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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Introduction
Social media has become an important part of everyday life for adolescents, providing opportunities for communication, entertainment, education, and self-expression. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook allow young people to connect with friends, share experiences, and access information instantly. Recent research suggests that over 90% of adolescents in many developed countries use social media regularly (Ofcom, 2024). Although these platforms offer many benefits, concerns have grown regarding their impact on adolescent mental health. Studies have linked excessive social media use with increased levels of anxiety, depression, poor self-esteem, loneliness, sleep disturbances, and body image concerns (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). However, research also highlights positive effects, including increased social support, stronger friendships, and opportunities to access mental health information.
[bookmark: _Int_2UBRGwP4]Adolescence is a critical developmental stage during which young people develop their identity, independence, emotional regulation, and relationships. Experiences during this period can have long-lasting effects on wellbeing. Psychological theories provide useful frameworks for understanding why social media may influence adolescent mental health. This essay discusses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health using Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. These theories help explain how social media influences identity formation, self-esteem, behaviour, and emotional wellbeing.
The rapid growth of social media has transformed the way adolescents communicate and develop relationships. One of the greatest advantages is that it enables young people to remain connected with friends and family regardless of geographical distance. During adolescence, peer relationships become increasingly important, and online communication can strengthen friendships and reduce feelings of social isolation. Social media communities also provide support for young people experiencing mental health difficulties, chronic illness, or discrimination by allowing them to connect with others who share similar experiences. Research suggests that online social support can increase feelings of belonging and improve emotional wellbeing when used appropriately (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_eGj7HJCN]Despite these benefits, excessive or unhealthy social media use has been associated with several negative mental health outcomes. One major concern is social comparison. Adolescents are frequently exposed to carefully edited photographs, videos, and lifestyles that may appear perfect. Comparing themselves with these unrealistic images may reduce self-esteem and increase dissatisfaction with appearance. Girls, in particular, have been found to experience greater body dissatisfaction after prolonged exposure to appearance-focused social media content (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). This can contribute to anxiety, depression, eating disorders, and low confidence.
Another concern is cyberbullying. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur at any time and reach large audiences instantly. Victims often experience embarrassment, fear, loneliness, and emotional distress. Prolonged cyberbullying has been associated with depression, anxiety, self-harm, and suicidal thoughts among adolescents (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). The anonymous nature of some online platforms may encourage harmful behaviour that would not occur during face-to-face interactions.
Sleep disruption is another important factor affecting adolescent mental health. Many teenagers use smartphones late at night to browse social media or communicate with friends. Exposure to blue light delays melatonin production and reduces sleep quality. Inadequate sleep is associated with poorer emotional regulation, reduced concentration, increased stress, and greater risk of depression. Therefore, the relationship between social media and mental health is often influenced by indirect factors such as sleep deprivation rather than social media use alone.
Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development provides one explanation for why adolescents may be particularly sensitive to social media. Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescence is characterised by the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion. During this period, young people attempt to establish a clear sense of identity by exploring beliefs, values, interests, friendships, and future goals. Successfully resolving this stage results in a stable identity, whereas failure may lead to confusion, insecurity, and low self-esteem.
Social media has become an important environment where adolescents explore and present their identities. They create online profiles, post photographs, express opinions, and seek approval through comments and likes. Positive online interactions may strengthen confidence and support healthy identity development. Receiving encouragement from peers may help adolescents feel accepted and valued.
However, Erikson’s theory also explains potential risks. Adolescents who depend heavily on online approval may begin to base their self-worth on the number of likes, followers, or positive comments they receive. If posts receive little attention or negative feedback, feelings of rejection or inadequacy may develop. Social media encourages continuous comparison with peers, celebrities, and influencers who often present unrealistic versions of their lives. Such comparisons may interfere with healthy identity development and contribute to role confusion, anxiety, and depression.
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory also helps explain the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Bandura (1977) argued that individuals learn behaviours through observing others and imitating behaviours that appear rewarding. Learning occurs through observation, modelling, imitation, and reinforcement.
[bookmark: _Int_oOkcx5Ep][bookmark: _Int_2iXayEww]Social media exposes adolescents to thousands of roles models every day, including celebrities, influencers, peers, and content creators. Young people may imitate behaviours they observe receiving positive attention. For example, influencers who receive admiration for particular body types, fashion, lifestyles, or risky behaviours may unintentionally encourage adolescents to copy these behaviours in order to gain similar social acceptance.
Bandura’s theory explains why appearance-related content can negatively influence body image. Adolescents repeatedly exposed to idealised images may begin believing these appearances represent normal standards of beauty. They may imitate unhealthy dieting behaviours, excessive exercise, or cosmetic practices to achieve unrealistic expectations. Such behaviours increase the risk of eating disorders, anxiety, and poor self-esteem.
However, Bandura’s theory also highlights positive learning opportunities. Social media can promote healthy behaviours when adolescents observe positive role models demonstrating kindness, resilience, healthy lifestyles, or effective coping strategies. Mental health organisations increasingly use platforms such as Instagram and TikTok to share educational content about stress management, emotional wellbeing, and seeking professional help. Observing positive behaviours may encourage adolescents to develop healthier habits and improve emotional resilience.
Another important issue is the addictive nature of social media. Platforms are specifically designed to encourage repeated engagement through notifications, personalised content, and endless scrolling. Adolescents may spend several hours each day online, reducing time spent exercising, studying, participating in hobbies, or interacting with family members. Excessive screen time has been associated with poorer psychological wellbeing, although researchers emphasise that the quality of online experiences is often more important than the amount of time spent online (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
It is also important to recognise that not all adolescents experience social media in the same way. Individual factors such as personality, family relationships, existing mental health conditions, and digital literacy influence outcomes. Adolescents with strong family support and healthy offline friendships may be more resilient to negative online experiences. Conversely, those already experiencing anxiety or depression may be more vulnerable to harmful social comparison or cyberbullying.
Current evidence suggests that social media itself is neither entirely harmful nor entirely beneficial. Rather, mental health outcomes depend on how adolescents use these platforms, the content they consume, and the support available to them. Parents, schools, healthcare professionals, and technology companies all play important roles in promoting safe and balanced social media use. Teaching digital literacy, encouraging critical thinking about online content, monitoring screen time, and promoting positive online behaviour may reduce potential risks while preserving the benefits of social media.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a complex influence on adolescent mental health. It provides valuable opportunities for communication, emotional support, learning, and identity exploration. At the same time, excessive use, cyberbullying, social comparison, unrealistic body image expectations, and sleep disruption can negatively affect psychological wellbeing.
Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development explains how social media influence's identity formation during adolescence, highlighting both opportunities for positive self-development and risks associated with dependence on online approval. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory demonstrates how adolescents imitate behaviours observed on social media, resulting in either healthy or unhealthy outcomes depending on the role models they follow. Together, these theories show that adolescent mental health is influenced not simply by using social media but by the quality of online experiences and the developmental needs of young people.
As social media continues to evolve, promoting responsible digital use and supporting adolescents in developing resilience, critical thinking, and healthy relationships will remain essential for protecting mental health while allowing young people to benefit from the positive aspects of online communication.
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