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Introduction 
Definition of social media.
Social media refers to internet-based platforms and applications that enable users to create, share, and exchange information, ideas, and images. These platforms help with communication, collaboration, entertainment, education, and networking; platforms include Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat. (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; World Health Organisation, 2024). 
Social media has become an integral part of modern life, particularly for adolescents who use digital platforms to communicate, learn, socialise, and express themselves. Adolescence is the developmental stage between ages 10 and 19, during which individuals experience significant physical, emotional, cognitive, and social changes (World Health Organisation (WHO), 2024). Mental health refers to a state of wellbeing in which individuals can cope with everyday challenges, realise their potential, work productively, and contribute positively to society (WHO, 2022).
The widespread use of social media among adolescents has generated increasing concern about its influence on mental health. Although these platforms can provide opportunities for communication, learning and social support, they have also been associated with issues such as anxiety, depression, poor body image, and reduced self-esteem. However, current research shows that these outcomes are controlled by several factors, including the amount of time spent online, the type of content viewed and the individual’s personal circumstances. This essay critically examines the positive and negative impacts of social media on adolescent mental health, drawing on Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. 

  The Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health
Research consistently suggests that the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is complex and cannot be viewed as entirely harmful or entirely beneficial. Instead, the effects vary according to how social media is used, the characteristics of the individual adolescent and the quality of their online interactions (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). This shows that social media itself is not necessarily the cause of poor mental health but may either increase existing vulnerabilities or provide valuable psychological and social support.
One of the most widely discussed concerns is the relationship between social media and anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. Adolescents often compare themselves with carefully edited photographs and idealised lifestyles presented by influencers, celebrities, and peers. Such comparisons may create unrealistic expectations about physical appearance, success, and popularity, contributing to body dissatisfaction and reduced self-confidence (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). 
Cyberbullying is another significant concern. Unlike traditional bullying, online harassment can occur continuously and reach large audiences, increasing emotional distress and feelings of isolation. Victims of cyberbullying have been shown to experience greater levels of anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts than adolescents who are not exposed to online abuse (UNESCO, 2023). In addition, prolonged social media use during the evening may reduce sleep quality, which plays an essential role in emotional regulation, learning and healthy brain development (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). 
Despite these concerns, social media can also have important psychological benefits. Digital platforms allow adolescents to support friendships, develop supportive peer networks, and express their identities in ways that may not always be possible offline. For young people who experience discrimination, chronic illness or social isolation, online communities can provide emotional support, practical advice, and a powerful sense of belonging. During periods of stress, adolescents may also use social media to access reliable health information, take part in mental health awareness campaigns, and seek professional support. 
Importantly, not every adolescent responds to social media in the same way. Individual characteristics such as personality, resilience, family relationships, socioeconomic background, and existing mental health conditions influence how online experiences affect psychological wellbeing (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Consequently, current evidence suggests that social media should be considered as one of many interacting factors influencing adolescent mental health rather than as a direct cause of psychological difficulties.

Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory proposes that individuals progress through eight developmental stages across the lifespan, with each stage involving a psychosocial challenge that contributes to personality development (Erikson, 1968). The stage most relevant to adolescence is Identity versus Role Confusion, which typically occurs between ages 12 and 18. During this period, adolescents begin to explore their beliefs, values, interests, and future aspirations, developing a stable and coherent sense of identity. Successfully resolving this stage leads to confidence, self-awareness, and a powerful sense of personal identity, while unsuccessful resolution may result in uncertainty, insecurity, and role confusion.
Erikson’s theory provides a valuable framework for understanding how social media may influence adolescent mental health, as online platforms have become important environments for identity exploration. Adolescents often use social media to communicate with peers, express their opinions, share their creative interests, and take part in communities that reflect their personal values.
One of the main strengths of Erikson’s theory is that it recognises adolescence as a unique developmental period in which identity formation exerts a notable influence on future psychological well-being. This makes the theory particularly relevant when examining the impact of social media on self-esteem, confidence, and emotional development. Nevertheless, the theory has important limitations. Erikson places little emphasis on wider environmental influences, including family relationships, socioeconomic circumstances, digital technology, and the design of social media platforms. Furthermore, the theory cannot fully explain why adolescents exposed to similar online experiences often experience remarkably different mental health outcomes. Factors such as resilience, parental support, personality, and cultural background also shape adolescents’ responses to social media (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). 

