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The Impact of social media on adolescent Mental Health 

Introduction 

At present, social media plays a significant role in people's everyday activities. Nowadays, teenagers prefer to use social networks such as Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat not only to have fun but also for communication and self-expression. Checking social media is something that happens automatically for many youths. The term adolescence refers to individuals between the age of 10 to 19 years old according to World Health Organisation (2021). It is a critical period during which people start forming themselves, become independent and realise how others perceive them. At this point, the well-being of individuals includes mental aspects such as emotional, psychological, and social (World Health Organisation, 2022).

Since social media plays an important role in the lives of adolescents, it can influence the way teenagers think, feel and behave. Nowadays, it is actively discussed whether the impact of social media is negative or positive. Some scientists argue that it makes teenagers suffer from anxiety, depression and have low self-esteem. In addition, other scientists argue that social media can help them to express their opinion and receive support. In fact, social media can influence people differently depending on their usage and different features of teenagers. This essay will explore both negative and positive impacts of social media on adolescents' mental well-being. Moreover, the essay will discuss how to use Erikson's psychosocial theory and Bandura's social learning theory to describe this issue and evaluate usefulness of each theory for this problem.

Negative Impacts of Social Media on Mental Health 

There are many studies showing that using social media can harm the mental well-being of adolescents. One widely discussed problem is social comparison. Adolescents are constantly bombarded by pictures that show the unattainable standards of beauty, success, and lifestyle. This can result in self-comparison and feeling like being inferior in comparison with oneself. It was found that the mentioned process relates to low self-esteem, poor body image, anxiety, and depression (Keles et al., 2020).

One more problem connected with the use of social media is cyberbullying. Even though it can be compared to traditional bullying, cyberbullying is even more dangerous because of its widespread and the possibility to target multiple people at once. The victims of cyberbullying suffer from isolation, fear, and anxiety, and, therefore, they have poor mental health. Also, trying to become popular among peers with the help of likes, comments, and followers creates the desire to be validated from the outside. If adolescents fail to achieve this goal, they feel rejected.

Using social media can have a bad influence on sleep because many adolescents spend time using electronics before going to bed, thus disrupting the sleeping process. It is known that lack of sleep is one of the factors that can lead to different mental health problems, including mood disorders and difficulty regulating emotions. However, it is necessary to emphasise that these problems do not affect all adolescents in the same way. Personal characteristics, previous problems, and social environment outside the Internet influence adolescents' attitudes towards social media.


Positive Impacts of Social Media on Mental Health 

Although there are certain drawbacks of social media usage, it can have positive impacts on adolescents' mental well-being. First and foremost, this is the ability of social media to promote social connectedness. Adolescents can keep their friendships, communicate with others and make new acquaintances irrespective of any geographical boundaries. For some people who suffer from isolation, social media can become a means of creating connections and finding community (Best et al., 2014).

Furthermore, social media allows adolescents to express themselves. They may freely express their thoughts, hobbies and creativity through different posts, videos and messages which would help them in exploring their identity and building self-confidence. In addition, there are numerous opportunities for adolescents to gain information regarding mental health through social media. People and organisations actively use social media to spread awareness of mental health issues and to reduce the stigma attached to seeking help.

The third positive factor of social media is the possibility to receive peer support. Adolescents can feel more at ease while sharing their problems online because they are going to receive encouragement and useful advice from other people experiencing similar problems. However, one should understand that positive effect is strongly dependent upon the way of using social media.


Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Social Media 

The theory by Erikson offers a good theoretical framework for analysing adolescent development. According to Erikson (1968), there are certain developmental stages that people must go through, where every stage presents a unique conflict. Adolescence is associated with the conflict of identity versus role confusion where individuals struggle to figure out their beliefs and values.

Social media plays an important role in the stage of development. From the positive perspective, social media enables individuals to try themselves out in terms of their identity since they can express various traits of their character and interact with others. Social media allows for discovering new interests, communicating with similar peers and receiving feedback that will help them develop their self-concept and support identity development and confidence.

On the contrary, social media can cause role confusion in individuals. The requirement to portray one's ideal self might cause them to create a false identity that will lead to a conflict between real and created image. Furthermore, the constant comparison with others will make the person feel inferior and lack self-respect.

One of the strengths of Erikson's theory is that it highlights the significance of identity development among adolescents and explains why they are vulnerable to the influence of social media. However, it lacks consideration of current factors affecting people's lives, like social media itself. The theory does not consider such factors as individual differences and personality traits.


Bandura’s Social Learning Theory and Social Media 

[bookmark: _Int_ZJgqinX3]According to Bandura's social learning theory, individuals learn behaviours through observation and imitation. Specifically, this theory states that people are more likely to mimic behaviours that they have observed to be reinforced (Bandura, 1977).

[bookmark: _Int_0hzb6vML]There are many opportunities for observational learning via social media. Every adolescent is constantly exposed to various influencers, celebrities, or peers that are rewarded in terms of receiving likes, comments, or followers. Such rewards reinforce behaviours, looks, or lifestyles. Therefore, adolescents may start imitating things that they see in order to gain the same kind of approval.

Such learning can be harmful to an individual's mental well-being in case when the standards set by social media are impossible to fulfil. For example, trying to live up to such standards as unrealistic body ideals can cause dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem levels. Social learning can also have positive effects. An adolescent may observe behaviour’s that include raising awareness of mental well-being, support, or constructive activities and imitate them.

The strength of Bandura's theory about the influence of social media lies in the clear explanation of how the latter reinforces certain behaviour’s and models them. This theory is especially helpful in explaining the influence of influencers and trends online. Still, this theory has some disadvantages as it tends to focus more on external behaviour’s rather than the internal state of an individual.


Comparison and Evaluation of both Theories

Both Erikson's and Bandura's theories offer valuable insight on the impact of social media on mental health of adolescents, yet they differ in several ways. First, Erikson's theory focuses on the process of psychological development of a person, namely on the stage of forming the identity. As a result, it can help in understanding why adolescents can be so sensitive to social media and why it impacts their self-concept.

On the other hand, Bandura's theory focuses on external factors that influence behaviours and describes how such influence works. However, it does not consider the specific challenges that adolescents have to face, such as developing the identity.

Neither of these theories on its own gives a full explanation of the impact of social media. However, used together, they can give a more comprehensive picture of what happens to adolescents on social media platforms.


Conclusion

In conclusion, there are different effects that social media has on the psychological well-being of adolescents. On one hand, the use of social media can be advantageous and include the formation of connections, expression of oneself, and access to help; yet, on the other hand, it can lead to problems such as anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. How strong the effect will be will depend on the way social media is used and on the adolescents themselves.

The explanation for the importance of the identity formation in adolescents is provided by Erikson’s psychosocial theory. The social learning theory of Bandura focuses on the processes through which behaviours develop as they are learned. There are both advantages and disadvantages of each theory.

On balance, the social media does not cause any harm or benefit entirely. What matters when speaking about the effect of the social media on adolescent mental health is the number of factors that influence the effect of the social media.
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