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Introduction:
Social media has developed a major part of everyone's everyday life, especially for adolescents worldwide, including in the United Kingdom. Influence how they communicate, form friendships, and develop their personal identity. At the same time, there has been a noticeable rise in emotional difficulties among these young people, including higher levels of anxiety, low mood and psychological distress. This has led to growing concern about whether social media may be contributing to these challenges. The connection between social media use and mental well-being issues is complex, and its impact can vary depending on how young people engage with online platforms. For example, actively interacting with friends online can support social connection, while passive scrolling may increase feelings of comparison, loneliness or low self-esteem. Individual factors such as personality, existing mental health needs and peer influence also play an important role in shaping these outcomes.  
To understand the effects, it is helpful to use developmental psychology theories that explain how adolescents grow, think, and relate to one another. This assessment examines the impact of social media on adolescent mental health through the lens of Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory. These theories provide a useful framework for understanding how digital environments influence identity formation, social relationships and emotional well-being during adolescence.

Main body:
Social media has become a central part of everyday life for adolescents, and research in the United Kingdom shows that it can influence young people’s emotions, thinking, behaviour and overall mental health in complex ways. Adolescence is a sensitive stage of development in which identity, emotional regulation, and peer relationships are still developing, making young people more vulnerable to the pressures they encounter online. UK evidence links heavier or problematic social media usage is associated with worse mental health outcomes. Significant associations between social media exposure and health risk behaviours such as alcohol, tobacco and drug use (Pearce et al.,2023). These patterns are described as a meaningful public health concern. Adolescents experienced anxiety linked to pressure to present an idealised self, fear of negative evaluation and distress from social comparison (Grealish et al., 2023). As stated, “adolescents frequently compare themselves to idealised representations of peers and influencers, leading to lower self-esteem, body dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms. It is also identified that digital stressors such as expectations of perfection, sexualisation and risks to privacy among 13 to 14-year-olds in the UK (Mars et al., 2022). These findings show that social media can create environments where adolescents feel judged, exposed or insecure, which may contribute to anxiety, low mood or confusion. It is demonstrated that identity pressures are now emerging earlier, with children aged 10 and 11 already navigating self-presentation and comparison online (Pescott, 2020). 
On this note. The issues from adolescent social media use are explored through two lifespan development theories. Erikson’s theory focuses on psychosocial development, which helps explain how social media can intensify identity confusion or support identity formation, while Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory focuses on social interaction and cultural tools, explaining how different types of online engagement can lead to either positive or negative mental health outcomes.
Combined Evidence
However, the evidence is not totally negative. It is found that evidence available is limited that high social media usage directly caused poorer mental health two years later, with self-esteem identified as a more important predictor of outcomes than social media use alone (Sheringham et al., 2022). While identifying distinct user types, it was shown that passive consumption was associated with poorer well-being, whereas active and purposeful engagement could be beneficial (Winstone et al., 2022). It is also highlighted that identity formation, social interaction, comparison, and digital literacy are central themes in understanding social media’s impact, emphasising the relationship's multidimensionality (Nage et al., 2024). It is also found that adolescents with public social media accounts had poorer mental health outcomes, but active guidance served as a protective factor (Pavarani et al., 2024). Together, these studies show that social media interacts with developmental processes rather than acting as a single cause of distress.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
Erikson’s psychosocial theory offers a helpful way to understand why social media can have such a strong impact on adolescents.. Erikson argues that adolescence is defined by the identity versus role confusion crisis, in which young people attempt to form a stable, coherent sense of self. It states that “Erikson proposed that human development unfolds across eight stages, each characterised by a specific psychosocial crisis”. During adolescence, young people explore values, beliefs and roles, and they rely heavily on peer feedback to understand who they are. Social media intensifies this process by providing constant opportunities for self-presentation and evaluation. Adolescents described pressure to present an idealised version of themselves online, linking this directly to anxiety and fear of negative evaluation (Grealish et al., 2023). It also showed that identity work begins earlier than Erikson originally theorised, with 10- and 11-year-olds already navigating identity-related pressures on social media (Pescott, 2020). When feedback is positive, social media can support identity formation by helping adolescents feel accepted and confident. For example, a young person who enjoys music may share videos of themselves singing and receive encouraging comments, strengthening their sense of identity as a musician. However, when feedback is negative or when adolescents feel pressure to present an idealised version of themselves, social media can contribute to role confusion. The attached evidence explains that “the constant availability of social comparison, the pressure to present an idealised self, and the potential for negative feedback or exclusion can intensify identity confusion rather than resolve it”. This can lead to insecurity, low self-esteem and emotional distress.
