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The impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Social media has become deeply embedded in the everyday lives of adolescents, shaping how they communicate, form relationships, and understand themselves. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and YouTube offer opportunities for connection, creativity and self‑expression, yet research increasingly highlights their potential negative impact on adolescent mental health.
Adolescence is defined as the developmental stage between childhood and adulthood, typically covering ages 10–19, during which young people experience rapid physical, emotional, cognitive, and social changes (World Health Organization, 2023). Because of this, social media can influence mental health in profound ways, including increased anxiety, depression, low self‑esteem and difficulties with identity development.
 Research has found that heavy social media use is associated with poorer wellbeing, disrupted sleep and increased psychological distress (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). This essay will draw on Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Freud’s psychosexual theory to explain how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to social media platforms.
Social media use among adolescents has grown rapidly over the past decade, with studies showing that most young people engage with multiple platforms daily. The Royal Society for Public Health (2017) reported that platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat are linked to increased anxiety, depression and body image concerns among young people. 
One key issue is the pressure to present an idealized version of oneself online. Adolescents often compare themselves to peers and influencers, which can lead to feelings of inadequacy and low self‑esteem. Fardouly et al. (2015) found that exposure to appearance‑focused content on social media is strongly associated with body dissatisfaction, particularly among teenage girls. 
This constant comparison can contribute to negative mental health outcomes, especially when adolescents feel they cannot meet perceived social expectations.
Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development provides a useful lens for understanding these challenges. Erikson argued that adolescence is defined by the stage of “identity versus role confusion,” during which young people seek to establish a clear sense of self (Erikson, 1968). Social media can complicate this process by exposing adolescents to a wide range of identities, lifestyles and social norms.
 While this can broaden their understanding of the world, it can also create confusion and pressure to conform. Adolescents may feel compelled to adopt certain behaviors or appearances to gain approval online, leading to identity diffusion or instability. The pursuit of “likes” and positive comments can become a form of external validation, shaping how adolescents perceive themselves. When validation is not received, feelings of rejection or inadequacy may arise, contributing to anxiety and depressive symptoms.
Furthermore, Erikson emphasized the importance of social relationships in identity formation. Social media alters how these relationships are formed and maintained. Online interactions can be superficial, lacking the depth and emotional support found in face‑to‑face relationships. Twenge (2019) argues that adolescents who rely heavily on social media for social interaction may experience loneliness and reduced wellbeing. 
Cyberbullying is another significant concern. The anonymity and reach of social media can intensify bullying behaviors, leading to severe emotional distress. The UK Safer Internet Centre (2022) found that cyberbullying affects a substantial proportion of adolescents and is strongly associated with depression, anxiety and suicidal ideation. Erikson’s theory helps explain why these experiences are particularly damaging during adolescence, as negative social interactions can disrupt identity development and contribute to long‑term psychological difficulties.
Freud’s psychosexual theory, although older and more controversial, also offers insights into adolescent vulnerability. Freud described adolescence as part of the genital stage, where individuals seek to form mature relationships and develop a stable sense of sexuality (Freud, 1905). Social media exposes adolescents to sexualized content, unrealistic body standards and pressure to engage in adult behaviors before they are emotionally ready. 
This exposure can create confusion, anxiety and distorted beliefs about relationships and sexuality. Vandenbosch and Eggermont (2016) found that adolescents who frequently view sexualized media content are more likely to experience body dissatisfaction and internalize harmful appearance ideals. Freud’s theory suggests that such exposure may interfere with healthy psychosexual development, leading to insecurity, confusion and emotional distress.
Freud also emphasized the role of the ego in managing external pressures and internal desires. Social media presents constant stimuli that adolescents must navigate, including peer expectations, trends and social norms. The ego may struggle to balance these pressures, particularly when adolescents lack the maturity or coping skills to manage them effectively. This can lead to anxiety, stress and emotional dysregulation. 
Freud’s concept of defense mechanisms is also relevant. Adolescents may use denial, projection or displacement when confronted with negative online experiences. For example, an adolescent who feels insecure about their appearance may project these feelings onto others, becoming critical or defensive online. While defense mechanisms can offer temporary relief, they may contribute to long‑term mental health difficulties if used excessively.
Another important issue is the impact of social media on sleep, which is closely linked to mental health. Many adolescents use social media late at night, disrupting sleep patterns and reducing overall wellbeing. Woods and Scott (2016) found that nighttime social media use is associated with poorer sleep quality and increased anxiety among adolescents. 
Sleep deprivation can exacerbate existing mental health issues, making adolescents more vulnerable to stress and emotional instability. Erikson’s theory highlights the importance of balance and stability during adolescence, suggesting that disrupted routines may hinder healthy development.
Social media can also influence emotional regulation. Adolescents may struggle to manage the emotional highs and lows associated with online interactions, such as receiving negative comments or being excluded from group chats. Keles et al. (2020) found that adolescents who use social media excessively may experience heightened emotional reactivity and reduced ability to cope with stress. Freud’s theory suggests that emotional regulation is closely tied to early developmental experiences, and social media may trigger unresolved conflicts or insecurities, leading to emotional distress.
Despite these concerns, social media can also have positive effects. It can provide opportunities for connection, creativity and support. Some adolescents use social media to express themselves, find communities of shared interest or access mental health resources. Erikson’s theory acknowledges that social relationships are essential for identity development, and social media can facilitate these connections when used appropriately. 
Freud’s theory also suggests that exploration and curiosity are natural parts of development, and social media can support these processes. However, the potential benefits do not negate the risks, and it is important to understand how developmental theories can help explain why some adolescents are more vulnerable than others.
In conclusion, social media has a significant impact on adolescent mental health, influencing identity development, emotional wellbeing and social relationships. Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development highlights the importance of identity formation and social interaction during adolescence, explaining why social media can create confusion, pressure and emotional vulnerability. Freud’s psychosexual theory provides additional insight into how exposure to sexualized content and social pressures can affect emotional regulation and psychosexual development. Research consistently shows that social media can contribute to anxiety, depression, low self‑esteem and sleep difficulties, although it can also offer opportunities for connection and support. Overall, social media affects adolescent mental health in complex ways, and understanding these impacts through developmental theories can help inform interventions, education and support strategies that promote healthier online engagement.
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