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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Social media has become embedded in adolescents’ everyday lives, offering opportunities for learning, communication and self-expression. Adolescence involves substantial physical, emotional, cognitive and social development. The World Health Organization (WHO, 2025) reports that one in seven young people aged 10-19 experiences a mental health disorder, representing approximately 15% of the global disease burden within this age group. Depression, anxiety and behavioural disorders are major contributors to illness and disability, while suicide is the third leading cause of death among those aged 15-29. WHO (2025) further reports that half of mental health disorders begin before the age of 18. As social networking platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook become increasingly embedded in young people’s lives, concerns have emerged about their potential effects on mental well-being. This essay critically examines these effects through Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory and Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory, drawing on contemporary research (WHO, 2025; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).
Vygotsky (1978) viewed cognitive development as a process shaped by an individual’s social and cultural environment. He argued that learning develops through interaction with others who possess greater knowledge or experience, including parents, teachers and peers. Language is particularly important because it supports communication, problem-solving and the internalisation of knowledge. Although Vygotsky developed his theory before the emergence of digital technology, its principles remain relevant because social media has become an important social environment where adolescents communicate, exchange ideas and influence one another (Vygotsky, 1978).
From Vygotsky’s perspective, social media can positively support adolescent mental health by encouraging learning, collaboration and social connectedness. Online platforms enable adolescents to learn collaboratively, access educational resources and communicate with peers, reflecting Vygotsky’s concept of guided social interaction. During COVID-19 pandemic, social media also enabled many young people to maintain friendships and receive emotional support despite physical isolation (Vidal et al., 2020). 
The importance of digital interaction is reflected in recent WHO findings. The WHO Regional Office for Europe reported that 11% of adolescents showed signs of problematic social media use in 2022, compared with 7% in 2018, while 36% were in constant online contact with friends, particularly 15-year-old girls (WHO Europe, 2024). These 
findings support Vygotsky’s view that adolescent development is shaped through social interaction. Similarly, Boer et al. (2021) found that adolescents who use social media primarily to maintain supportive friendships generally report better psychological wellbeing than those who engage in problematic use, suggesting that the quality of online interaction is more important than the amount of time spent online.
Vygotsky also emphasised that culture influences learning and development. Through social media, adolescents are exposed to different cultures, perspectives and experiences, which may increase empathy, cultural awareness and understanding of social issues. When used responsibly, social media can support adolescents’ cognitive development (Vygotsky, 1978; Shankleman, Hammond and Jones, 2021).
Despite these benefits, Vygotsky’s theory also explains how social media can negatively influence adolescent mental health. Because adolescents learn by observing and interacting with others, they may imitate unhealthy behaviours that are repeatedly presented online. Social media algorithms often prioritise highly engaging content rather than content that promotes well-being. Consequently, repeated exposure to normalise unhealthy behaviours and increase psychological vulnerability (Purba et al., 2023).
Cyberbullying further demonstrates how negative social interactions affect adolescent development. Cyberbullying differs from traditional bullying because it can occur at any time and reach a wider audience. Victims frequently experience anxiety, depression, reduced self-esteem and social withdrawal (Keles, McCrae and Graelish, 2020). From sociocultural perspective, repeated negative interactions shape adolescents’ thoughts, emotions and self-perceptions.
Social media is another important concern. Adolescents are frequently exposed to carefully edited images and idealised lifestyles presented by influencers, celebrities and peers. Comparing themselves with these unrealistic standards may reduce self-confidence and contribute to body dissatisfaction and feelings of inadequacy. Purba et al. (2023) found that greater digital media use was associated with lower psychological well-being among adolescents. From Vygotsky’s perspective, these comparisons are influenced by the social and cultural messages communicated through online environments, which can reinforce unrealistic expectations regarding appearance, popularity and success.
Although Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory effectively explains how social interaction shapes adolescent development, it has limitations when applied to modern social media. The theory predates digital technology and therefore does not account for the influence of algorithms, anonymous communication or commercial platform design. In addition, it places greater emphasis on social learning than on individual differences such as personality, resilience and biological factors that may influence how adolescents respond to online experiences. Nevertheless, the theory remains valuable because it highlights the importance of positive social relationships is supporting healthy adolescent development, whether these occur face-to-face or through digital platforms (Vygotsky, 1978; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory offers a useful perspective for examining the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Erikson (1968) proposed that individuals progress through eight stages of psychosocial development, each characterised by a developmental conflict. During adolescence, the central stage is Identity versus Role Confusion, in which young people explore their values and interests while seeking peers’ acceptance. Successfully navigating this stage can contribute to greater self-confidence and a stable identity, whereas difficulties may result in uncertainty and insecurity. The increasing presence of social media in young people’s lives means that online interactions can also influence this process of identity development.
