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Introduction
Adolescents is a period of rapid neurological, emotional, and social development, which makes young people particularly sensitive to experiences that look their identity, self‑esteem, and wellbeing. One of the most influential environments they now navigate is social media. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube expose adolescents to constant social comparison, peer feedback, and curated content that can intensify feelings of inadequacy, anxiety, or pressure to conform. Research consistently shows associations between heavy social media use and increased symptoms of depression, anxiety, sleep disruption, and reduced self‑esteem in young people. These effects are not random; they can be understood through established psychological theories that explain how adolescents learn, interpret, and internalise information from their social world.
I will be using Bandura’s Social Learning Theory and Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory to explain how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to social media platforms. Social Learning Theory helps clarify how adolescents imitate behaviours, attitudes, and emotional responses observed online, especially when influencers or peers appear rewarded for those behaviours. Erikson’s theory highlights how social media interacts with the developmental task of identity formation, potentially complicating an already challenging stage. Together, these theories provide a structured explanation of the mechanisms through which social media can shape adolescent mental health both positively and negatively and why this influence is particularly powerful during adolescence.
Main body 
Research shows that social media can affect young people’s mental health in several ways. Many adolescents experience pressure to look a certain way, constant comparison, and fear of missing out (FOMO). Seeing edited images or idealised lifestyles can lower self‑esteem and increase anxiety. Negative comments or cyberbullying can also harm wellbeing. In addition, heavy social media use can disrupt sleep, which is closely linked to mood and emotional regulation. These issues are especially powerful during adolescence because young people are still developing their identity and confidence.
Bandura’s Social Learning 
Bandura theory explains that people learn by observing, imitating, and receiving feedback from others. On social media, adolescents are constantly exposed to influencers, celebrities, and peers who model certain behaviours, appearances, and attitudes.
Observation Teenagers see posts showing “perfect” bodies, expensive lifestyles, or risky behaviours.
Imitation They may copy these behaviours because they appear popular or rewarded with likes and comments.
Reinforcement When adolescents receive likes or positive comments for similar posts, the behaviour is reinforced, making them more likely to repeat it.
This can lead to poor mental health outcomes, for example, if a young person repeatedly sees influencers promoting unrealistic beauty standards, they may imitate these behaviours (extreme dieting, over‑editing photos) and feel worse about themselves when they cannot achieve the same results. On the other hand, positive role models such as influencers promoting self‑care or healthy habits can support better mental health. Bandura’s theory helps explain why social media has such a strong impact: adolescents learn from what they see online, even if it is not realistic.
Strategies to support mental health 
Social media can have big impact a person’s confidence, mood, and identity, so support should focus on helping them understand that online content is often filtered or unrealistic, encouraging them to follow positive accounts, and challenging any negative thoughts triggered by comparison. It’s important to promote offline activities that build self‑esteem, support real‑life friendships, and create simple boundaries like phone free times. Consistent emotional support helps them manage feelings of rejection or pressure, while safety steps such as blocking harmful accounts and adjusting privacy settings protect their wellbeing. A personalised plan based on their goals and strengths can help them use social media in healthier, more positive ways.
Erikson’s theory
Eriksons theory states that adolescents are in the stage of Identity vs. Role Confusion, where they try to figure out who they are and how they fit into society. Social media can make this stage more complicated.
Adolescents may feel pressure to present a certain image online to gain approval.
They might compare themselves to others and feel unsure about their identity.
Trying to fit into online trends can lead to confusion about their real values or interests.
This can result in low self‑esteem, anxiety, or feeling “not good enough.” Social media can also create a sense of “role confusion” if adolescents feel they must change themselves to match what they see online. However, social media can also support identity development by helping young people find communities, hobbies, or interests that make them feel understood.
Erikson’s theory helps explain why social media affects mental health: adolescents are already working through identity formation, and online pressure can either support or disrupt this process.
Social media has several downsides. It can lower self‑esteem by encouraging constant comparison to unrealistic posts, increase anxiety through pressure to fit in, and expose people to bullying or negative comments. It can also affect sleep and concentration because it’s easy to spend too much time scrolling, and online relationships can feel shallow, which may lead to loneliness even when someone is always connected.

Good examples in Mental Health Eriksons Theory 
Identity exploration: Social media allows young people to try out interests, communities, and roles, supporting healthy identity formation. Belonging and connection: Positive online communities can strengthen feelings of acceptance, which supports Erikson’s idea of developing a stable sense of self. Self-expression Platforms give adolescents opportunities to express values, beliefs, and creativity, helping them build confidence.
The poor Mental Health
 Role confusion Constant comparison, unrealistic beauty standards, and pressure to “perform” online can make young people unsure of who they are. Identity instability: If self-worth becomes tied to likes, followers, or appearance, identity becomes fragile and dependent on external validation. Social exclusion Negative comments, cyberbullying, or feeling “left out” online can damage self-esteem and lead to anxiety or depression.
Bandura Social learning Theory good 
 Positive modelling: Exposure to healthy behaviours (exercise, kindness, coping strategies) can encourage positive habits and emotional resilience. Motivation and self-efficacy Seeing others succeed can increase confidence (“If they can do it, maybe I can too”). Learning social skills Observing positive communication online can help young people learn empathy and constructive interaction.
Poor Mental Health 
modelling Harmful behaviours (aggression, risky challenges, extreme dieting) can be copied, especially by younger users. Reinforcement of unhealthy norms If harmful content receives likes or praise, users may imitate it believing it is socially rewarded. Fear of judgement Observing others being criticised or bullied can increase anxiety and discourage healthy self-expression.
Together, Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory explain why social media has such a powerful impact on young people’s mental health. Erikson shows that social media directly shapes identity development, supporting confidence and belonging when experiences are positive, but increasing role confusion, low self‑esteem and anxiety when online interactions are negative. Bandura adds that young people learn through observing and imitating others online, meaning positive role models can encourage healthy behaviours, while harmful or unrealistic content can reinforce poor coping strategies and emotional distress. When combined, both theories highlight that social media can promote good mental health when it offers connection, support and positive modelling, but can also contribute to poor outcomes when it exposes young people to pressure, comparison, or negative behaviours.
Conclusion 
Overall, social media can have a strong impact on adolescent mental health because young people are still developing emotionally and socially. Research shows that constant comparison, pressure to fit in, cyberbullying, and unrealistic images can increase anxiety, low mood, and low self‑esteem. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory helps explain this by showing how adolescents learn from what they see online. When influencers or peers are rewarded with likes and positive comments, teenagers may copy these behaviours, which can lead to unhealthy habits or negative feelings about themselves. 
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory also helps explain the impact. Adolescents are in the stage of identity formation, and social media can make this process harder by creating pressure to present a perfect image or match online trends. This can lead to confusion about who they really are and affect their confidence. Together, these theories show that social media influences adolescent mental health by shaping how young people learn, behave, and build their identity during a sensitive stage of development.
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