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Social networks have become an essential  part of everyday life for adolescents and changing their relationship-building,how they  communicate,  information-access, and express themselves. Adolescents may keep up friendships, share experiences, look for support, and access educational material on social media sites like Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat. According to research, social media can improve relationships and offer emotional support, among other benefits (Odgers & Jensen, 2020). However, a growing body of research indicates that excessive or improper usage of social media is linked to issues with body image, anxiety, melancholy, cyberbullying, low self-esteem, and sleep (Keles, McCrae, and Grealish, 2020). This essay uses Vygotsky's Theory of Cognitive Development and Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development to examine how social media affects teenage mental health. These ideas aid in the explanation of why social media has a special impact on adolescents and how online experiences can have positive as well as negative impacts on mental health. The essay will look at recent studies on social media use, discuss the advantages and disadvantages of each hypothesis, and show how they advance knowledge of adolescent  mental health.

Main body
Adolescence is  the period between 10 and 19 years of age, during which youngsters experience important physical, cognitive, emotional and social development(World Health Organization, 2026). Adolescents may now immediately interact with friends, family, and larger communities thanks to social media, which has completely changed how they communicate. Social media is used by many young people to keep up friendships, take part in educational events, ask questions, and voice their thoughts. Additionally, these platforms offer chances for learning, creativity, and teamwork. According to research by Odgers and Jensen (2020), Adolescents  who feel lonely or have few opportunities for in-person engagement may benefit from modest social media use. Adolescents can connect with people who have similar interests or experiences through online groups, which can boost confidence and offer emotional support.

Despite these advantages, over the past ten years, worries about adolescent mental health have grown in the UK by use of social media . The percentage of 8–16-year-olds in England who had a likely mental condition rose from 12.5% in 2017 to 20.3% in 2023, while the percentage of 17–19-year-olds grew from 10.1% to 23.3% (NHS England, 2023). Social media has grown to be a significant aspect of teenagers' life at the same time. Although the relationship is complicated and does not imply that social media directly causes mental illness, research indicates that increased or problematic social media use may be linked to depression, anxiety, and psychological distress. Worries about how excessive social media use affects adolescent mental health are becoming more widespread. High levels of social media use have been linked to higher feelings of anxiety, sadness, and psychological distress, according to a systematic study by Keles, McCrae, and Grealish (2020). Adolescents who spend a lot of time online are more likely to suffer from poor sleep, less exercise, cyberbullying, and social comparison. These elements may have a detrimental impact on mental health issues and emotional wellbeing.

One of the biggest dangers connected to social media is cyberbullying. Cyberbullying, in contrast to traditional bullying, can happen continuously through messages, comments, and photographs that are still available online. Emotional distress, loneliness, low self-esteem, and depression are common among victims.Negative online interactions may have long-lasting psychological impacts since adolescents rely greatly on peer bonds during growth. Social comparison is another issue. Social media sites frequently post photos that have been altered and carefully chosen information that reflects unrealistic expectations of happiness, success, and beauty. Adolescents may be unhappy with their appearance or accomplishments if they compare themselves to peers or influences. In addition to lowering self-esteem, this continual comparison may increase feelings of depressive and anxious sensations.

An essential reason for why adolescents are especially sensitive to these experiences can be found in Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development. According to Erikson (1968), people go through eight phases of psychological development throughout the course of their lives. During the Identity versus Role Confusion stage of adolescence, people explore their views, values, interests, and relationships in an effort to establish a solid sense of who they are. When this stage is successfully completed, one gains confidence and a distinct sense of self; when it is not, one may experience uncertainty, confusion, and low self-esteem.
 
Social media has grown to be an essential platform for identity formation. Adolescents utilise the internet to express themselves, interact with others, and discover new hobbies. Positive relationships, encouraging friendships, and peer support can boost self-esteem and foster the formation of a healthy identity. By offering acceptance and emotional support, online groups can also assist adolescents who feel alone or misunderstood.

Erikson's theory does, however, also account for a number of social media's negative impacts. Adolescents may grow reliant on likes, comments, and followers because they look to their peers for encouragement. Anxiety and low self-esteem might result from unfavourable comments or online rejection. Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), which happens when they think others are having fun without them, is another issue that many adolescents deal with. People who are often exposed to idealised lifestyles may develop irrational expectations and become more dissatisfied with their own lives.

According to Kelly et al. (2018), adolescents who used social media for more than three hours a day, especially girls, had far greater levels of psychological discomfort. Sleep disturbances, cyberbullying, and social comparison all contributed to worse mental health outcomes. These results are explained by Erikson's theory because adolescents who rely too much on online approval may find it difficult to form a stable identity, which increases their susceptibility to anxiety and despair. Another important viewpoint is provided by Vygotsky's Theory of Cognitive Development. According to Vygotsky (1978), social engagement supports cognitive development. Communication with more experienced people, such as parents, teachers, and peers, helps children and adolescents learn. According to his theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), people learn best when they are assisted by someone with more expertise.

Because adolescents are learning more and more through online interactions, social media mirrors many features of Vygotsky's theory. Young individuals can improve their knowledge, communication skills, and problem-solving abilities through educational films, discussion boards, and cooperative learning groups. Adolescents can work with classmates outside of the classroom and obtain instructional materials through social media. These internet exchanges became especially crucial for preserving social connections and education during the COVID-19 pandemic.

However, Vygotsky's theory also emphasises how crucial social relationships are. Adolescents' cognitive and emotional development may be harmed by learning environments that expose them to false information, dangerous online groups, or detrimental peer pressure. Adolescents' ideas and behaviours may be negatively shaped by repeated exposure to risky online challenges, excessive beauty standards, or misleading information.
Vygotsky's theory can also be used to explain cyberbullying. Since social connection is a key component of development, young people's confidence, emotional health, and capacity to build positive relationships may be impacted by recurrent unfavourable online experiences. Adolescents may find it difficult to critically assess dangerous online content in the absence of supportive supervision from parents, teachers, or other responsible adults. Thus, Vygotsky highlights the value of caring adults who assist youth in acquiring digital literacy and responsible online conduct.

Both ideas have drawbacks even if they offer insightful explanations. Since neither Erikson nor Vygotsky created their theories in the digital era, social media and online identities were not particularly taken into account.Adolescents today frequently engage in both real-world and virtual settings, which makes development more complicated than previously thought. Additionally, adolescents' personalities, resiliency, and family support vary, so not everyone is affected by social media in the same manner.

Both theories support one another in spite of these drawbacks. Erikson explains why adolescents are susceptible to peer praise and social comparison by focusing on emotional development and identity building. Vygotsky emphasises social connection as a means of learning and describes how adolescents' thoughts and actions are influenced by their online encounters. When combined, these theories offer a thorough comprehension of the connection between adolescent mental health and social media.

Conclusion

In conclusion, social media affects adolescent mental health in both positive and negative ways. It gives chances for communication, learning, emotional support and social connection, but excessive use may contribute to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, poor body image and low self-esteem. According to Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development, adolescents are especially vulnerable since they are still developing their identities and rely significantly on peer approval. Online environments have a big impact on adolescent conduct and wellness because Vygotsky's Theory of Cognitive Development shows that learning and emotional development happen through social interaction. These theories are still very important for comprehending how adolescent development is impacted by digital encounters, even if they were created before social media. All things considered, protecting teenagers' mental health while enabling them to take advantage of the wonderful opportunities that social media offers can be achieved by encouraging healthy social media habits, fostering pleasant online interactions, and offering guidance from parents, teachers, and health experts.
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