The World Health Organization (WHO, 2025) highlights that adolescence is a crucial period for developing emotional regulation, interpersonal relationships and coping skills. During this stage, peer acceptance and identity exploration can increase vulnerability to mental health difficulties. This reflects Erikson’s theory, as adolescents are particularly sensitive to feedback from others while developing a stable sense of self. Social media may therefore support identity exploration through self-expression; however, it may also increase comparison with others, fear of missing out (FOMO) and reliance on online approval (Erikson, 1968).
From Erikson’s perspective, social media may also support positive psychological development by giving adolescents opportunities to discover interests, demonstrate creatively and interact with people who share similar experiences. Online groups centred on education, sports, music, faith or mental health awareness can promote a sense of belonging and increase confidence. Shankleman, Hammond and Jones (2021) found positive online communication can strengthen friendships and social support, helping adolescents develop healthier identities. Likewise, exposure to educational content and positive role models may encourage resilience, aspiration and personal growth. Erikson (1968) viewed adolescence as a period of identity exploration, which social media can support when used responsibly.
However, Erikson’s theory also helps explain adolescents’ susceptibility to harmful social media experiences. As developing a sense of identity formation depends heavily on social acceptance, many adolescents measure their self-worth through likes, comments and followers. When expected levels of approval are not received, adolescents may experience rejection, insecurity or reduced self-esteem. Steinsbekk, Nesi and Wichstrom (2023 found an association between certain social media behaviours and symptoms of depression and anxiety, particularly among adolescent girls, highlighting the potential relationship between online experiences and emotional well-being.
Social comparison presents a further challenge during identity development. Adolescents are regularly exposed to idealised images of appearance, success and lifestyle that may not reflect reality. Comparing themselves with these unrealistic portrayals can contribute to body dissatisfaction, poor self-esteem and depressive symptoms. Orben et al. (2024) argue that repeated exposure to idealised online content increases emotional vulnerability because adolescents are particularly sensitive to peer evaluation during this stage of development. Similarly, Boer et al. (2021) reported that problematic social media use, rather than simply the amount of time spent online, was more strongly associated with poorer mental health outcomes. This suggests that the quality of online engagement is more important than screen time alone.
Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) further illustrates Erikson’s theory. Adolescents may feel anxious about being excluded from social activities or online conversations, leading to compulsive checking of social media. This may disrupt sleep, reduce concentration and limit face-to-face relationships. Consequently, social media may hinder healthy identity development if it becomes the primary source of social acceptance and self-worth (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).
Although both Vygotsky’s and Erikson’s theories offer valuable insights, they explain different aspects of adolescent development. Vygotsky focuses on the influence of social interaction and learning from others, making his theory useful for understanding how online relationships, peer influence and digital communities shape behaviour. In contrast, Erikson focuses on identity development, explaining why adolescents are particularly vulnerable to social comparison and online validation. Together, these theories offer a broader understanding of social media’s effects on adolescent mental health than either theory alone (Vygotsky, 1978; Erikson, 1968).
However, both theories have limitations. Vygotsky developed his theory before the digital age and therefore did not consider the influence of algorithms, anonymous communication or commercial platform design. Likewise, Erikson’s stage theory has been criticised for suggesting that identity develops in fixed stages, whereas contemporary research indicates that identity continues to evolve throughout adulthood. Neither theory fully accounts for individual differences such as personality, resilience, family relationships or digital literacy, all of which influence how adolescents experience social media. Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) argue that social media can have different effects depending on how young people engage with it; instead, its impact depends on how young people use it and the support they receive from parents, schools and wider society.
To summarise, social media can influence adolescent mental health in both beneficial and harmful ways. It provides opportunities for learning, creativity, social support and identity exploration, but it also increases the risk of cyberbullying, social comparison, anxiety, depression and low self-esteem. Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory explains how online interactions shape learning and behaviour, while Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory demonstrates why adolescents are particularly sensitive to peer approval during identity formation. Despite their limitations, both theories remain valuable. WHO (2025) reports that mental health disorders affect one in seven adolescents worldwide, promoting digital literacy and supportive family and school environments should remain a priority. Ultimately, social media effects depend on adolescents’ online experiences and support.
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