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory argues that individuals get behaviours, attitudes, and emotional responses by seeing and imitating others in their social environment (Bandura, 1977). Unlike Erikson’s theory, which focuses on identity development across different life stages, Bandura emphasises that learning occurs through observation, imitation, and reinforcement. According to the theory, adolescents are more likely to copy behaviours displayed by people they admire or consider successful, particularly when those behaviours receive positive reinforcement. 
This theory is particularly relevant to social media because adolescents are constantly exposed to influencers, celebrities, content creators, and their peers. These individuals often receive many likes, comments, and followers, which can make their behaviour and lifestyles seem popular or desirable. As a result, young people may be encouraged to copy what they see online because they want similar attention or approval. For example, regularly seeing unrealistic beauty standards, expensive lifestyles or idealised fitness images can lead adolescents to compare themselves with others. This may make them feel unhappy with their appearance, reduce their self-esteem, and contribute to feelings of anxiety or depression (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).

A major strength of Bandura’s theory is that it helps explain how online environments can influence behaviour through observation and reinforcement. This is particularly relevant to social media, where likes, comments, followers, and positive feedback can influence how adolescents think and behave. The theory also helps explain why young people may quickly adopt trends, behaviours, and opinions they see online. However, Bandura’s theory also has some limitations. It focuses more on environmental influences and does not fully consider the differences between individuals. For example, factors such as emotional maturity, personality, cognitive development, family relationships, and biological influences can affect how adolescents respond to social media. These factors are important because not all young people react to the same online experiences in the same way (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).

Comparison of Erikson’s and Bandura’s Theories
Both Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory offer valuable explanations of how social media may influence adolescent mental health. However, they approach the issue from different perspectives. Erikson focuses primarily on the internal developmental process of identity formation, suggesting that adolescence is a critical stage during which young people develop a stable sense of self (Erikson, 1968). In contrast, Bandura explains behaviour through observational learning, emphasising the influence of external role models and social reinforcement (Bandura, 1977). 
Although both theories recognise the importance of social relationships during adolescence, each explains distinct aspects of social media use. Erikson is particularly effective in explaining why online experiences influence self-esteem, confidence, and identity development. At the same time, Bandura provides a stronger explanation of how behaviours, attitudes and beliefs spread across online communities. Nevertheless, each theory overlooks key factors. Erikson pays limited attention to environmental influences such as platform procedures and online reinforcement, while Bandura gives less consideration to developmental changes, emotional processes, and individual differences. 

Critical Comment
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory helps us understand how social media can affect an adolescent’s identity, confidence, and self-esteem (Erikson, 1968). In comparison, Bandura’s Social Learning Theory focuses on how young people may learn behaviours, attitudes, and ways of thinking by seeing and copying people they see online (Bandura, 1977). Both theories provide useful explanations for how social media can influence adolescents. However, neither theory can fully explain the complexity of adolescent mental health on its own, as factors such as family relationships, friendships, private experiences, and the wider social environment can also have an important influence (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).


Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a complex and multifaceted influence on adolescent mental health. The evidence reviewed in this essay proves that social media can enhance adolescents’ wellbeing by promoting communication, self-expression, peer support, and a sense of belonging. However, excessive use, cyberbullying, social comparison, exposure to unrealistic body ideals and disrupted sleep patterns may increase the risk of anxiety, depression, poor body image, and low self-esteem. The impact of social media is therefore not universally positive or negative but depends on individual characteristics, patterns of use and wider environmental influences. 
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