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The impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Social media has become a normal part of everyday life for many adolescents. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and YouTube allow young people to communicate, share experiences, follow trends and feel connected to others. For some adolescents, social media can be positive because it allows them to maintain friendships, access support and express themselves. However, research also shows that social media can have a negative impact on adolescent mental health, especially when use is excessive, emotionally intense or linked to comparison, cyberbullying and poor sleep (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Adolescence is already a sensitive stage of development, as young people are forming their identity, becoming more aware of peer relationships and developing emotional independence. This essay will discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence, drawing on Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bandura’s social learning theory to explain how and why young people may be affected.
Adolescence is an important developmental stage because young people are moving from childhood towards adulthood. During this stage, they often become more focused on peer approval, appearance, independence and belonging. Erikson’s psychosocial theory is useful here because he described adolescence as the stage of “identity versus role confusion” (Erikson, 1968). This means adolescents are trying to understand who they are, what they value and where they fit in society. Social media can influence this process because it gives young people constant exposure to other people’s lives, bodies, achievements and lifestyles. Although some online content may help adolescents explore interests and identity, it can also create pressure to present a perfect version of themselves.
One major impact of social media on adolescent mental health is social comparison. Adolescents may compare their appearance, popularity, relationships, clothes, holidays or achievements to what they see online. This can affect self-esteem, especially when images are edited, filtered or only show the best parts of someone’s life. Research suggests that social comparison on social media is linked to lower self-esteem and higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms (Nesi, 2020). From Erikson’s perspective, this can be understood as a challenge to identity development. If an adolescent is still forming their sense of self, constant comparison may make them feel confused, not good enough or pressured to change themselves to gain approval.
Body image is another important issue. Social media often promotes narrow beauty standards, including unrealistic body shapes, clear skin, expensive clothing and ideal lifestyles. Adolescents may feel pressure to look a certain way, especially when likes, comments and followers appear to measure social approval. Girls may experience pressure linked to thinness, beauty and appearance, while boys may experience pressure linked to muscularity, confidence or popularity. Poor body image can contribute to anxiety, low mood and disordered eating behaviours (Holland and Tiggemann, 2016). Using Erikson’s theory, this can affect identity because young people may base their self-worth on external approval rather than developing a secure sense of who they are.
Bandura’s social learning theory also helps explain the impact of social media. Bandura argued that people learn behaviours by observing others, especially when those behaviours appear rewarded (Bandura, 1977). On social media, adolescents may observe influencers, celebrities, peers or online trends and copy behaviours that seem popular. For example, if a young person sees that a certain appearance, lifestyle or risky behaviour receives likes and praise, they may feel encouraged to imitate it. This can affect mental health because adolescents may adopt unrealistic expectations or behaviours to gain social acceptance. Social media can therefore act as a powerful environment for observational learning.
Cyberbullying is another serious issue linked to adolescent mental health. Unlike face-to-face bullying, cyberbullying can happen at any time and may follow a young person into their home through their phone. It can include hurtful messages, exclusion from group chats, sharing embarrassing images, spreading rumours or public comments. Research has found that cyberbullying is associated with increased depression, anxiety, loneliness and suicidal thoughts among young people (Kowalski et al., 2014). Bandura’s theory can help explain how harmful behaviours may spread online. If adolescents see others mocking, humiliating or excluding someone and gaining attention from it, they may copy this behaviour, especially if there are no clear consequences.
Social media can also affect sleep, which is closely linked to mental health. Many adolescents use phones late at night, either scrolling, messaging or watching videos. This can delay sleep, reduce sleep quality and make it harder to concentrate the next day. Notifications and fear of missing out can also keep young people emotionally alert when they should be resting. Poor sleep is linked to low mood, irritability, anxiety and reduced school performance (Scott, Biello and Woods, 2019). For adolescents who are already managing academic stress, friendship issues or family problems, lack of sleep can make emotional regulation more difficult.
Fear of missing out, often called FOMO, is another way social media may affect mental health. Adolescents may feel anxious when they see friends at events, parties or activities they were not invited to. They may also feel pressure to respond quickly to messages or stay constantly updated. This can create stress and make it difficult for young people to switch off. Przybylski et al. (2013) found that fear of missing out is linked to lower mood and life satisfaction. Erikson’s theory is relevant here because belonging is important during adolescence. If social media makes a young person feel excluded or less accepted, it may affect their confidence and identity development.
However, it is important not to present social media as only harmful. For some adolescents, social media can provide emotional support, especially if they feel isolated in their offline lives. Young people may find online communities linked to hobbies, culture, disability, mental health or identity. This can help them feel understood and less alone. Social media can also allow adolescents to express creativity, learn new information and maintain friendships. The impact depends on how social media is used, what content is viewed, how much time is spent online and the young person’s existing mental health and support network (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). This shows that social media is not automatically damaging, but it can increase risks for some adolescents.
The amount of time spent on social media is also important, but research suggests that the quality of use may matter more than time alone. For example, passive scrolling, comparing oneself to others and seeking validation through likes may be more harmful than active communication with supportive friends. Adolescents who already have low self-esteem, anxiety or depression may be more vulnerable to negative online experiences (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). This means professionals and parents should avoid simple judgements such as saying all social media is bad. Instead, they should look at how it is affecting the individual young person’s mood, sleep, relationships and self-image.
Erikson’s theory helps explain why adolescence is a sensitive time for social media influence. Young people are developing their identity and may be especially affected by peer feedback, comparison and acceptance. If social media supports positive self-expression and connection, it may help identity development. However, if it creates pressure, confusion or feelings of inadequacy, it may contribute to role confusion and poor self-esteem. This is useful because it shows that social media affects more than behaviour; it can influence how adolescents see themselves.
Bandura’s theory is also useful because it explains how adolescents may learn from online models. Influencers, peers and trends can shape behaviour by showing what receives attention, praise or popularity. This can be positive when young people observe healthy coping strategies, kindness or educational content. However, it can be harmful when they observe unrealistic lifestyles, appearance pressures, bullying or risky behaviours. Bandura’s theory shows that online environments can teach adolescents what is seen as acceptable or desirable.
To reduce negative impacts, support should involve families, schools and wider services. Parents and carers can encourage healthy boundaries around screen time, especially before bed, while also having open conversations rather than using only punishment or restriction. Schools can teach digital literacy, including how edited images, algorithms and online comparison can affect wellbeing. Adolescents should also be encouraged to reflect on how social media makes them feel and to unfollow accounts that increase anxiety or low self-esteem. Where cyberbullying or serious mental health concerns are present, young people may need support from teachers, pastoral staff, counsellors or mental health services.
In conclusion, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. It can help young people connect, express themselves and find support, but it can also contribute to anxiety, depression, poor sleep, low self-esteem, body image concerns and cyberbullying. Erikson’s psychosocial theory shows that adolescence is a key stage for identity development, meaning young people may be especially affected by comparison, peer approval and belonging. Bandura’s social learning theory shows that adolescents may copy behaviours and values they observe online, especially when these appear rewarded. Overall, social media is not harmful for every adolescent, but it can increase mental health risks when use is excessive, negative or unsupported. A balanced approach is needed, where young people are supported to use social media safely, critically and in ways that protect their wellbeing.
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