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Introduction:
In this essay, I will be discussing how social media affects adolescents’ mental health & wellbeing. 
Social media has a positive and negative impact on young people’s mental health and wellbeing, 
Social media dose not just provide opportunities of communication, help explore sense of identity and also can help cognitive development. 
However social media can also have many negative aspects which can impact young people’s natural development. With the rise of apps and websites such as TikTok, Snapchat, and Instagram, young people are exposed to constant online interaction. 
These platforms can have a significant impact on their self-esteem, confidence in, and overall wellbeing in a positive and negative way. There are also safety concerns that may influence emotional and social development. Research shows that “social media reshapes how teenagers think, feel, sleep, and relate to one another. Nearly half of all teens say they are online ‘almost constantly’” (Science Insights, 2026).
This essay will draw on two psychological theories to explain these impacts. The first is Erik Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development, which explores how social relationships and psychosocial crises shape identity. “Erik Erikson (1902–1994) proposed a lifespan model of development, emphasizing how social relationships shape our sense of self” (McLeod, 2026). The second theory is Freud’s psychosexual stages of human development, which highlights how early experiences influence personality formation. “Freud believed that unresolved conflicts during these stages could lead to personality issues in adulthood” (McLeod, 2025).
The purpose of this essay is to explore how social media affects adolescents, particularly when key developmental stages are disrupted, and to consider how these disruptions may contribute to long‑term emotional and behavioral difficulties.
Main Body
Mental health and wellbeing in adolescence are strongly influenced by social interaction, especially through apps and social networks. Platforms such as TikTok, Snapchat, and Instagram have become central to young people’s daily lives, shaping how they communicate, express themselves, and build relationships. These networks can support identity formation, communication skills, and friendship building. As social media and artificial intelligence have developed further, young people now have more opportunities to express their feelings, ask questions, and seek information that may feel embarrassing to discuss face‑to‑face. This can help them gain understanding and emotional support, especially when they feel uncomfortable speaking to parents, teachers, or professionals. However, these benefits also come with significant risks, including reduced self‑esteem, loss of confidence, and unsafe communication with strangers.
One major concern is cyberbullying, which occurs through online comments, messages, and interactions. Bullying can take many forms, including negative comments about appearance, behavior, lifestyle, or personal choices. Because young people are more exposed to online environments, they may experience bullying more frequently and more intensely. Cyberbullying can happen at any time of day, meaning young people cannot escape it once they leave school. This constant exposure can have a strong emotional impact, leading to anxiety, depression, low self‑esteem, and even self‑modification, such as changing their personality or appearance to fit in or avoid further bullying. Some adolescents may begin to hide their identity, withdraw from social activities, or become fearful of expressing themselves online or offline. These emotional consequences can affect long‑term wellbeing and development.
Erikson’s theory helps explain why these experiences are so influential. Erikson outlined eight stages of development, and between the ages of 12 and 18, adolescents focus on identity formation. This stage is crucial because discovering “who you are” shapes confidence, decision‑making, and future goals. As McLeod (2026) states, “During adolescence, the focus is on discovering ‘Who am I?”. Social media can support identity exploration by giving young people spaces to express their interests, beliefs, and personalities. However, negative experiences such as cyberbullying can disrupt this process. When adolescents face constant criticism or pressure online, they may struggle to form a stable identity, leading to confusion, insecurity, and emotional distress. Social media can also create unrealistic expectations about what identity should look like, encouraging young people to copy influencers or peers rather than developing their own sense of self.
Another major impact of social media is social comparison. Young people often compare themselves to influencers, celebrities, and peers, especially regarding lifestyle, appearance, achievements, and popularity. This pressure to achieve a “perfect image” can lead to insecurity about body shape, weight, and attractiveness. For some adolescents, this may develop into body dysmorphia, where they become overly focused on perceived flaws. “Body dysmorphic disorder happens when kids and teens spend a lot of time worrying that parts of their body are flawed in some way” (Cammarata, 2023). Social media often promotes slim, muscular, or enhanced bodies, encouraging young people to diet, hide their appearance, or create an online persona that feels more acceptable. In the short term, this persona may boost confidence, but long term it can damage mental health, leading to loneliness, social withdrawal, and avoidance of communication.
Body image pressure can also affect physical health. Some adolescents may begin extreme dieting, excessive exercise, or unhealthy habits to achieve the appearance they see online. Others may feel ashamed of their natural bodies and avoid social situations, swimming, sports, or activities that involve physical appearance. This can reduce confidence and increase feelings of isolation. Social media filters and editing tools also contribute to unrealistic expectations, making young people believe they must always look “perfect”.
