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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence


Social media has become a defining feature of adolescent life, influencing how young people communicate, learn, and construct their identities. Falcón-Linares et al. (2023) describe social media as a rapidly evolving digital ecosystem that shapes adolescents' emerging needs and skills, while Smith, Leonis and Anandvalli (2021) highlight its complex relationship with belonging and loneliness. The World Health Organisation (WHO, 2025) defines adolescence as the developmental period between ages 10 and 19, characterised by rapid biological, cognitive, and social transitions. This includes identity exploration, autonomy development, and increasing peer influence. In the United Kingdom (UK), Ofcom (2025) shows that social media and video-sharing platforms are central to the everyday online lives of children and young people. Platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, YouTube and Snapchat now function as central arenas for self-presentation, social comparison, and peer validation. While social media can promote creativity, connection, and empowerment, it is also associated with risks including cyberbullying, body dissatisfaction, anxiety, and depressive symptoms. This essay critically evaluates social media’s impact on adolescents' mental health through Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory, specifically the Identity versus Role Confusion stage, and Resilience Theory. Together, these frameworks illuminate the complex interplay between digital environments, identity formation, and individual variability in mental health outcomes, offering implications for adolescents’ well-being and professional practice.
Erikson (1968) proposed that human development happens across eight psychosocial stages: trust versus mistrust, autonomy versus shame and doubt, initiative versus guilt, industry versus inferiority, identity versus role confusion, intimacy versus isolation, generativity versus stagnation, and integrity versus despair. The fifth stage, Identity versus Role Confusion, occurs during adolescence and centres on developing a coherent sense of self. Successful resolution results in fidelity, which refers to the ability to commit to values, relationships, and long-term goals. Failure leads to confusion, low self-esteem, and uncertainty. Adolescents experiment with roles across school, peer groups, and cultural contexts, and they rely heavily on having feedback from others to refine their emerging identities (Benson and Bundick, 2020).

Social media intensifies this identity work by providing continuous opportunities for exploration and self-presentation. Avci, Baams and Kretschmer (2025) argue that digital spaces allow adolescents to test interests, values, and identities by self-exploration and self-presentation. Moreover, Avci, Baams and Kretschmer (2025) found that identity development is shaped online by adolescents’ engagement with diverse communities and content, which can support exploration. Smith, Leonis and Anandvalli (2021) show that social media can function as both a supportive and challenging environment. It offers validation but also exposes adolescents to risks. These spaces can reduce isolation and support positive identity development.
However, social media presents challenges that complicate identity formation. Digital platforms encourage curated self-presentation and often reward idealised images, lifestyles, and achievements. This pressure to perform an altered version of the self can create discrepancies between adolescents’ online and offline identities, fostering social desirability biases and making self-worth contingent on external metrics such as likes or followers (Erikson, 1968). Cyberbullying further threatens identity development. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) identify cyberbullying as one of the online experiences associated with depression, anxiety and psychological distress in adolescents. These dynamics can interfere with Erikson’s expectation that adolescents require space for experimentation and reflection, with consequences for self-esteem and emotional well-being.
Social comparison is another significant risk. The Royal Society for Public Health (2017) identified Instagram as the platform most strongly associated with poor body image, anxiety, sleep deprivation, and fear of missing out. Burnell et al. (2024) show that momentary self-evaluations fluctuate in response to online comparison, reinforcing vulnerability. Ahmed et al. (2024) similarly found small but significant associations between social media use, depression and anxiety, as well as an important relationship with sleep. Smith, Leonis and Anandvalli (2021) identified a complex relationship among online belonging, wellbeing and loneliness.
Erikson’s theory remains valuable for understanding social media’s role in identity formation and highlights that digital environments intensify identity work and magnify peer influence. However, a key critique is that Erikson did not anticipate digital contexts (Benson and Bundick, 2020). Social media expedites self-discovery but reduces privacy and time for reflection. Algorithms also shape the content and feedback adolescents encounter (Falcón-Linares et al., 2023). Benson and Bundick (2020) further imply that Erikson’s framework assumes identity formation occurs within relatively stable social structures. Social media environments, however, are shaped by rapid feedback cycles. Avci, Baams and Kretschmer (2025) suggest that social comparison and idealised self-presentation can reduce self-concept clarity and increase identity distress, complicating Erikson’s expectation of gradual, internally paced identity consolidation. This emphasises a structural tension in applying Erikson’s model to digital contexts, where identity formation is shaped by accelerated, externally driven feedback cycles (Benson and Bundick, 2020).
