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Understanding the Effects of social media on Adolescent Mental Health Using Developmental Theories


Over the last decade, social media has become a major part of everyday life for young people, changing the way they communicate, build relationships and express themselves. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat offer adolescents opportunities to stay connected with friends, share experiences and explore their interests. While these platforms can encourage creativity, social interaction and access to supportive communities, concerns have grown about their impact on young people's mental health. Studies have linked excessive or negative experiences on social media to issues such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, poor body image and the effects of cyberbullying. However, research also suggests that social media does not affect every adolescent in the same way, as its influence often depends on factors such as how it is used, the individual's personal circumstances and the quality of their online experiences (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
Psychological theories can help explain why adolescence is a particularly sensitive stage of life when it comes to the effects of social media. Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory argues that this period is centred on developing a strong sense of identity, making young people more influenced by peer opinions and social acceptance. In contrast, Bowlby's Attachment Theory suggests that the emotional bonds formed during childhood shape how individuals manage relationships and respond to social situations later in life. By applying these two theories, this essay will explore how social media can influence adolescent mental health, considering both its positive and negative effects and evaluating how each theory helps explain these outcomes
[bookmark: _Int_3m56TBNZ]Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory explains that adolescence is the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, where young people begin to figure out who they are and where they fit into society (Erikson, 1968). At this point in life, many teenagers become more aware of what other people think about them and often seek acceptance from their peers. As a result, social media can have a major influence on how they develop their identity. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat allow adolescents to share their interests, express themselves and interact with others through likes, comments and messages. Positive experiences on these platforms can help build confidence, encourage self-expression and create opportunities to connect with supportive communities. For some young people, social media also provides a safe space to explore different parts of their identity that they may not feel comfortable expressing offline.
Although social media has these benefits, it can also have a negative effect on identity development. Teenagers are regularly exposed to edited photos, influencers and unrealistic lifestyles, making it easy to compare themselves with others. These comparisons can lead to lower self-esteem, poor body image and increased feelings of anxiety or depression. Experiences such as cyberbullying, hurtful comments or being left out of online groups can also make adolescents question their self-worth while they are still developing their identity. Research by Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found that higher levels of social media use are linked to greater symptoms of anxiety, depression and psychological distress in adolescents. This supports Erikson's theory, as it shows how young people can be especially affected by online pressure while they are still trying to develop a secure sense of who they are.
Despite being useful, Erikson's theory does have some limitations. It was created before the rise of social media, so it does not take into account the challenges of today's online world, such as influencer culture, viral trends and the pressure to always stay connected. The theory also suggests that identity develops in a similar way for everyone, but this is not always the case. Many adolescents have positive experiences online, using social media to stay in touch with friends, learn new skills or find support from others. This shows that the impact of social media is influenced by several factors, including personality, family support and the way each individual chooses to use these platforms.
Festinger's Social Comparison Theory (1954) provides another way of understanding how social media can affect adolescent mental health. The theory suggests that people naturally compare themselves to others as a way of judging their own abilities, appearance and achievements. Social media has made this much easier, as young people are constantly exposed to carefully chosen and edited images of other people's lives. Since adolescents are still developing their confidence and sense of identity, they are more likely to compare themselves with influencers, celebrities and even their own friends. These comparisons can shape how they see themselves and influence their overall wellbeing.
Although social comparison is not always harmful, it can often have a negative effect on mental health. In some cases, comparing themselves to others can motivate adolescents to work towards personal goals or improve certain skills. However, social media often encourages upward comparisons, where young people compare themselves to people they believe are more attractive, successful or popular. This can leave them feeling as though they are not good enough, leading to lower self-esteem, body dissatisfaction and increased feelings of anxiety or depression. Odgers and Jensen (2020) argue that the relationship between social media and mental health is not straightforward, as its effects vary from person to person. They suggest that factors such as personality, existing mental health, family support and the way social media is used all influence whether the experience is positive or negative. This shows that although Social Comparison Theory explains many of the pressures created by social media, it cannot fully explain why some adolescents are affected more than others.
Like any psychological theory, Social Comparison Theory also has its limitations. While it helps explain why comparing yourself to others can affect confidence and mental wellbeing, it mainly focuses on the comparison process itself. It gives less attention to other factors that can influence adolescent mental health, such as family relationships, resilience, personality and experiences outside of social media. It also does not explain why some young people are able to use social media regularly without experiencing negative effects. This suggests that the theory is most effective when it is considered alongside other psychological theories rather than being used on its own.
Overall, both Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Festinger's Social Comparison Theory offer useful explanations for how social media can influence adolescent mental health. Erikson's theory helps explain why adolescents are especially sensitive to peer approval and acceptance while they are developing their identity, whereas Festinger's theory focuses on how comparing themselves with others online can affect self-esteem and emotional wellbeing. However, neither theory can fully explain the impact of social media on its own. The way social media affects mental health depends on many different factors, including personality, life experiences, family support and how everyone uses these platforms. For this reason, both theories provide valuable insights but are most useful when considered alongside current research into adolescent mental health and social media use.
In conclusion, social media plays a significant role in many adolescents' lives and its impact on mental health can be both positive and negative. It gives young people opportunities to express themselves, stay connected with others and find support, but it can also expose them to unrealistic expectations, online criticism and constant comparison, which may affect their confidence and emotional wellbeing. Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory helps explain why teenagers are especially influenced by these experiences, as adolescence is an important stage for developing identity and gaining acceptance from others. Likewise, Festinger's Social Comparison Theory shows how comparing themselves with people they see online can shape the way adolescents feel about their appearance, achievements and self-worth. Although both theories provide valuable insights, they cannot fully explain every young person's experience with social media. The impact is influenced by a range of factors, including personality, family support and the way social media is used. Overall, using these theories alongside current research provides a broader understanding of how social media can affect adolescent mental health and why its effects are different for each individual.
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