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[bookmark: _Toc232778576]1. Introduction 
Adolescence is the typical development between childhood and adulthood which is characterised by massive physical, cognitive, emotional, and social changes (Backes et al., 2019). Social media can be defined as platforms of digital format where users can generate, communicate, and share content and online communities. Mental health refers to the emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing of an individual, which affects the way an individual thinks, feels, and acts. Social media has also formed a part of the everyday life of adolescents, providing them with a platform to interact, seek social support, and explore their identities (Pérez-Torres, 2024). But the studies have also attributed excessive social media usage to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, and low self-esteem (Prasad et al., 2023). The influences of social media on adolescent mental health are explored in this essay based on the Psychosocial Theory and the Sociocultural Theory proposed by Erikson and Vygotsky, respectively, and how developmental and social processes affect psychological results.
[bookmark: _Toc232778577]2. Main Discussion 
[bookmark: _Toc232778578]2.1 Section 1: Social Media and Adolescent Mental Health 
Social media has become an essential part of the lives of adolescents, with recent statistics showing that more than 90 percent of youths in developed nations regularly utilise one of the social networking sites (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and X are all platforms that offer an opportunity to communicate and have fun and showcase oneself. Studies indicate that social media can have a positive impact on mental health by facilitating social connectivity, enhancing sources of peer support, exploring identity, and availing health-related information and educational resources (Anwar, 2024). Online communities can promote a sense of belonging and mitigate social loneliness to many adolescents.
[bookmark: _Int_Ir507Kqg]Although this has been advantageous, there have been concerns about the adverse psychological implication of overuse of social media. Researchers have observed strong correlations between excessive use of social media and augmented signs of worry, sadness, and mental suffering in adolescents (Thorisdottir et al., 2019). Cyberbullying is also a significant issue as one out of every five adolescents has reported being victimised by cyberbullying that is associated with low self-esteem and worse mental health (Vismara et al., 2022). Moreover, viewing of idealised images and lifestyles can cause body dissatisfaction and unhealthy social comparisons, especially in young females. Social media has also been linked to sleep disruptions because of exposure to screens late into the night and constant online interactions that can have an adverse influence on emotional control and psychological health outcomes (Fiore et al., 2025). Thus, social media poses a threat as well as an opportunity to the mental health of adolescents.
[bookmark: _Toc232778579]2.2 Section 2: Erikson's Psychosocial Theory and Social Media 
The psychosocial theory by Erikson suggests that every person occurs in eight stages of development, with each stage being marked by a psychosocial crisis that needs to be supported to ensure healthy psychological development (Maree, 2022). Adolescence is the time of Identity versus Role Confusion that is likely to take place between 12-18 years of age. At this age, the youths are trying to form a consistent sense of self, personal values and find future purposes in society. Effective resolution results in stable identity, and challenges might cause confusion, insecurity, and loss of self-esteem.
[bookmark: _Int_J2wP7fMY]In modern-day adolescence, social media has been a potent factor in identity formation. Social media like Instagram, Tik Tok, and Snapchat have the potential to offer self-expression and experimenting with other identities. Online spaces allow adolescents to build and socialise idealised images of themselves and get a sense of validation by likes and comments, as well as the number of followers (Butler, 2024). Erikson describes that peer feedback can enhance self-confidence and aid in identity development. Nevertheless, over trusting online validation may cause teens to be susceptible to social comparison and inadequacy in situations where the anticipations are not fulfilled. Studies show that regular comparisons with friends and role models are connected to reduced self-esteem, high levels of anxiety, and depression among youth (Adeyanju et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_5NXL3tpH][bookmark: _Int_BLIP6f0W]One of the strengths of the Erikson theory is that it focuses on identity development and can thus be involved in understanding the effects of social media on the psychological wellbeing of adolescents. The theory can be used to understand why the impact of peer acceptance and interactions through the internet is so strong at such a stage in life (KABIRU et al., 2026). But Erikson has shortcomings of his theory. It has been created prior to the advent of digital technology and thus does not specifically cover online spaces and the impact of social media algorithms. Moreover, the theory presupposes a rather general developmental trajectory and does not consider cultural diversity and personal differences. However, the Erikson framework still holds worth explaining how social media might induce identity formation, self-esteem and emotional wellbeing during adolescence.




