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Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence

Social networking has become an unavoidable aspect of teenage life in today's digital world. According to recent data, more than 90% of teenagers utilise social media, and many of them use these sites many times a day (Hogan, 2026). Concern for teenage mental health has reached a crucial point as this usage increases, with research increasingly connecting daily social media use especially more than two hours to increased chances of anxiety, depression symptoms, and decreased wellbeing (Nogrady, 2026). The ongoing exposure to carefully chosen, algorithmically generated content poses a serious threat to emotional stability because adolescence is a critical developmental time characterised by neurobiological and psychological changes. The UK government unveiled major legislation measures in June 2026 to prohibit under-16s from using social media, with the goal of going into action by spring 2027. This action is in line with the "overwhelming consensus" of leading medical experts in the UK who contend that excessive screen and social media use poses a serious threat to the wellbeing of teenagers (BBC News, 2026).

Using two main psychological frameworks as a foundation, this essay will critically analyse how social media affects teenage mental health. Erikson's psychosocial theory will be examined first, with an emphasis on how teenage identity versus role uncertainty is made more difficult by digital platforms. Second, it will examine how teenage behaviour, self-perception, and social reinforcement are impacted by watching digital models using Bandura's social learning theory. This essay will outline how developmental vulnerabilities and the digital environment interact to shape contemporary adolescent mental health using these lenses.

Erik Erikson's psychosocial theory provides a comprehensive framework for understanding human development as a continuous series of eight progressive stages, each of which is marked by a distinct psychosocial crisis that needs to be skilfully handled to support the growth of a sound ego. The ideas of the psychosocial crisis, a pivotal moment when individual needs clash with societal expectations, and virtues, the innate psychological qualities like faithfulness, hope, or purpose that surface once a conflict is resolved, are fundamental to this approach. Identity versus Role Confusion is the primary crisis for adolescents (ages 12 to 18), a time when a person must integrate their past experiences, present personality traits, and future goals to form a cohesive sense of self (Erikson, 1963). This stage, which emphasises the need for a "psychosocial moratorium," a time of safe experimentation that has now spread into public, algorithm-driven online contexts, is especially pertinent to the digital age. This change is essential to comprehending why contemporary teenagers frequently find it difficult to balance the highly manicured and performing digital personas demanded by social media with their true, developing internal selves. Erikson's attention on the synthesis of self is more crucial than ever for understanding contemporary developmental issues since, as recent research has shown, teenagers often experience heightened identity dispersal when this digital reflection fails to coincide with internal reality (Knight, 2024).

According to Erikson's psychosocial theory, adolescence is the crucial period for "Identity versus Role Confusion." The enormous popularity of social media acts as a digital "psychosocial moratorium," giving teenagers a place to try out different personas and ideals. According to De Lise, Luyckx, and Crocetti (2024), internet connection can help marginalised kids discover supportive peer communities, which can improve their sense of self and mental health and promote faithfulness. But the theory also draws attention to important dangers. Adolescents may experience "identity diffusion" if the pressure to uphold a highly managed, performative online persona overshadows their internal identity formation. Consider the case of "Leo," a 16-year-old who utilises social media to gain creative inspiration but gets caught up in role confusion when he contrasts the "highlight reels" of influencers with his real, complex existence. Leo's internal self-concept fractures as he tries to replicate idealised digital aesthetics to obtain external approval, which results in persistent anxiety and an incapacity to reconcile his digital and real-world experiences. This contradiction shows that although social media can help people connect, it frequently becomes harmful when it hinders the formation of a solid, unified identity. The platform pushes teenagers into a chronic state of role-confused anguish if they lack critical digital literacy since the quest of virtual "perfection" impedes the internal development required for long-term psychological stability (Odgers and Jensen, 2023).

Erikson's theory provides an excellent lens through which to view teen use of social media, dispelling the notion that it's merely a thoughtless method to kill time. Rather, it presents these platforms as a deliberate aspect of maturing. The idea of a "psychosocial moratorium" a virtual area where children can safely try on many iterations of themselves to discover what fits, its true strength. Nevertheless, the theory's age is evident. Erikson could not have predicted the "algorithmic persistence" of today's online environment because he formulated his theories long before the internet. In the past, a teenager may try out a character and then move on, but these days, platforms persistently record, examine, and even profit from that early digital experimentation. Additionally, Erikson's focus is mostly internal, which means he ignores the extent to which our behaviour is influenced by the apps' design rather than merely our personal decisions. Additionally, detractors point out that social media frequently converts identity into a numerical game "quantification of self" in which measurements and likes determine one's value (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Although Erikson provides us with an essential basis for comprehending human development, we must combine his research with a contemporary comprehension of how digital architecture genuinely influences children's self-perception.

