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Impact of social media on mental health in adolescence 
Online platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, YouTube, and Facebook have become a vital part of our modern age, and adolescents are among the most engaged users of social media. Social media gives opportunities for communication and education, but there are growing concerns about how it affects the mental health of young people. According to Ofcom (2024), over 88% of UK children aged 12–17 use social media or video-sharing platforms regularly, highlighting the significant role these platforms play during adolescence. At the same time, the World Health Organization (2024) reports that approximately one in seven adolescents aged 10–19 experiences a mental health condition, with anxiety and depression among the most common disorders affecting this age group. Since adolescence is a crucial time for social, psychological, and emotional development, understanding how social media affects mental health has become an important public health issue. This essay will examine both the positive and negative impacts of social media on adolescent mental health, focusing on its influence on behaviour, emotional wellbeing, and self-esteem. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory, which discusses identity development during adolescence, and Bandura's Social Learning Theory, which explores how behaviour is influenced through imitation and observation, will be utilised to support the discussion. Overall, these theories present a helpful framework for understanding the connection between teenage mental health and social media use.
Erik Erikson's Psychosocial Theory explains that human development takes place through eight stages across the lifespan, with each stage involving a psychosocial conflict that must be resolved for healthy development (Erikson, 1968). Identity versus Role Confusion is the most important developmental stage of adolescence, which typically occurs between the ages of 12 and 18 years. During this period, young people begin to explore their beliefs, values, interests, and future goals to develop a strong sense of identity. Fidelity, which is the ability to remain true to oneself while building meaningful relationships and making personal commitments, results from successfully resolving this conflict. However, adolescents who struggle to develop a clear identity may experience role confusion, leaving them uncertain about who they are and where they belong in society. Identity formation, which refers to the process of developing a stable and positive sense of self, is a key concept in Erikson's theory. Another important concept is the influence of social relationships, as interactions with family, friends, and the wider community help shape an adolescent's identity. This theory emphasises how social experiences influence psychological development during adolescence. Therefore, Erikson's theory is particularly useful for understanding the emotional and social challenges that young people may face during this important stage of life.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory, especially Identity vs Role Confusion, helps explain how social media affects adolescent mental health. During. Young people are developing their identities throughout this age group (12–18 years old), and social media sites like TikTok, Instagram, and Snapchat provide them with the chance to show their personality, explore their hobbies, and get feedback from others. Because quick reactions like likes and comments affect young people's perception of self and belonging, this is the reason why social media is so popular among youngsters. According to the theory, social media that encourages identity formation has positive effects on mental health. By expressing their creativity, sharing what they have experienced, and being part of encouraging online platforms, teens may increase their confidence and reduce feelings of isolation. But there are disadvantages as well. Confused identity and low self-esteem may arise from negative comments, cyberbullying, and constant comparisons with changed or idealised information. This may make you feel overwhelmed, nervous, or depressed, particularly if you rely on online approval for validation. A real-life example is the 2021 Facebook (Meta) internal research leak, where findings reported that Instagram was linked to negative body image and poorer mental health in teenage girls (The Guardian, 2021). This case study illustrates the previously mentioned issues by offering solid evidence that social media can have a negative effect on teenage identity development and mental health, particularly through comparison, feedback, and self-perception problems that are highlighted in Erikson's theory.
Erikson's Psychosocial Theory, which focuses on identity development during adolescence, is useful in describing teenage social media use. It explains why young people use platforms like Instagram and TikTok to explore identities, gain positive feedback, and feel a sense of belonging. One strength is that it links behaviour to a clear developmental stage, making it effective in health and social care for understanding peer influence, psychological health, and confidence. However, the theory has limitations. Adolescents' online interactions are influenced by modern factors such as algorithms, celebrity culture, and targeted media, which are not fully considered. It also focuses on personal development rather than wider influences like family, education, and cultural background. It assumes all adolescents experience identity issues, which is not always true. Another criticism is that teenagers respond differently depending on resilience and circumstances. Therefore, although Erikson is useful, more modern research is needed to fully understand today’s social media effects on adolescents.
According to Bandura's Social Learning Theory, people learn behaviours by observing others and imitating their actions. (Bandura, 1977). It indicates that learning happens not only through direct interaction but also through observational learning, reinforcement and observation. A significant concept is observational learning, in which people imitate the actions of role models, such as family members, friends, or public personalities. The theory of vicarious reinforcement implies that people are more likely to perform similar activities if they observe others obtaining rewards, whereas modelling refers to behaviours that are displayed for others to imitate. Another key idea is self-efficacy, which is a person’s belief in their ability to succeed in performing a behaviour. This idea is especially relevant to adolescence because social environments and online information have a major influence on young people. According to the NHS (2023), excessive social media use can affect young people’s wellbeing by increasing exposure to comparison, pressure, and harmful content. This supports Bandura's theory that people's actions are affected by what they see online. Teenagers may imitate the clothes, language, or harmful fashions of celebrities, particularly if their actions receive rewards with likes, comments, and attention. In general, the idea of vicarious reinforcement is especially beneficial since social media converts acceptance into external motivation, thereby influencing teenage behaviour and identity development.


