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Introduction
Adolescent is a young person between the ages of 10 and 19 years. This is a very transitional time in the lives of young people when they undergo significant physical, psychological, emotional, and social changes, and begin to develop a sense of self and independence. Social media plays an integral role in the lives of adolescents these days. These types of social media, including Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat, provide opportunities for youth to connect, share experiences, and establish relationships. While social media can have a lot of positive aspects, studies indicate that overuse and adverse experiences, including cyberbullying, social comparison, and the desire to receive likes and followers, can lead to anxiety, depression, low self-worth, and body image issues (Pazdur et al., 2025).
There are nature and nurture explanations for how social media affects adolescent mental health. There are two views on the nature side that outline psychological development and on the nurture side that outlines the influence of the environment, such as family, peers, and social media, on behaviour and mental health. The two perspectives are crucial as adolescent mental health is shaped by the interplay between the individual and their environment.
This essay will explore the effects of using social media on adolescent mental health and use Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Behaviourist Theory including Conditioning and Social Learning Theory. It will contrast and contrast both theories, assess the strengths and weaknesses of each theory in the light of more recent research and discuss their implications for understanding mental health in adolescent today's health and social care practice.
Theoretical Frameworks
Adolescents are a part of the world of social media. The popular platforms that most young people use to connect with friends, share experiences, and gain new knowledge are Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat. Social media can be a good thing since it keeps adolescents connected, gives them a chance to express themselves and make friendships. Being too much on the computer or experiencing sad things on social media can impact mental health, however. An excess of social media use has been correlated with anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, sleep disturbance, and body image issues. However, latest research also point out that these impacts vary for adolescent and are influenced by individual and environmental circumstances (Keyes & Platt, 2024).

Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory can be used to provide an explanation for the nature side of the debate. Erikson's theory of development states that teenagers experience Identity versus Role Confusion. In this phase, youth attempt to find out who they are and where do they fit in. They are more interested in the way others perceive them and may seek approval from friends. Social media is now an important arena for adolescents to explore their identity. They post photos, videos, and comments, and are liked, commented, and followed (McGorry et al., 2024).
Positive feedback can be used to make adolescents feel accepted and boost their confidence. For instance, positive feedback from peers can help build self-esteem and foster positive identity development. Social media can also be a source of finding communities with similar interests that will help young people feel not so alone. There are instances when teenagers use social media to acquire new skills and to share their thoughts regarding mental health and seek emotional support from others. Recent studies indicate that social media, when used balance and positively, may have a positive effect on wellbeing (Marciano et al., 2024).
Social media can be a challenge, however, for identity development. Adolescents are comparing themselves to influencers or celebrities who often post edited or ‘perfect’ images. This social comparison may lead young people to believe that they are less attractive and less successful than others. This can lead them to have low self-esteem, as well as anxiety and depression. Another issue of concern is cyberbullying, as negative comments or cyberbullying can lead to loss of confidence at a crucial time of psychological development. Adolescents with mental health conditions responded negatively to online social comparison and negative feedback compared to those without mental health conditions (Fassi et al., 2025).
Erikson's theory demonstrates that while identity development is normal and a natural process in adolescence, the environment also plays a critical role. The support from parents, teachers and friends can Help adolescents to manage negative online experiences and build resilience. The nature and nurture both work correlatively. An advantage of Erikson's theory is that it helps to account for the importance of peer approval in adolescence. One limitation is that the theory was formulated prior to the advent of Facebook and other social media, and therefore cannot wholly account for how social algorithms, online influencers or ‘popularity’ works in today's digital world. Nevertheless, the theory is still relevant as it provides health and social care practitioners with an understanding of why social media can have an emotional impact on adolescents (Carvalho et al., 2025).