Real-Life Application of Erikson’s Theory 
A real-life example can illustrate this. Consider a 15-year-old girl who spends several hours a day on Instagram and TikTok. She follows influencers who promote unrealistic beauty standards and uses filters on every photo she posts. She worries constantly about how many likes she receives and deletes posts that do not perform well. Over time, she begins to feel that her real appearance is not good enough, and she becomes anxious about going to school without makeup. Erikson’s theory helps explain her experience. She is struggling with identity formation, and social media is amplifying her insecurity by encouraging constant comparison and evaluation. In a social care context, a practitioner could Apply Erikson’s theory to comprehend that her distress is linked to identity development. Support might include helping her explore her strengths beyond her appearance, encouraging offline activities that build confidence, and promoting healthier online habits, such as following body-positive accounts.
Evaluating Erikson’s theory shows both strengths and limitations. It is useful because it clearly explains why adolescents are vulnerable to social media pressures. Identity formation is a central developmental task, and social media directly engages this process. The theory also aligns with research showing that self-esteem is a stronger predictor of mental health than social media use alone (Sheringham et al., 2022). However, Erikson’s theory is limited because it is broad and stage-based, and it does not fully explain how specific environments, such as digital platforms, shape development. It also does not account for cultural diversity or rapid technological change. Despite these limitations, Erikson’s theory remains highly relevant to adolescent and social care practice because it helps practitioners understand the emotional and psychological challenges young people face as they navigate social media.
Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory offers another useful lens for understanding social media’s impact on adolescents’ mental health. Vygotsky argues that development is shaped by social interaction and cultural tools and that learning occurs within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which is facilitated by guidance from more knowledgeable individuals. The attached document explains that “higher mental functions – including thinking, reasoning, self-regulation and identity – emerge through interaction with others within a specific cultural context, mediated by tools and signs”. Social media can be understood as a modern sociocultural environment where adolescents interact with peers, share language and symbols, and internalise cultural norms. Algorithms, trends, hashtags and shared content act as digital tools that shape how young people think and behave. From a Vygotskian perspective, mental health outcomes depend on the quality of social interaction and guidance within these digital spaces. Research shows that passive consumption, such as scrolling without engaging, is associated with poorer well-being (Winstone et al., 2022), whereas active, purposeful engagement can be beneficial. It is identified that identity information, social interaction and comparison are central themes in understanding social media’s impact, reinforcing Vygotsky’s view that development is shaped by cultural tools and social learning.
Real-Life Application of Vygotsky’s Theory
Parental guidance is a clear example of scaffolding. The attached document notes that “active parental guidance of social media use served as a protective factor” When parents talk with adolescents about online safety, respectful communication and healthy routines, they help them develop the skills needed to navigate digital environments independently. A real-life example can illustrate this. Imagine a 14-year-old boy who spends time in an online gaming community. At first, he encounters bullying and pressure to stay online late at night, which affects his sleep and mood. His parent and a youth worker begin to talk with him about online safety and help him find a moderated gaming group that promotes positive interaction. Through this guided process, he learns to recognise harmful behaviour and chooses healthier communities. Vygotsky’s theory explains how supportive social interaction can transform a risky digital environment into a space for growth.
Evaluating Vygotsky’s theory shows that it is highly relevant to social media because it emphasises the role of social context and cultural tools. It helps explain why different online communities and interaction patterns lead to different mental health outcomes. It also provides practical guidance for intervention, such as digital literacy education and parental involvement. However, the theory is limited because it focuses more on learning and cognition than on emotional disorders, and it does not directly address identity crises. Despite these limitations, Vygotsky’s theory is very applicable to adolescence and social practice because it emphasizes the significance of guidance, social support, and cultural context.
Theoretical Insight
When Erikson and Vygotsky are combined, they offer a comprehensive explanation of how social media affects adolescent mental health. Erikson explains what adolescents are trying to achieve – a coherent identity – and why they are vulnerable to social comparison. Vygotsky explains how social media environments shape this process through interaction, cultural tools and scaffolding. Together, they help practitioners understand both the psychological and social dimensions of adolescent development. In practice, social care professionals can use these theories to assess identity and self-esteem, provide strong guidance and support, design interventions such as digital literacy workshops, and respond to current issues such as body image pressure and cyberbullying. This demonstrates clear knowledge and understanding of lifespan development, critical evaluation of theory and practical application to real-life situations in contemporary social care.








Conclusion:
The assessment shows that social media has a significant and varied impact on adolescents' mental health, influencing emotions, behaviour and identity during a sensitive stage of development. Research highlights issues such as social comparison, idealised self-presentation, cyberbullying and digital stress, all of which can contribute to anxiety, low mood and confusion. Social media affects adolescents in this way because Erikson’s psychosocial theory explains that young people are still forming a stable sense of self, making them more vulnerable to online evaluation and peer pressure. Negative experiences can intensify identity confusion, while positive feedback may support identity development. Social media also impacts adolescent wellbeing because Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory shows that development is shaped by social interaction, cultural tools and guidance. Digital platforms act to protect against harm. Together, these theories provide a clear developmentally informed explanation of social media’s effects.
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