[bookmark: _Toc232778580]2.3 Section 3: Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory and Social Media 
[bookmark: _Int_uPPZfn4M]The sociocultural theory by Vygotsky stresses cognitive, emotional, and social development of individuals through interaction with other individuals in a cultural environment. Vygotsky proposes that social experiences and language, as well as cooperation with better informed people, influence learning (Irshad et al., 2021). This view is especially applicable to teens, whose development is becoming more subject to peer relationships and social contexts. Social media platforms (Instagram, Tik Tok and Snapchat) may be perceived as the fitting sociocultural space in the digital age where adolescents communicate, share ideas, and create meaning.
Social interaction is one of the key aspects of the theory proposed by Vygotsky, and it helps to clarify how adolescents acquire their attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors on the Internet. Studies indicate that most teenagers (95% of) possess smartphones and more than 90% of them regularly use social media. As a result, digital interaction is becoming an important part of daily life (Actforyouth, 2026). Online communities provide an opportunity for adolescents to get feedback and observe peer behaviour and experience shared experiences, which shape emotional wellbeing and impact identity development. The positive interaction can help to develop social support, sense of belonging and self-esteem, whereas negative experiences can lead to anxiety, loneliness, and psychological distress due to cyberbullying, exclusion, or being exposed to the harmful content (Hellfeldt et al., 2020). Social media is therefore a strong tool for learning and reinforcement of behaviour and emotional reactions.
[bookmark: _Int_yawxskbS]One of the most important aspects of the Vygotsky theory is that it acknowledges the presence of a social learning and the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) indicating that people can experience greater depths of understanding when guided and interacts with other people (Irshad et al., 2021). This can be applied to the online context where in-group and digital communities can facilitate learning and growth. The theory however has its limitations. ZPD cannot be easily measured empirically and, therefore, it is hard to apply in practice. Moreover, Vygotsky lays not much emphasis on biological and genetic factors that can influence the results of mental health. One more point that critics make is that the theory might overgeneralise the impact of cultures; it might not be able to fully describe the differences in the responses of adolescents towards social media (Rathnayake, 2025). In spite of the restrictions, the theory by Vygotsky can offer a fruitful model of explaining the social processes in which digital interactions can affect mental health in adolescents.



[bookmark: _Toc232778581]2.4 Section 4: Comparison and Critical Analysis of the Two Theories 
[bookmark: _Int_hKgYmYdB]Both Erikson (Psychosocial Theory) and Vygotsky (Sociocultural Theory) offer useful insights into how social media is affecting the mental health of teenagers, but they are based on different components of development (Botha, 2019; Chiimba, 2020). Erikson focuses on the identity formation of the stage of Identity vs Role Confusion, and how the social media impacts self-concept, self-esteem and wellbeing, using online self-presentation and peer approval. Vygotsky, in turn, pays attention to the social interaction and culture and describes how the adolescence learn behaviour, attitudes and values in the digital context and online communities. The theories collectively are complementary to each other as they touch both on the development of personal identity as well as social learning processes. Whereas Erikson provides a more solid justification on the self-esteem and identity-related challenges regarding social media (Arlint et al., 2026), Vygotsky is more appropriate in terms of explaining peer influence and social learning (Hogan and Tudge, 2014). Together, they reveal that the nurture and social environments play an important role in influencing the mental health outcomes of adolescents.

[bookmark: _Toc232778582]3. Conclusion 
To sum up, social media has got both positive and negative implications on adolescent mental health. Although it can foster social connection, peer support, identity exploration and information access, overuse, or misuse can lead to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, sleep problems, and body-image dissatisfaction. The Psychosocial Theory by Erikson describes the effects of social media on identity, self-concept, and emotional health in adolescence. Sociocultural Theory by Vygotsky puts a significant emphasis on social interactions and social networks in the process of attitude formation, behaviour development, and determination of mental well-being. Developmental and environmental factors are factors that affect adolescent mental health. Thus, it is necessary to use social media responsibly and in moderation to make the most out of it and minimise the potential harm it can cause psychologically.
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