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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescents

Adolescence is an important stage of development during which young people experience physical, emotional and social changes. During this period, young people begin to develop their identity, establish independence, and build relationships with others. As digital technology has advanced, social media has become a central part of teenagers’ everyday lives. Platforms, such as Instagram, TikTok, and snapchat allow adolescents to interact with others, express themselves, and access information quickly. According to Ofcom (2024) daily social media use in common among UK adolescents, often spending several hours online. At the same time, increasing attention has been given to adolescent mental health due to growing rates of anxiety, depression, and reduced self-esteem (Twenge and Campbell 2018). Social media presents both opportunities and challenges for young people. It can strengthen social connections, encourage self-expression, and provide emotional support, but it can also expose young people to cyberbullying, unrealistic beauty ideals, and constant social comparison. This essay examines the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health using Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bandura’s social learning theory. It will examine how these perspectives explain adolescent behaviour and critically evaluate their strengths and weaknesses in understanding mental health outcomes. 

NHS digital research highlights that more children and teenagers are experiencing mental health difficulties compared with previous years. Studies have found that heavy social media use particularly during the night, is linked to problems such as poor sleep, increased anxiety, and lower emotional wellbeing. Young people who spend many hours online may face challenges such as cyberbullying, pressure to fit in and unrealistic expectations, which can lead to stress and lower self-esteem. However, social media is not only harmful, as it can also help young people maintain relationships, find emotional support and access reliable information about mental health. Although social media has benefits, including providing emotional support and useful mental health information, the report suggests that unrealistic online standards can harm teenagers' mental wellbeing.  

Erikson’s psychosocial theory explains that people develop through eight stages across their lifespan, with each stage involving a different psychological challenge. The stage most closely linked to adolescence is identity versus role confusion, which usually occurs between the ages of 12 and 18 (Erikson, 1968). At this point, young people begin to question who they are by exploring their beliefs, values, and personal identities. Adolescents who successfully establish their identity are more likely to feel confident and emotionally secure, whereas those who struggle may experience uncertainty about themselves. Erikson highlighted the importance of social experiences during this stage, arguing that relationships play a key role in identity formation. As teenagers search for acceptance, they often explore different roles and behaviours, relying on the responses of others to help shape their self-image.  

Cyberbullying is another reason why social media can have a negative impact on teenagers. At a stage when they are already trying to understand themselves, negative comments or online abuse can make them feel embarrassed, rejected or isolated. Since social media is available around the clock, these experiences can be difficult to avoid and may have a lasting impact on their confidence. Instead of feeling accepted, teenagers may begin to doubt themselves and struggle to develop a positive self-image. Social media can also encourage teenagers to compare themselves with unrealistic images and lifestyles. Teenagers often compare themselves with influencers and friends who post edited images and carefully selected highlights of their lives. These comparisons can make young people feel that they are not attractive, successful or popular enough. This can have a lasting effect on their confidence and make it harder for them to develop a positive sense of identity. Research by the Royal Society for Public Health (2017) supports this view, finding that social media use is associated with increased anxiety and poorer body image among young people. Erikson argued that successfully developing a strong identity during adolescence is essential for future wellbeing. If teenagers spend too much time seeking validation through likes, followers or comments, they may become less confident in themselves. Although social media has many benefits, it can sometimes interfere with healthy identity development by making adolescents depend more on other’s opinions than their own beliefs and values.

One strength of Erikson’s theory is that it sees adolescence as a key stage for developing identity. This helps explain why social media can have such a strong impact on teenagers, who are often trying to understand themselves and gain acceptance from others. However, the theory does have some limitations. Since Erikson created his theory before the rise of social media, it does not consider the influence of online interactions and digital communities. The theory also suggests that identity develops through a series of stages, but many people continue to discover and reshape their identity well into adulthood. In addition, the effects of social media are different for everyone, with factors such as family support, personality, and existing mental health issues influencing how young people are affected. 
According to Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory, people develop new behaviours by observing others and learning from their actions. He believed that learning happens through four main stages paying attention, remembering what has been observed, being able to copy the behaviour, and having a reason or motivation to do it. Bandura also suggested that behaviour is influenced by personal characteristics, the environments, and behaviour itself, with each factor affecting the others. This theory is particularly relevant to teenagers because they are often influenced by their friend, role models, and the people they follow, using this influence to decide what behaviours are normal or acceptable. 

Bandura’s social learning theory can be applied to social media because it provides teenagers with constant opportunities to observe and copy the behaviour of others. Whether they are watching influencers, celebrities, or friends, they are often exposed to different behaviours, lifestyles, and ideas that they may chose to copy. This can be beneficial, as social media can encourage healthy habits, provide useful educational content, and introduce young people to positive role models. For example, campaigns that raise awareness about mental health have encouraged many teenagers to speak openly about their feelings and seek support when they need it (NHS, 2024). At the same time, social media can have negative effects. Teenagers may copy unhealthy diets, risky challenges, or unrealistic beauty standards because they see these behaviours being rewarded with attention and popularity. Comparing themselves with carefully edited images online can also lower teenager’s confidence and contribute to anxiety and depression. Research has found that spending a lot of time on social media is linked to higher levels of psychological distress in adolescents. 

Research by the Royal Society for Public Health looked at the relationship between social media and mental health in young people. The survey, which included nearly 1500 people aged between 14 and 24 found that Instagram and snapchat were often linked to issues such as anxiety, depression, sleep difficulties and low self-esteem. Many young people said they compared themselves to the edited and idealised images they saw online, which made them feel less confident about themselves. Social learning theory suggests that people evaluate themselves by comparing themselves to others. Even though social media can help people connect with others and find supports, the study suggests that constant exposure to unrealistic images may damage mental health.  

One of the biggest strengths of Bandura’s social learning theory is that it helps explain how social media can influence the behaviour of young people. Adolescents often spend hours watching the content shared by influencers, celebrities, and friends, making observational learning an important part of their daily lives. When certain behaviours receive attention or praise online, young people may see them as desirable and be encouraged to copy them. This makes the theory particularly relevant in today’s digital world, where social media plays a major role in everyday life. However, the theory also has some limitations. The theory cannot explain every aspect of human behaviour. It focuses mainly on learning through observation and environmental influences, while overlooking other important factors. Personality, family relationships, upbringing, and biological differences can all affect whether a young person copies what they see online. In addition, many adolescents can think critically about what they see online. They can recognise unrealistic or harmful content and make their own decisions instead of simply copying the behaviour of others.

In conclusion, social media can have both positive and negative effects on the mental health of adolescents. It can strengthen friendships, provide emotional support, encourage self-expression, and give young people access to useful information. However, it can also have negative consequences, particularly when young people spend too much time online or compare themselves with unrealistic images and lifestyles. Eriskson’s theory explains how social media can affect a teenager’s search for identity, while Bandura’s theory helps explain how behaviours and attitudes are learned by observing others. Together, these theories provide a broader understanding of how social media affects young people. Together, these theories offer a well-rounded understanding of how social media can shape adolescent mental health. Rather than viewing social media as either good or bad, it is more accurate to recognise that its impact depends on how it is used and the type of online experiences young people have throughout adolescence. 
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