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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence. 
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Social media can impact mental health in adolescence, as research has found that excessive social media use may be a contributing factor to anxiety, depression, stress, and other negative mental health difficulties in adolescents and young adults (Khalaf et al., 2023). Although social media provides great opportunities for communication, social connection, and learning aspects, there is increasing evidence suggesting that excessive use poses a negative impact on an individual's psychological well-being (Khalaf et al., 2023). Adolescence is a key stage of the development of individuals' mental health shaped by biological, psychological, and environmental influences (World Health Organization 2024). In the UK, Ofcom (2024) has reported that 79% of children and young people aged 3-17 have their own social media, messaging, and livestreaming platforms, highlighting the widespread use of social media in this age group. This essay will draw on Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bandura’s social learning theory to explain how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to these social media platforms.
Firstly, Erikson’s psychosocial developmental theory explains personality development as a lifelong process where individuals progress through eight sequential stages, beginning with infancy (1–2-year-olds) and continuing into late adulthood (Maree, 2021). Each stage of psychological and developmental crisis must be successfully resolved before continuing to the next stage. According to Maree (2021), successful resolution of these psychosocial crises promotes healthy psychological development, whereas unresolved conflicts may negatively influence later stages of development. Erikson argues that personality is shaped through a variety of social experiences, biological factors, relationships, education, and wider cultural environments. An important stage during the developmental process is the fifth stage, which occurs between 13 and 19 years of age during the adolescence period, “Identity vs Role Confusion." During this stage, individuals explore their beliefs, personal values, and social roles, which then promote a strong sense of self and a stable identity while unresolved conflicts cause confusion. Overall, Erikson's theory provides a valuable framework for understanding adolescent identity, behaviour and mental health, making it relevant when examining the influence of social media.
According to Erikson, adolescence is a crucial period of development in which individuals attempt to resolve the crisis of identity versus role confusion, during which they seek acceptance, a sense of self, and social belonging (Maree, 2021). Social media provides adolescents with a variety of opportunities to express themselves and explore different aspects of their identity through communication or peer interactions. The opportunity to do so invites positive and negative outcomes; online platforms may seem supportive as they enable young people to experiment with interests and receive positive feedback from peers. Nonetheless, an excessive use of social media may disrupt the development process due to becoming heavily reliant on the need for constant validation and feedback from individuals they associate with. Becoming overly dependent on online approval can cause low self-esteem for certain individuals circling back to the idea of role confusion. According to Liu et al. (2026), an emotional dependence on social media may interfere with psychological well-being by causing mental health issues such as depression, suggesting that adolescents who rely heavily on social media fulfillment experience poorer mental health. Research suggests that social media alone does not cause psychological well-being to deteriorate, but it depends on a variety of different factors such as personality, emotional vulnerability, or the patterns of social media use. According to Valkenburg, Meier, and Beyens (2022), some studies report harmful effects, but the overall association between social media use and adolescent mental health is generally weak or inconsistent. Erikson's theory should not be viewed as implying that social media is harmful; it does, however, provide a useful framework for understanding why some individuals may experience more issues with mental health in response to social media than others due to factors such as the dependence they build towards it and the need for validation.
Erikson’s psychosocial theory is relevant to adolescents' mental health in correlation with using social media, with the major strength being that it focuses on the importance of peer relationships and creating an individual's own identity during the most important stage of the developmental process. The theory works well with understanding why social comparisons, online validation, and peer approval are important in shaping an individual's identity and how this helps them move on to the next developmental stage within a suitable time frame. However, Erikson’s theory does have a limitation as it was developed before digital technology existed; therefore, his theory and findings are not based on the modern features of social media and the constant need for connecting online shaping adolescent behaviours. Furthermore, Erikson’s theory concentrated on a universal sequence of stages, not considering the cultural differences individuals may come across when being raised in different family backgrounds. Therefore, Erikson's theory provides a strong general foundation for understanding adolescents and their vulnerability towards social media.
A second psychological perspective that can be used to evaluate the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. According to Koutroubas and Galanakis (2022), the theory suggests that individuals acquire new behaviours through observing and imitating other people's actions within their social environment. The theory explores the idea that people pay close attention to the behaviour of their role models and imitate behaviour if it appears to result in positive outcomes; actions are more likely to be replicated after observing others being rewarded or punished. Koutroubas and Galanakis (2022) further explain that Bandura expanded the social learning theory into social cognitive theory, in which he recognises that actions are learned by being influenced by environmental factors. The social learning theory provides a valuable framework for understanding how adolescents' behaviours may be influenced and correlate with their mental health, since adolescents are heavily influenced by their friends, family, and other influential role models.
Bandura’s social learning theory suggests that adolescents actively learn behaviours they see online and apply them to their lives, imitating what they see from their role models. According to the theory, adolescents are more likely to acquire attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours when the reward is viewed as attractive or successful (Koutroubas and Galanakis, 2022). Adolescents seek validation from online interactions; their identities are shaped through observations and engaging in social media trends (Pérez-Torres, V. 2024). Adolescence is also a sensitive developmental stage of life where individuals may develop a negative self-image due to “unrealistic skinny and muscular models or celebrities," which can result in mental health issues (Pérez-Torres, V. 2024) as social media acts as a social mirror in which they share similar experiences. In correlation to this, Khalaf et al. (2023) have found that excessive social media use contributes to an increased risk of anxiety, depression, stress, and other negative mental health issues in adolescents and young adults. Therefore, Bandura’s theory provides a valuable framework for understanding how adolescents learn through observation within an online environment that shapes their thoughts, behaviours, and emotional well-being, contributing to the main topic of mental health and social media usage.
Bandura’s social learning theory is useful as it provides a valuable explanation of how social media influences adolescents’ mental health as they learn by observing and imitating. The theory remains relevant to society today due to the high exposure to influencers and celebrities whose behaviours are seen as desirable by young people who then imitate their role models' actions to hopefully be rewarded by the same concepts, such as likes, comments, and followers. However, a limitation that the theory faces is that it mainly focuses on the environmental learning development rather than including factors such as personality, family relationships, and even any mental health problems diagnosed beforehand, which may also determine how adolescents’ identities are shaped. Nevertheless, Bandura’s theory continues to remain useful to understand how behaviours imitated on social media can shape an individual’s identity and affect mental health. 
In conclusion, social media can have both positive and negative impacts on adolescent mental health, depending on how it is used by individuals. Erikson’s psychosocial theory explains that adolescence is an important period of development to form their identities, making individuals particularly drawn to feedback and validation from peers. In comparison, Bandura’s social learning theory focuses on how behaviours, attitudes, and beliefs can be learned through observing and imitating role models. Both theories provide valuable insight into mental health in adolescence, yet they cannot fully explain every contributing factor to it. Overall, using both theories provides a broader understanding of how social media shapes adolescents’ identities, their behaviours and psychological well-being. 
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