The effect of social media on teenage mental health and the reasons behind its popularity can be clarified through Bandura's Social Learning Theory. According to the theory, adolescents acquire behaviours through observational learning, meaning they imitate what they see online from peers, celebrities, and influencers. Teenagers constantly observe and copy models of behaviour, lifestyle, and identity on social media, often receiving immediate responses through likes, comments, and shares. This helps explain why social media is so popular. One advantage of this theory is that when adolescents see positive behaviours online, such as study motivation, mental health awareness, or exercise routines, it may support healthier mental wellbeing. Adolescents' self-worth may improve when they observe others receiving positive feedback, increasing confidence to achieve personal goals. Research also suggests that positive social media use can strengthen social connectedness and wellbeing among adolescents when it encourages supportive interactions (O'Reilly et al., 2019).

However, there are disadvantages. Teenagers may also imitate harmful behaviours, unrealistic lifestyles, or risky trends if they see them being rewarded with attention, which can negatively affect mental health. For example, appearance-focused content or viral challenges may increase anxiety, low self-esteem, and social pressure. Vicarious reinforcement, where likes and views act as rewards, strengthens this effect. Evidence suggests that social media platforms often promote unrealistic standards, with content such as 'ideal body' trends and extreme dieting being linked to body dissatisfaction and disordered eating (Lancashire and South Cumbria NHS Foundation Trust, 2025). This demonstrates how repeated exposure to idealised content can influence adolescents’ self-image and mental health through imitation of perceived “rewarded” behaviour.

Bandura's Social Learning Theory is useful for analysing teenage social media use because it explains how behaviour is influenced by observing and imitating others. It is particularly helpful in understanding why trends, challenges, and influencer content spread rapidly among teenagers. A key strength of the theory is that it highlights the powerful impact of reinforcement. However, the theory has limitations. It does not fully consider biological factors, personality differences, or the influence of algorithms that shape social media content, focusing mainly on learning through observation. Furthermore, not all teenagers copy what they see online, as behaviour is also influenced by resilience, family support, and critical thinking skills. According to Ofcom (2024), 88% of UK children aged 12–17 use social media or messaging apps, yet their experiences and mental health outcomes differ widely. Therefore, in order to completely comprehend teenage social media use and mental health, Bandura's theory which offers a compelling account of social learning should be integrated with current studies.
Conclusion: This essay examined the effect of social media on teenage mental health by applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. Both theories have shown that social media can affect young people in positive and negative ways, depending on how they interact with online platforms and the experiences they have. While social media may encourage self-expression, learning, and social support, it can also contribute to anxiety, low self-esteem, and negative body image through comparison and exposure to unrealistic content. The main takeaway is that social media itself is not harmful; rather, its impact depends on the type of content viewed, individual resilience, and the support available to adolescents. Although each theory provides valuable insights, combining both offers the strongest understanding. Erikson explains how social media influence identity development, while Bandura explains how behaviours are learned through observation and reinforcement. Together, these theories provide a more comprehensive explanation of adolescent social media use and its effects on mental health today.
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