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[bookmark: _Toc234780871]Introduction

Social media has become a central part of adolescents’ daily lives, offering opportunities for communication, entertainment, education, and self-expression. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook allow young people to connect with friends, share experiences, and access information instantly. However, although social media has many benefits, growing evidence suggests that excessive or inappropriate use can negatively affect adolescent mental health. This is particularly important because adolescence is a critical stage of development, during which young people form their identities, build relationships, and become more independent. As a result, adolescents may be especially vulnerable to the psychological effects of social media.
Research links excessive social media use with several mental health concerns, including anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, sleep disturbances, and cyberbullying. However, social media can also have positive effects by offering emotional support, strengthening social connections, and raising awareness of mental health issues. Therefore, its impact is complex and depends largely on how it is used.
This essay explores the impact of social media on adolescent mental health through two theoretical perspectives: Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. It considers how social media influences identity development, behaviour, self-esteem, and psychological wellbeing.
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Social media has significantly transformed adolescent by influencing how they communicate, social interaction, access information, and identity formation. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, WhatsApp, and YouTube have become embedded in adolescents’ everyday routines. According to Ofcom (2023), many UK adolescents use social media daily, with many spending several hours online.
 During adolescents, young people experience rapid emotional, psychological, and social changes, making them particularly sensitive to online experiences. Consequently, social media can either promote psychological wellbeing or contribute to mental health difficulties depending on the nature of its use.
Mental health refers to an individual’s emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing, influencing how they think, feel, and behave (World Health Organization, 2025). Research has shown that adolescents who engage in excessive social media use are more likely to experience anxiety, depression, loneliness, poor sleep quality, and reduced self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). 
However, studies also acknowledge that social media offers important benefits. Including emotional support, educational opportunities, self-expression, and access to mental health information. Therefore, the relationship between social media and mental health is complex rather than entirely positive or negative.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory emphasises identity formation as the primary developmental task of adolescence, it provides an important framework for understanding why adolescence is a particularly vulnerable period. Erikson (1968) proposed that individuals progress through eight stages of psychosocial development, with adolescence characterised by the conflict of Identity versus Role Confusion
 Identity versus Role Confusion stage helps explain why adolescents are vulnerable to social media. As they develop their identity, many rely on likes, comments, and followers for approval. This can encourage unhealthy social comparison with idealised online images, leading to lower self-esteem, anxiety, and identity confusion. However, Erikson developed his theory before social media existed, so it does not explain how algorithms and constant online feedback shape identity today.
Social media gives adolescents opportunities to explore different aspects of their identity. Through photographs, videos, and personal posts, they can experiment with self-presentation and receive immediate feedback from peers. Positive comments, supportive interactions, and social approval can strengthen self-confidence and support identity development. Online communities may also offer acceptance to adolescents who struggle to find support offline, including those from minority ethnic groups or LGBTQ+ communities. These supportive spaces can reduce feelings of isolation and contribute positively to psychological wellbeing.
However, Erikson’s theory also explains many of the negative psychological consequences associated with social media. Adolescents often compare themselves with idealised images presented by influences, celebrities, and peers. Since adolescence is already characterised by uncertainty about identity, repeated exposure to unrealistic standards of beauty, success and popularity may create identity confusion and feelings of inadequacy. Many young people begin to evaluate their self-worth according to the number of likes, comments, and followers they receive. Consequently, self-esteem becomes externally rather than internally determined.
[bookmark: _Int_pXsTKjQ1]This process can significantly increase symptoms of anxiety and depression. Vogel et al. (2014) found that frequent social comparison on social networking sites predicted lower self-esteem and poorer psychological wellbeing. Similarly, Fradouly and Vartanian (2016) agreed that appearance focused social media encourages body dissatisfaction, particularly among adolescent’s girls. Boys are also increasingly affected through exposure to unrealistic muscular body ideals. These findings support Erikson’s theory by showing how difficulties in developing a secure identity may negatively affect adolescents’ mental health.
Cyberbullying further illustrates Erikson’s theory. Adolescent experiencing online harassment often report social withdrawal, loneliness, anxiety, and depression. Victims may begin questioning their identity and social acceptance, increasing feelings of role confusion. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously through smartphones and social networking sites, making it difficult for adolescents to escape negative experiences. Research by Kowalski et al. (2014) proves that cyberbullying is strongly associated with depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation among adolescents.
[bookmark: _Int_hpU4r0r4][bookmark: _Int_hmgA9vGI]Bandura’s Social Learning Theory offers another explanation for influence of social media on adolescent mental health. Bandura (1977) proposes that behaviour is acquired through observation, imitation, and reinforcement. Learning is influenced by attention, memory, reproduction, and motivation. Adolescents are particularly likely to imitate individual whom they admire, perceive as successful or receive positive reinforming.
