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Introduction
In today’s daily lives of adolescents, social media has become an integral part (Avci et al., 2025). It is influencing the way they build relationships, interact with people, develop their identities, and access information. Adolescents are using social media platforms like TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, and many more for social interaction and self-expression, but excessive or inappropriate usage is becoming a growing concern globally (WHO, 2024).  Problems can include low self-esteem, body image concerns, anxiety, and depression, which are increasing among adolescents (Mayo Clinic, 2025). In this stage, emotional and psychological development happens, and so young people become easily vulnerable to both the positive and negative impacts that social media have on their minds. Health and social care professionals worldwide are thus carefully considering these positive and negative impacts to help improve the mental health conditions of adolescents.
The main aim of this essay is to discuss the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents. A detailed research approach along with two important theories, Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and the Social Learning Theory by Albert Bandura, has supported the views and arguments presented in the essay. 
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The way teens or adolescents are affected by social media is not the same (Mayo Clinic, 2025). Using social media can bring both healthy and unhealthy impacts on the mental health of adolescents, and this varies from one person to another. On the positive side, adolescents using social media can build wider social networks or create their own online identities. It is mainly adolescents who lack social support offline, face stressful moments in life or are even marginalised due to societal stigmas, like racial minorities, who get the inspiration to live confidently by connecting with the wider world online (O’reilly, 2020). But social media, when used in an inappropriate manner, can cause negative outcomes. These are distractions from studies and homework, disturbed sleep, sharing too much personal information or using it as a means to spread rumours (Mayo Clinic, 2025). According to the WHO (2026), one in 10 adolescents, that is 11%, experiences problematic behaviour due to excessive use of social media and also struggles to control their usage. Further research has helped to understand that social media users, mainly adolescents, experience low mental and social wellbeing (Boniel-Nissim et al., 2022). They have also been found to engage in higher levels of substance use. These issues, continuing to grow, can have far-reaching consequences affecting the long-term health outcomes of adolescents, and thus the fact becomes clear that digital literacy education is essential. This is still a lack in many countries, but the ones already having provision fail to keep pace with the rapidly advancing technology and increased use by young people (WHO, 2026). 
In order to understand the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents, two significant theories can be applied. Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory is a significant one. This proposes that an individual progresses through eight different stages of development across his/her lifespan (Cherry, 2026). Each of these stages contains a psychosocial conflict that needs to be successfully addressed to promote healthy development. Adolescents, who are typically between 12 and 18 years old, face a challenge that is to recognise and resolve role-related identity misunderstandings (McLeod, 2018). It is in this stage that young people start exploring their values, interests, beliefs, and relationships while creating a stable sense of self, and successful resolution leads to the formation of a strong personal identity (Cherry, 2026). But those failing to do so deal with confusion, insecurity, and low self-esteem. 
For shaping identity development in adolescents, social media plays a significant role, as Pérez-Torres (2024). This is because, on social media, they get a platform to express themselves, communicate and interact with people around. Social media, thus, when positively used, supports this theory of Erikson by explaining that adolescents can explore several aspects of their identity, connect with supportive communities, develop creative skills and so on (O’reilly, 2020). Also, for young people struggling to get acceptance in the offline world, social media acts as a great source for them. Here, they get a sense of belonging, thus enhancing their self-confidence and psychological well-being. Extreme or inappropriate use of social media, however, reduces the chances of identity formation in adolescents, and most of them are found comparing themselves with idealized lifestyles and edited images shown online, therefore causing unrealistic expectations among the adolescents (O’reilly et al., 2018). They start feeling dissatisfied while reducing self-worth. Rather than developing their own sense of identity, they start to believe in the constant pursuit of comments, likes and follows. The negative consequences following, such as cyberbullying, fear of missing out (FOMO), loneliness, depression and anxiety, thus make it difficult for the adolescents to fight the challenge of Identity vs Role Confusion, as mentioned in Erikson’s theory (Mir et al., 2026). Even Erikson’s theory has certain limitations. The theory was developed much before the emergence of social media or digital technologies and so does not consider the impact that online interactions have on the identity development of adolescents. In this theory, it is believed that identity develops in distinct stages, but modern theorists are of the belief that identity develops throughout one’s adulthood (Marano et al., 2025). Yet, the theory remains highly reliable in understanding how social media can both hinder and support the mental health of adolescents. 
