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This essay will explore the impacts social media has on the typical adolescent. Whether deemed positive or negative. Most of the sources I've seen based on the effects of social media on adolescents has leaned towards negative impacts these sources I've used are the world health organisation, Harvard T.H  school of public health, national institute of health, pew research centre and mayo clinic.  It will touch on why Vygotsky' sociocultural theory promotes social interactions to induce learning opportunities and how social media effects this negatively. It will also touch on how Freud's psychosexual theory may come to benefit adolescents still stuck on early stages that hinders growth In adolescents through becoming a crutch to cater there now neediness created in the non supportive parenting or lack of family structure as stated in Isaac's case study.

Social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescents. It allows young people to communicate, express themselves and join communities with people who have similar interests. However, problems can occur when online communities begin to replace relationships and interactions in real life. Likes, followers and comments can make someone feel part of a community, even though the people interacting with them may know very little about their actual life. This can create a false sense of community where an adolescent feels connected online but may still lack meaningful relationships in everyday life.

There is evidence supporting concerns about excessive social media use. The World Health Organization (2024) found that problematic social media use among adolescents increased from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022. Problematic users also reported lower mental and social wellbeing, less sleep and later bedtimes. This supports the argument that social media can begin interfering with important parts of an adolescent's life when its use becomes excessive.

However, research also challenges the idea that online communities have no real benefits. Faverio, Anderson and Park (2025) found that 74% of teenagers said social media made them feel more connected to their friends. At the same time, 48% believed social media had a mostly negative effect on people their age. This shows that social media is not simply good or bad. It can provide real connection while still creating problems for adolescents.

Another issue is that people do not always show an accurate version of their lives online. People normally choose their best pictures and experiences while leaving out the negative parts. Adolescents may then compare their normal lives with somebody else's carefully selected online life. Likes and followers can also become a form of social proof, where higher numbers make someone appear more popular or accepted. Mayo Clinic (2025) explains that social media can expose teenagers to unrealistic views of other people's lives and appearances. This can put pressure on adolescents to look or behave in certain ways to gain approval.
Orben  (2022) also found that adolescents may be more sensitive to social media during certain stages of development. Higher social media use predicted lower life satisfaction one year later during particular developmental periods. However, lower life satisfaction could also predict later increases in social media use. This is important because it suggests social media may not always be the original cause of poor wellbeing. Adolescents who already feel unhappy or lack confidence may also be more likely to use social media.
Vygotsky's sociocultural theory can help explain why replacing meaningful social interaction may become a problem. Vygotsky believed that learning and cognitive development happen through interactions with other people. Learning first occurs between people before eventually becoming internalised by the individual. Parents, teachers and more knowledgeable peers can therefore help someone understand something they may struggle to understand alone.
This connects with Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development. This is the difference between what someone can achieve independently and what they can achieve with guidance. For example, a student may struggle with something alone but understand it after speaking to a teacher or another student. Sometimes all it takes is someone explaining something differently to make something that seemed impossible become achievable. This shows why direct conversations and shared experiences can be important for learning.
Social media could negatively affect this if it starts replacing these interactions. Online communication is still social interaction, but not every interaction has the same depth. Liking a post or leaving a short comment does not necessarily provide the conversation, guidance and feedback that can happen through meaningful interaction. WHO (2024) includes neglecting other activities as a feature of problematic social media use. From a Vygotskian view, this becomes important if meaningful time with family, teachers and peers is being replaced.
However, this does not mean social media cannot support Vygotsky's ideas. Adolescents can learn online and communicate with knowledgeable people they may otherwise never meet. WHO (2024) found that heavy but non-problematic users reported stronger peer support and social connections. The problem may therefore be whether social media adds to meaningful interaction or begins replacing it.
Isaac's case study shows why someone's existing environment can also make social interaction more difficult. Isaac's mother experiences post-natal depression, low confidence and limited social support. His family has moved and he has experienced disrupted childcare. Isaac is described as quiet and withdrawn, struggles to join group activities, becomes distressed when separated from his mother and has delayed language development.
These circumstances do not prove that Isaac's home environment caused his difficulties. However, they could contribute towards his confidence and ability to interact with other people. If Isaac already struggles to join groups or communicate, he may miss opportunities to learn from other children and adults. From Vygotsky's perspective, these are exactly the types of situations where social learning can happen. Isaac therefore shows that simply having people around is not enough. Someone also needs the confidence and ability to engage with them.
Freud's psychosexual theory looks at development differently. Freud believed that children progress through psychosexual stages and that unresolved difficulties at one stage could influence later behaviour. This provides one possible explanation for how early childhood experiences could continue affecting someone as they become older.
Isaac's clinginess, separation distress and difficulty playing independently could possibly be viewed from this perspective. His mother's post-natal depression and limited social support may have affected his early environment. This does not prove that Isaac is fixated at a particular Freudian stage. However, Freud's theory gives one possible explanation for how difficulties experienced early in life could continue to influence later behaviour.
This becomes interesting when applied to social media during adolescence. Someone who grows up needing reassurance or acceptance may find social media attractive because reassurance is constantly available through likes, followers, comments and messages. Social media could almost become a crutch for someone who already depends on other people's approval. Instead of developing confidence independently, they could begin measuring their confidence through how other people respond to them online.
Freud's theory can also be connected to sexualisation on social media. His genital stage begins around puberty when sexual interests and relationships become more important. Adolescents now experience this period while being exposed to idealised bodies, relationships and sexualised content online. This could motivate some adolescents to exercise, eat better or take more interest in their appearance. However, it could become harmful if their motivation is mainly based on gaining sexual or social approval. Research presented by Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health links appearance-focused social media with body-image concerns and eating-disorder risks among young people. This suggests that wanting approval may not always encourage healthy behaviour and could instead negatively affect how adolescents see themselves.
Overall, social media does not affect every adolescent in the same way. Vygotsky helps explain why meaningful social interaction is important for learning and why replacing it with more superficial online interaction could negatively affect development. Freud provides a different view by considering how earlier experiences and developmental needs could influence an adolescent's response to validation and sexualised content. At the same time, research shows that social media can provide genuine connection and support. Its impact may therefore depend on how it is used, what it begins replacing and the needs of the individual adolescent.
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