[bookmark: _Int_emcdTBD7]Social media expose adolescents to thousands of behavioural models every day. Influencers, celebrities, and peers often promote specific lifestyles, beauty standards, fashion trends, and behaviours. Adolescents may imitate these behaviours because they observe others receiving admiration, popularity, and financial success. This observational learning can influence attitudes towards appearance, relationships, substance use, dieting, and risk-taking behaviours.
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory explains how adolescents imitate influencers and peers they admire. Social media reinforces these behaviours through likes, shares, and comments, encouraging users to repeat content that gains attention. However, reinforcement differs across platforms for example, TikTok promotes viral trends through its algorithm, while Instagram focuses more on appearances and popularity. A limitation of Bandura’s theory is that it does not explain why some adolescents are more affected than others, as factors such as resilience and family support also influence mental health. 
[bookmark: _Int_GSoSj5gP]The concept of social comparison also aligns with Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. Adolescents often observe peers sharing images of social events, achievements, and idealised lifestyles, which may lead them to perceive others as happier or more successful. This can contribute to feelings of loneliness, low self-esteem, and depressive symptoms. Kelly et al. (2018) found that frequent social media use was associated with higher levels of depressive symptoms and psychological wellbeing among adolescents, particularly among girls, highlighting the negative impact of excessive engagement with social media.
[bookmark: _Int_J8xITpip][bookmark: _Int_sxS26sEF]Body image concerns provide another example of Bandura’s theory. Influencers frequently edit photographs or use filters that create unrealistic beauty standards. Adolescents may imitate dieting behaviours, excessive exercise, or cosmetic practices in pursuit of similar appearances. Such behaviours increase the risk of eating disorders, anxiety, and depression. Nevertheless, Bandura’s theory also highlights the potential benefits of positive role models. Influences promoting body positivity, healthy lifestyles, resilience, and mental health awareness may encourage healthier behaviours through observational learning.
[bookmark: _Int_XPWznsEZ][bookmark: _Int_09o9dNVD][bookmark: _Int_t9qzIfn8]Despite concerns regarding mental health, social media also offers several important psychology benefits. Adolescents experiencing loneliness or mental health difficulties can across access peer support groups, educational resources, and professional advice online. mental health campaigns delivered through social media have successfully increased awareness of anxiety, depression and suicide prevention while reducing stigma associated with seeking professional help. During the COVID-19 pandemic, social media enable adolescents maintain friendships and social support despite physical distancing measures, demonstrating its positive contribution to psychological wellbeing (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_R0syPWsp]Although both Erikson’s and Bandura’s theories explain the relationship between social media and mental health, they differ in emphasis. Erikson’s focuses primarily on psychological development and identity formation, while Bandura explains how behaviours and attitudes are acquired through observation and reinforcement. Combining these theories provides a broader understanding of why social media affects adolescents seek acceptance and identity online, while Bandura explains how online content shares behaviour and emotional responses.
[bookmark: _Int_sgoXMLPU][bookmark: _Int_HeK7zK90]Research by Nesi, Choukas- Bradley and Prinstein (2018) supports Bandura’s theory by suggesting that adolescents are highly influenced by online peer interactions, particularly regarding appearance, popularity, and social status. These influences may increase anxiety, body dissatisfaction, and depressive symptoms.
Not all adolescents experience negative effects from social media. Individual differences such as personality, family, support, digital literacy, and time spent online influences outcomes. Moderate and purposeful use of social media may improve wellbeing through social support and educational opportunities, while excessive passive use is more consistently associated with poor mental health.
[bookmark: _Int_Kyir3LZH]Recent research also suggested that the quality of online interactions may be more important that the amount of time spent using social media. Active engagement, such as communicating with supportive friends, is associated with better wellbeing than passive scrolling through idealised content. Therefore, social media itself is not inherently harmful the way adolescents use it to determine its impact on mental health.
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Conclusion

[bookmark: _Int_KGPQJ9lX]In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescents’ mental health, depending on how it is used and individual circumstances. The evidence suggest that excessive use, social comparison, and cyberbullying can increase the risk of anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem, while supportive online communities can promote social connection and wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Int_EVGNFaMO]Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains how social media can affect identity formation through the need for peer acceptance and online validation, while Bandura’s Social Learning Theory show how adolescents learn behaviours by observing influencers and peers and reinforced through likes and comments.
Together, these theories provide a strong explanation of hoe social media influences adolescent mental health, although neither fully accounts for the impact of algorithms and personalised digital content. Therefore, promoting digital literacy, encouraging balanced social media use, and providing parental and school support are important strategies to help adolescents use social media in ways that protect and improve their mental wellbeing. 
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