According to Albert Bandura's Social Learning Theory, people learn behaviours, attitudes, and emotional responses mostly by watching and copying others rather than depending just on direct reinforcement. Bandura made the case that cognitive processes mediate the interaction between environmental inputs and human action by bridging behavioural and cognitive perspectives. This positioned people as active agents who practise self-regulation and intentionality. Four fundamental ideas form the basis of this theory: self-efficacy, which is the belief that one can perform necessary actions; reciprocal determinism, which is the dynamic interplay between behaviour, environmental influences, and personal factors; observational learning, which is the process of picking up new behaviours by observing others; and vicarious reinforcement, which is the process of learning by witnessing the results of others' actions.  The idea of self-efficacy is especially pertinent to adolescence, in my opinion, since the growth of autonomy during this phase is largely dependent on a teen's confidence in their ability to handle challenging social and academic situations. Furthermore, comprehending how teenagers align their identities with peer groups requires an understanding of the role of peer modelling. These internal cognitive processes are essential for personality formation, as Bandura (1977) pointed out, and Schunk and DiBenedetto (2020) highlight their long-lasting influence on motivation across developmental transitions.

By emphasising the "industrialisation" of observational learning, Bandura's Social Learning Theory offers a solid foundation for comprehending the appeal of social media (Bandura, 1977). Social media serves as an international classroom where users continuously watch and copy symbolic role models, such peers and influencers, whose actions are rewarded by instantaneous metrics like likes and shares. When an adolescent witnesses a model earning social benefits, they are tremendously driven to imitate that behaviour to obtain equal validation, creating a potent feedback loop. According to the notion, social media has both positive and negative effects on mental health. Access to uplifting role models and encouraging communities can be advantageous, increasing self-efficacy and a feeling of community (Schunk and DiBenedetto, 2020).

On the other hand, when teens absorb unattainable ideals, it can be harmful. Take a case study of a teen who starts following fitness influencers, for example. At first, this could act as a good role model for healthy behaviours, boosting the youngster's confidence in their ability to exercise. On the other hand, if the adolescent witnesses these models get rewards for endorsing restrictive diets or body-altering filters, they might emulate those actions to obtain comparable approval. They may suffer from anxiety and low self-esteem if they are unable to attain these idealised results, highlighting the psychological dangers of uncontrolled modelling in digital settings. These digital social dynamics have a substantial impact on the developmental trajectory and well-being of contemporary children, as noted by the Department of Education and the Department of Health and Social Care (2024).

There is an evaluation of social learning theory critically in relation to teenage digital media use. Because it effectively illustrates how social observation leads to identity-seeking behaviours, Bandura's Social Learning Theory is still a fundamental tool for studying teenage digital behaviour. This framework's strength lies in its explanation of "influencer culture" as a type of vicarious reinforcement in which peer behaviours are dictated by digital success models. Nevertheless, the theory has serious drawbacks; it may undervalue the algorithmic ability of platforms, which independently select information to take advantage of cognitive biases instead of waiting for a person to deliberately choose a model (Bail, 2024).

Additionally, some academics argue that social learning theories are unable to account for the "disembodied" character of digital interactions, in which filtered, non-human representations take the place of conventional bodily cues (Livingstone and Stoilova, 2021). Furthermore, the theory has come under fire for failing to sufficiently incorporate the quick, automated feedback loops of contemporary applications, which have the potential to replace conventional human-to-human observational learning procedures (Twenge, 2023). Consequently, even though the theory is fundamental, it needs to be extended to take into consideration the systematic and non-human implications of modern digital systems.

In conclusion, the digital environment through the prisms of Bandura's social learning theory and Erikson's psychosocial theory, this essay has critically examined the effects of social media on teenage mental health. It is clear from examining the intricacies of identity construction and the principles of observational learning that social media functions as a volatile double-edged sword that presents both serious psychological risks and peer support. In the end, social media's unchecked effects on teenage mental health are extremely harmful since the constant drive for performative perfection frequently outweighs the advantages of digital contact. Bandura's theory successfully clarifies the exterior environmental factors influencing these digital identities, while Erikson's theory offers a crucial foundation for comprehending the inward search for self-cohesion. As a result, neither theory is adequate on its own; an integrated approach is necessary for a thorough understanding of modern adolescent welfare. By combining Bandura's study of digital social architecture with Erikson's internal developmental focus, we can address the complexity of our hyperconnected world with the clarity we need.
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