Behaviourist Theory provides explanation of the nurture perspective with the help of Operant Conditioning and Bandura's Social Learning Theory. Behaviourists are of the opinion that behaviour can be acquired from the environment through experience. This includes that family, friends, school, and social media all shape the way adolescents think, feel, and behave. Rewards, punishments, and watching others' behaviour are provided to young people daily, a strong environmental influence that is social media (Orben et al., 2024).
Operant Conditioning states that behaviour will be repeated when it is rewarded. Rewards on social media include likes, positive comments, shares, and followers. The rewards give adolescents a sense of being accepted and motivate them to keep posting and using the internet more. Some youth may rely on online “approval” to build a sense of self and may feel a sense of stress when receiving little attention. Recent research has indicated that when teenagers turn to social media for their validation, instead of real-world relationships, the social media becomes more damaging (Pazdur et al., 2025).
Punishment can also influence behaviour. Negative comments, cyberbullying or being ignored online may make adolescents feel anxious, lonely, or depressed. May not want to express themselves due to fear of criticism. This reinforces the nurture perspective that behaviour and emotional well-being is influenced by repeated experiences in the environment (Fassi et al., 2024).
Adolescents learn through observation and imitation as well, according to Bandura's Social Learning Theory. A lot of young people follow influencers, celebrities, friends that are getting internet acclaim. May mimic behaviour, appearance, or lifestyle in expectation of their being rewarded the same way. This can cause unrealistic beauty expectations, body dissatisfaction, or risky behaviour if these methods seem to be popular. Social Learning Theory also provides an explanation for the positive impacts of social media. Adolescents can emulate role models that advocate for education, health, and mental health awareness. Online support groups can also help fight the sense of isolation and help young people when they need it. Social media thus can be positive or negative depending on what teens view online and who they follow (Hamilton et al., 2025).
The two theories complement each other in explaining aspects of adolescent mental health. Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory canters on the innate need to develop an identity and to be accepted in adolescence. Behaviourist Theory on the other hand, addresses learning of behaviour through reward, punishment, and observation. Erikson mainly supports the nature perspective, while Behaviourist Theory supports nurture. However, recent studies indicate that both theories alone are not sufficient to account for the impact of social media. The biological development, personality and family support and family experiences online have a synergistic influence on mental health (Fassi et al., 2025).
The two theories have advantages and disadvantages. Erikson's reasons for the emotional need of adolescents for peer approval and lack of attention to contemporary digital technology. Behaviourist Theory is a theory that explains online behaviour without considering feelings and physical differences. It is important for health and social care professionals to understand both theories. Practitioners should not only consider how long adolescents spend online, but also how well they spend their time online, family relationships and emotional wellbeing. Rapid identification of cyberbullying and family/emotional support are important in improving mental health of adolescents, as is promotion of digital literacy. Supporting young people is best done through a person-centred approach taking both nature and nurture into account (McGorry et al., 2024).
Conclusion
Overall, social media has a positive and negative impact on the mental health of adolescents. It can support friendships, foster self-expression, and information access, but too much use and negative experiences including cyberbullying, social comparisons, and the need for online validation of self-worth or approval can lead to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and body image issues. The nature-nurture debate is the most effective way to see the effects of social media; biological factors as well as environmental factors affect adolescent mental health.
The Identity versus Role Confusion stage in Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory recognizes that teens find themselves in a time of need for identity, acceptance and belonging. The experience that adolescents have on social media can facilitate or hinder this process. Behaviourist Theory, on the contrary, provides with understanding on how online behaviours are learned through rewards, punishment, and observing behaviours of others, as explained in Operant Conditioning and Social Learning Theory. Theories have both strengths and weaknesses yet combining them will offer a more intricate comprehension of the effect of social media on adolescents' wellbeing.
Health and social care professionals need to be aware of developmental and environmental issues when supporting young people. Digital literacy, positive online behaviours, early detection, and emotional/family support are effective ways to promote mental health. In general, a person-centred approach which acknowledges the influence of both nature and nurture is the most effective means of fostering healthy development and wellbeing amongst the adolescent population in today's digital world.
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