STUDENT NAME: AMINA NOOR
STUDENT NUMBER: 2421445
MODULE CODE: LCHS4010
MODULE TITLE: Psychology in Health and Social Care
LECTURER NAME: Alice Clayton
ASSIGNMENT TITLE: Assessment 2: Essay




















Discuss the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents

Social media has become deeply woven into the everyday routines of most teenagers. In the UK, almost all young people regularly use at least one social media platform, often several times a day, to communicate, share content and follow online personalities (Ofcom, 2023). Because adolescence is a period of significant emotional and social development, spending so much time online can influence mental wellbeing in different ways. Some teenagers feel more connected and supported through social media, while others experience stress, low confidence or pressure to meet certain appearance or lifestyle expectations. This essay explores the impact of social media on the mental health of teenagers by referencing Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bandura’s social learning theory. It proposes that social media may yield both beneficial and harmful effects on youth, depending on their engagement with online material and the nature of the feedback they get.

Erikson’s psychosocial theory helps explain why adolescence is such an important stage for emotional and social development. According to Erikson, young people between the ages of twelve and eighteen are trying to form a clear sense of who they are, what they value and how they fit into the world. This stage, known as Identity versus Role Confusion, involves exploring different roles and seeking approval from others as teenagers work towards building a stable identity (Erikson, 1968; Kroger, 2017). Because peer evaluations are so important during this era, social media has become one of the primary locations where teens experiment with multiple versions of themselves. Social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat enable users to post images, express interests, and engage with friends, contributing to the development of their identity. 

When Erikson's principles are applied to social media, it is evident how online surroundings may influence how children form their identities and how this impacts their mental health. Social media allows young people to experiment with multiple versions of themselves by publishing images, discussing hobbies, and communicating with peers. Positive replies, such as likes or helpful remarks, can boost teens' confidence and make them feel accepted, which is essential for healthy identity development (Valkenburg and Peter, 2011). However, social media exposes teenagers to idealised pictures and well-curated lifestyles, leading them to compare themselves to others. Comparing oneself to others online can cause emotions of uneasiness, anxiety, and low self-esteem, particularly among teens (Fardouly et al., 2018). According to Nesi, Choukas-Bradley, and Prinstein (2020), young people who frequently compare themselves on social media are more likely to experience sadness and mental discomfort. Negative experiences, such as cyberbullying, can also harm a teenager's sense of identity and raise the likelihood of mental health problems, with research indicating substantial correlations between online harassment and mood disorders (Twenge et al., 2019). 

Although Erikson's theory helps to explain why social media has such a big impact on adolescence, it has certain drawbacks when applied to contemporary digital life. Erikson's theory was written before social media; thus, it does not adequately account for the quick pace, continual connectedness, and algorithm-driven pressures that kids encounter today. According to Uhls et al. (2017), social media may swiftly enhance positive and negative feedback, perhaps making identity development more stressful than Erikson's original theory. Some experts, however, claim that not all teens are impacted in the same manner and that many young people use social media without developing major mental health issues. Resilience, supportive families, and digital skills can buffer teenagers from poor consequences, demonstrating that identity formation is more complicated than the theory can explain (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). This shows that, while Erikson's concepts are valuable, they do not adequately represent the complexities of online situations. 

An additional crucial aspect to consider is the influence of parental guidance and educational institutions on how teens engage with social media. While theories from Erikson and Bandura emphasise internal growth and learning through observation, external support systems significantly affect mental health. Studies indicate that adolescents who receive explicit direction regarding online conduct, privacy matters, and emotional management are less prone to face adverse effects like anxiety or diminished self-esteem (Livingstone and Helsper, 2010). Supportive adults can assist teenagers in critically analysing online content, recognising unrealistic representations, and distinguishing between authentic connections and shallow validation. Schools play a vital role in fostering digital literacy, promoting safe online interactions, and raising awareness about cyberbullying. These initiatives can assist young individuals in building resilience and cultivating healthier online behaviours. Moreover, teenagers with strong friendships offline and supportive family connections tend to rely less on social media for emotional reinforcement, which alleviates the pressure to seek validation online. This indicates that the influence of social media is not static; rather, it is influenced by the broader environment surrounding adolescents as they grow. Enhancing these support networks can empower young people to navigate digital spaces more confidently while safeguarding their mental well-being.

Bandura's social learning theory provides another method to examine how social media affects youth. Bandura suggested that humans learn by observing others and then imitating their behaviours, attitudes, or emotional reactions (Bandura, 1977). This technique, known as observational learning, is particularly powerful throughout adolescence, when young people pay close attention to peers, influencers, and role models. Teenagers are constantly inundated with images of how other people dress, behave, communicate, and express themselves on social media. Whether they are following celebrities, online artists, or pals, these digital interactions give a consistent stream of behaviours that may be emulated. Social media's visual, fast-paced, and interactive nature might make some habits appear more enticing or socially rewarded, leading to increased adoption among teens. 

When social learning theory is applied to social media, it is evident how online models may affect adolescent mental health. Young people are regularly exposed to photos and films that depict idealised notions of beauty, prosperity, and pleasure, and these examples can influence how they feel about themselves. Adolescents who encounter highly edited or filtered information may experience dissatisfaction with their looks or lifestyle, leading to low self-esteem and mental discomfort (Perloff, 2014). According to Tiggemann and Slater (2014), following appearance-focused accounts may lead to increased body image problems, particularly among young girls. Social media can also expose teenagers to risky or harmful habits, such as severe diets or dangerous online challenges, which may appear enticing if they earn attention or praise from others (Marwick, 2015). At the same time, social learning online can have a good impact. Many youths follow producers who promote mental health awareness, confidence, and good coping skills; these encouraging messages can lead to more positive actions and emotional resilience (Boyd, 2014). This demonstrates that the influence of social learning on mental health is determined by the models with which teens choose to engage.

Although Bandura's theory helps explain how teens learn habits from social media, it has several significant flaws. Social Learning Theory focuses mostly on what teenagers witness in their environment, but it does not consider the internal cognitive processes that impact whether a young person decides to emulate or disregard a behaviour. Many teens can detect unrealistic or dangerous information online and choose not to replicate it, demonstrating the importance of personal values and critical thinking (Livingstone and Third, 2017). The idea also fails to explain why some teens are more susceptible to negative internet effects than others. Personality, familial support, and prior experiences can all influence how social media affects mental health, but Bandura's model does not fully account for them. According to research, online conduct is influenced by a combination of psychological, social, and technological factors; therefore, social learning alone cannot explain every outcome (Best, Manktelow, and Taylor, 2014). This shows that, while Bandura's theory is important, it does not fully reflect the complexities of how teens interact with digital information.

Overall, social media plays a powerful role in shaping the emotional and social experiences of teenagers, influencing how they see themselves and how they relate to others. Erikson’s psychosocial theory helps explain why online interactions matter so much during adolescence, as this is a stage where young people are trying to build a stable identity and rely heavily on feedback from peers. Bandura’s social learning theory shows how teenagers can adopt behaviours and attitudes they observe online whether these are helpful or harmful. Research suggests that social media can support wellbeing by offering connection and positive role models, but it can also contribute to anxiety, low self‑esteem and emotional difficulties when teenagers face negative comparisons or harmful content (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Taken together, the evidence shows that social media can both benefit and challenge adolescent mental health, and that encouraging digital awareness, supportive relationships and balanced online habits can help young people navigate these platforms more safely.
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