Resilience Theory offers a complementary lens by focusing on how individuals adapt positively despite adversity. Resilience is not a fixed trait but a dynamic process shaped by interactions between risk factors, protective factors, and environmental contexts (Masten and Barnes, 2018). Protective factors include individual skills such as emotional regulation and problem-solving, relational supports from peers, adults, and family, and community resources such as schools, faith organisations, and safe neighbourhoods. Applying Resilience Theory to social media helps explain why adolescents with similar online experiences may have vastly different outcomes (Masten and Barnes, 2018).
Individual protective factors play a crucial role. Masten and Barnes (2018) emphasise that emotional regulation and problem-solving can protect young people when they experience adversity. Relational protective factors are equally important. Smith, Leonis and Anandvalli (2021) show that online connection can offer adolescents a sense of belonging and shared experience. Community-level protective factors, including digital citizenship education, offer external scaffolding. NICE (2022) highlights the importance of social and emotional skills in supporting young people’s wellbeing.
However, protective factors can also fail or become vulnerabilities. The WHO (2024) found that problematic social media use can emerge when adolescents struggle to control their use and experience negative consequences in everyday life. WHO Europe (2025) also highlights that resilience processes are shaped through broader contextual inequalities. Adolescents facing socioeconomic disadvantage or limited digital literacy encounter amplified risks. Platform algorithms often prioritise sensational or appearance-focused content, creating environments that undermine resilience by amplifying risk and minimising adult oversight. This suggests that resilience cannot be understood solely at the individual level; structural and technological factors also shape adolescents’ capacity to cope with online challenges.
Resilience Theory is valuable because it moves beyond simplistic claims that social media is either harmful or beneficial. Instead, it asks for whom, under what conditions, and why. It emphasises context, agency, and the balance between risks and protections. However, a critique is that resilience frameworks can inadvertently place responsibility on adolescents to cope with environments designed to maximise engagement. Therefore, interventions must address systemic factors as well as individual capacities. This includes recognising that adolescents’ digital experiences are shaped by commercial priorities that may conflict with wellbeing, and it requires practitioners to adopt a more critical stance toward the digital environments young people inhabit.
Integrating Erikson’s Identity versus Role Confusion stage with Resilience Theory provides a more comprehensive understanding of social media’s influence. Erikson highlights adolescence as a critical period for identity formation, and peer feedback shaping self-concept. Social media intensifies this process by offering constant opportunities for self-presentation and comparison (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2025). Resilience Theory explains why outcomes vary. Adolescents with strong protective factors, such as supportive relationships, digital literacy, and emotional regulation, are more likely to use social media constructively. Those lacking such supports are more vulnerable to negative effects (Masten and Barnes, 2018; Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2025). Both theories predate the social media era and do not fully account for algorithms, data tracking, or engagement-driven design. Future research must integrate psychological theories with digital architecture analysis and longitudinal studies, necessary to establish causality rather than correlation (Orben and Przybylski, 2019; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). This integration highlights the need for interdisciplinary approaches that consider developmental psychology, digital sociology, and youth mental health together.
The Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC, 2018) emphasises compassionate, person-centred care and implies that understanding the impact of social media is essential for adolescent health assessment and intervention. Erikson-informed psychoeducation can help adolescents reflect on the distinction between authentic and curated identities, supported by positive role models and safe spaces. Resilience-based interventions should strengthen protective factors, including family communication, digital literacy, coping skills, and access to safe online communities (NICE, 2022). Although the NMC (2018) emphasises holistic care, current guidance rarely addresses the complexity of adolescents’ digital ecosystems. As NICE (2022) and WHO Europe (2025) imply, practitioners need structured approaches for assessing social media-related risks in routine practice. This gap suggests a need for updated professional training that equips nurses to recognise digital stressors, facilitate conversations about online identity, and support families in navigating social media use. Strengthening practitioners' confidence in addressing digital influences is essential, as adolescents increasingly present with concerns shaped by online interactions, which require sensitive, developmentally informed assessment and intervention (NICE, 2022).
In conclusion, using Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Resilience Theory reveals that social media can both support and undermine adolescents’ mental health. Outcomes vary widely depending on protective factors, contextual supports, and individual capacities. Erikson’s theory explains how online feedback can affect identity, self-esteem, and emotional well-being, while Resilience Theory explains why outcomes may differ depending on risk and protective factors. Social media’s influence is complex; it is not inherently harmful or beneficial. For Health and Social Care professionals, this highlights the need for approaches that strengthen resilience, promote digital literacy, and address structural risks within online environments. Ultimately, supporting adolescents in a digital age requires recognising both the developmental opportunities social media offers and the systemic pressures that shape young people’s wellbeing.
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