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	 The impact of social media on mental health in adolescence



Introduction 
Adolescents' everyday lives now revolve around social media, which has a profound impact on how they interact with one another, communicate, and form their identities. Most teenagers in the UK use social media sites like YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat on a regular basis (Ofcom, 2025). Although these platforms offer chances for self-expression, education, and social interaction, worries about their possible effects on the mental health of young people have grown. 
 Adolescents are especially prone to mental health issues since adolescence is a crucial period of emotional, psychological, and social development. According to NHS England (2023), one in five children and young adults between the ages of 8 and 25 had a probable mental disease, underscoring the significance of comprehending the elements that affect psychological wellbeing. According to research, excessive or harmful social media use could aggravate anxiety, sadness, insomnia, low self-esteem, and cyberbullying, but it can also offer access to mental health information, social support, and a sense of community.
By evaluating current research results, this essay will critically explore how social media affects teenage mental health. It will use Bandura's Social Learning Theory (1977) and Erikson's Psychosocial Theory of Identity Development (1968) to explain how social media may affect teenagers' identities, behaviours, and psychological health. Before discussing social media's effects on teenage mental health, the essay will assess both its possible advantages and disadvantages.









Main Body
Adolescents' interactions, socializing, and identity development have all changed because of social media. Research has found several dangers connected to frequent or problematic use of social media, even though it offers opportunity for social -connection, creativity, and access to health information. Long-term use of social media has been associated in studies with higher symptoms of anxiety, sadness, low self-esteem, poor sleep, poor body image, cyberbullying, and FOMO (Odgers and Jensen, 2020; WHO, 2024). Positive online connections, on the other hand, may improve social support, strengthen friendships, and lessen feelings of loneliness, according to study, indicating that social media's benefits vary depending on how it is used rather than just how much time is spent on it.
Erikson's Psychosocial Theory (1968) provides a helpful foundation for understanding the potential effects of social media on adolescent mental health. To establish a solid sense of identity, people go through the Identity versus Role Confusion stage during adolescence, during which they examine their own values, beliefs, and social roles. Through setting up accounts, exchanging experiences, and interacting with others, social media provides chances for self-expression and identity exploration. Positive comments and encouraging online groups may encourage self-assurance, a sense of community, and the formation of a positive identity. On the other hand, identity uncertainty, low self-esteem, anxiety, and signs of depression can result from pressure to project an idealized image, seek approval from likes and follows, or compare oneself to unattainable standards. According to Erikson's theory, social media can either promote or disrupt psychological wellness based on whether online experiences reinforce a positive sense of identity.
The popularity of social media throughout adolescence can be explained by Erikson's Psychosocial Theory (1968). Erikson states that teenagers go through the Identity versus Role Confusion stage, during which they explore their values, interests, relationships, and social positions in an effort to establish a solid sense of self. Young people can express themselves, connect with others, and get feedback on social media, which offers an accessible venue for this exploration. Positive contacts can boost self-esteem, foster a sense of belonging, and help the formation of a healthy identity. Examples of these encounters include encouraging remarks and involvement in online communities. But based on Erikson's theory, adolescence is a vulnerable time when bad online interactions could interfere with the development of one's identity. Teenagers who are constantly exposed to idealised pictures, feel pressured to get likes and follows, and experience cyberbullying may start to doubt their own value, which raises the risk of anxiety, despair, and identity uncertainty. Positive comments, for instance, can help a kid who likes to share artwork on Instagram build friendships and confidence. On the other hand, a young person may experience emotional pain and low self-esteem if they compare themselves to influencers or hear unpleasant remarks.
While it recognises that identity development is the main developmental goal during adolescence, Erikson's Psychosocial Theory is useful for explaining teenage social media use (Erikson, 1968). According to the hypothesis, teens are drawn to social media because it gives them the chance to explore their identities, form relationships, and be accepted by those around them. It also emphasises how constructive online relationships may boost self-esteem, confidence, and a sense of belonging. The theory's recognition of the significance of social experiences in determining psychological wellbeing is one of its main advantages, which makes it extremely applicable to the modern digital environment.
According to Bandura's Social Learning Theory (1977), people pick up attitudes, behaviours, and emotional reactions by watching and copying others. This hypothesis applies to social media, as teenagers are exposed to peers, celebrities, and influencers who frequently lead idealised lives. Young people are more likely to experience anxiety, low self-esteem, and body dissatisfaction if they are repeatedly exposed to dangerous behaviours or unrealistic appearance standards. Positive attitudes and emotional wellbeing, however, can be fostered by positive role models who support resilience, mental health awareness, and healthy practices. According to Bandura's theory, the behaviours and messages that young people see on social media and decide to emulate have a significant influence on the mental health of adolescents.
The popularity of social media among teenagers can be explained by Bandura's Social Learning Theory (1977), which holds that young people pick up typical behaviours, attitudes, and emotional reactions by watching others. Influencers, celebrities, and peers who serve as role models are constantly accessible through social media platforms. Teenagers may copy actions that seem appealing or are rewarded with followers, likes, and comments (Bandura, 1977).
Teenager social media use can be explained by Bandura's Social Learning Theory (1977), which contends that young people pick up behaviours, attitudes, and values through watching and copying others. This contributes to the explanation of the popularity and impact of websites like YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok, where teenagers are exposed to role-modeling peers, influencers, and celebrities. The theory's ability to explain both the advantages and disadvantages of social media is one of its main advantages. While exposure to unsafe behaviours or unrealistic expectations of beauty can lead to anxiety, low self-esteem, and body dissatisfaction, positive role models can promote resilience, healthy habits, and mental health awareness (Orben et al., 2024).
But the assumption is not without flaws. It mostly emphasises observational learning and fails to adequately explain why some teenagers are more impacted by social media than others. Additionally, it gives little consideration to personality variations, biological variables, and the impact of social media algorithms. As a result, the hypothesis offers a helpful but insufficient explanation for how social media affects teenage mental health.




















Conclusion
This essay has looked at the possible advantages and disadvantages of social media use in regard to teenage mental health. According to research, excessive use of social media can lead to anxiety, sadness, low self-esteem, and body dissatisfaction, but it can also facilitate communication, social connection, and access to mental health information. Both Bandura's Social Learning Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Theory offer insightful explanations of these effects. While Bandura demonstrates how behaviours, attitudes, and emotional reactions can be learnt through monitoring others online, Erikson argues why teenagers are especially vulnerable to social media since they are forming their identities.
In general, social media shouldn't be seen as either advantageous or wholly detrimental. Teenagers' online experiences and how they utilise it will determine its impact. Combining Erikson's and Bandura's theories is the most beneficial strategy since it offers a more thorough explanation of why teenagers are driven to social media and how it may affect their mental health. This emphasises how crucial it is to encourage happy online experiences while lowering exposure to possible risks.
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