Freud’s psychosexual theory also helps explain these issues. Freud believed that adolescence is a stage where young people explore their sexuality and develop a deeper understanding of their bodies. McLeod (2025) explains, “An example of this stage would be a teenager who begins to experience sexual attraction and begins to explore their sexuality.” Social media can influence this exploration by providing spaces where young people feel more comfortable discussing sexual feelings. However, this also introduces risks. Young people may use chat rooms, gaming platforms, or private messaging to communicate with strangers, which can lead to unsafe situations. These risks include sharing inappropriate images, being pressured into sexual conversations, or being groomed. NSPCC (2025) reported that “Police recorded 7,263 Sexual Communication with a Child offence in the last year, almost double since the offence came into force in 2017/18.” This shows how online environments can expose adolescents to serious harm.
Exploring sexuality online can also create confusion. Adolescents may receive mixed messages about relationships, consent, and sexual behavior. Social media often presents unrealistic or harmful sexual content, which can influence how young people understand intimacy. Freud believed that unresolved conflicts during psychosexual stages could lead to personality issues in adulthood. Therefore, negative or unsafe sexual experiences online may affect future relationships, confidence, and emotional wellbeing.
Social media also creates pressure to present a perfect lifestyle. Influencers often become role models, shaping how young people think, behave, and interact. Adolescents may feel they need to copy influencers’ appearance, routines, or behaviors to fit in socially. This can affect emotional development, as young people may feel they must constantly perform or present a version of themselves that is not real. Erikson’s fifth stage highlights the importance of independence and identity exploration. However, excessive social media use can create a barrier between reality and online life, preventing natural development. As McLeod (2026) states, “When adolescents lack support or opportunity to explore who they are, they may feel uncertain about their roles and future.” This uncertainty can affect emotional development, decision‑making, and future aspirations.
Another concern is that social media can reduce face‑to‑face communication skills. Young people may become more comfortable speaking online than in person, which can affect confidence in real-life social situations. This can lead to social withdrawal, loneliness, and difficulty forming healthy relationships. Erikson believed that identity formation relies heavily on social interaction, meaning reduced real-life communication can affect emotional development.
Bowlby’s attachment theory also adds insight. Bowlby emphasised the importance of emotional bonding between children and caregivers. “While Freud emphasized sexual drives, John Bowlby stated the importance of emotional bonding and attachment between children and caregivers” (McLeod, 2026). When caregivers provide guidance, communication, and boundaries, young people are less likely to experience harm online. A strong attachment creates a sense of safety, allowing adolescents to share concerns and ask questions. However, Bowlby also warned that maternal deprivation can have long‑lasting impacts. Adolescents who lack emotional support may seek validation through social media, relying on strangers or online communities to meet emotional needs. This can increase vulnerability to exploitation, low self‑esteem, and risky behavior.
Freud believed that childhood and adolescence shape adulthood and personality. Therefore, positive social media experiences may support healthy development, while negative experiences can lead to long‑term emotional difficulties. Erikson believed that development continues throughout life, meaning social media can influence identity, confidence, and relationships well into adulthood. When comparing both theories, Freud emphasised sexual urges and early experiences, while Erikson emphasised psychological needs and social interaction. Social media can feed into both aspects by exposing young people to sexual content and shaping their social identity.

Conclusion
Overall, social media can impact young people in many ways. It can help them gain confidence, build self‑esteem, and develop communication skills by allowing them to connect with others and express themselves. 
When exploring psychological theories, Erik Erikson emphasised that “each stage must be mastered for a healthy personality.” McLeod (2026) His theory highlights that young people must progress through developmental stages to build trust, independence, and a clear sense of identity. During adolescence, Erikson believed that young people face the crisis of identity versus role confusion, meaning they must understand who they are and how they fit into society. Social media can support this exploration, but it can also interrupt it when young people experience pressure, bullying, or confusion online.
Some aspects of Erikson’s theory interlink with Bowlby’s attachment theory. Bowlby believed that strong maternal caregiving helps children move through developmental stages with emotional security. In contrast, maternal deprivation can impact personality development in adolescence, causing young people to seek validation and answers elsewhere. 
Freud’s psychosexual theory also contributes to understanding adolescent development. Freud believed that identity and gender understanding are shaped through sexual exploration and interaction, which later influences adult personality. As McLeod (2026) states, “Each stage must be resolved for a healthy personality.” Freud argued that adolescents must explore their sexuality to form a clear sense of identity. Social media can support this exploration by providing information, content, and spaces where young people can learn about themselves. 
Together, these theories highlight that social media can both support and challenge adolescent wellbeing depending on individual needs, developmental experiences, and the level of support they receive from caregivers. Understanding these factors is essential for helping young people use social media safely while still benefiting from its positive aspects.
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