Another theory that well explains how social media usage impacts the mental health of adolescents is the social learning theory by Albert Bandura. According to this theory, individuals learn new behaviours, attitudes, and values by observing others (McLeod, 2025). Bandura has further emphasised the fact that learning is influenced by the following factors: attention (that is, noticing behaviours of others), retention (remembering), reproduction (trying to imitate), and motivation (reproducing the behaviours due to consequences or rewards) (Cherry, 2026). Adolescents using social media platforms are mostly influenced by watching their peers, influencers, celebrities, and other such personalities, and this indicates that peer approval and social acceptance are highly valued at this age. 
In understanding the influence of social media on the mental health of adolescents, this theory is highly relevant. The several social media platforms like TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, and many such, constantly expose adolescents to a continuous stream of lifestyles, behaviours and perspectives that are easy to imitate or get influenced by. While positive role models can encourage educational learning, healthy behaviours, creativity and good coping strategies, there are also negative effects due to overusing social media (D’Arienzo et al., 2019).  When adolescents follow the behaviours, attitudes or specific lifestyles of inspiring individuals, publicised through social media channels, it helps them to develop confidence, acquire new skills and also receive strong emotional support. But, on the negative side, unrealistic beauty standards, highly edited online content, luxury lifestyles, and receiving a huge number of likes and follows. All these create a negative impression on the minds of young people, because, as per the concept of vicarious reinforcement by Bandura, they try to imitate the actions or behaviours for the sake of getting social approval and validation. There is a constant social comparison, excessive concerns about social appearance, and when not fulfilled as expected, it leads to dissatisfaction, lower self-esteem and anxiety among these adolescents (Eichenberg et al., 2024).  In addition, young people who repeatedly experience cyberbullying, risky online challenges and aggressive behaviour can try imitating these behaviours, resulting in harmful actions or emotional distress. 
Despite the relevance of this theory in explaining the researched topic, there are a few limitations. Albert Bandura has mainly focused on observational learning while avoiding personality traits, biological factors or genetic influences that can also influence the mental health outcomes of adolescents. Additionally, it can be argued that not every young individual tries to imitate the negative online behaviour they notice. Lafton et al., (2022), mention that supportive peer relationships, parental guidance, individual resilience and digital literacy help moderate the bad effects of social media usage on the mental health of adolescents. However, the theory is still very much relevant. It helps understand how adolescents imitate the behaviours and attitudes observed through social media exploration and how these can result in both positive and negative consequences. 
[bookmark: _Toc233491241]It can finally be said that both theories have well explained the impact of social media on adolescent mental health. This has been done mainly by prioritising the importance of relationships and emotional development, while both these theories presented different approaches to explain. While Erikson’s theory has highlighted the formation of identity in adolescents and the development of self-esteem, as well as social validation and peer acceptance, Bandura’s theory highlights how young people imitate, observe and learn behaviours from their peers, social influencers and other online role models. It actually depends on the nature of online experiences whether social media usage will support positive psychological development or contribute to unhealthy behavioural patterns, anxiety, or depression among adolescents (Zeng and Huang, 2026). 
Conclusion
The mental health of adolescents is both positively and negatively affected by social media usage. It actually depends on how they are using the media, for what purposes, and individual circumstances. For health and social care professionals, understanding both impacts is important to support better mental well-being and positive outcomes among adolescents. Also, the application of the two theories supported a comprehensive understanding of the essay topic. 
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