors, and standards are acquired through exposure to online role models and peer influence.

Despite these differences, both theories acknowledge the central importance of social interaction during adolescence and recognize that the attitudes and behaviors of others significantly shape developmental outcomes. Neither theory alone offers a comprehensive account; Erikson inadequately addresses how specific behaviors and norms are learned, while Bandura provides limited explanation regarding the impact of digital environments on identity formation. When applied together, however, they offer a more holistic understanding, capturing both the internal developmental needs of adolescents and the external social influences encountered within digital spaces.











Conclusion
In conclusion, social media exerts a dual influence on adolescent mental health, presenting both risks and benefits. Negative outcomes may include anxiety, diminished self-esteem, body image concerns, cyberbullying, and sleep disruption, whereas positive contributions include opportunities for social connection, emotional support, and self-expression. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory illuminates how digital environments shape the critical developmental task of identity formation and explains why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to peer approval and social comparison. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory elucidates how attitudes, behaviors, and standards are acquired through observation, modelling, and reinforcement within online contexts. Although each theory possesses limitations arising from their historical origins and scope, their combined application offers a richer, more comprehensive understanding of social media influence. Ultimately, the impact of social media depends not only on platform design or content but also upon developmental stage, individual characteristics, and the way young people interpret and engage with their digital experiences.
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