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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
1. Introduction
Social media has become a central part of adolescent life, with platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and X shaping how young people communicate, form relationships, and develop their identities. While these platforms offer opportunities for connection, creativity, and self-expression, research increasingly suggests that excessive or maladaptive use may be associated with negative mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and sleep disruption (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
Adolescence is a key developmental stage characterised by rapid psychological and social change. During this period, individuals are particularly sensitive to peer influence and external feedback, as they are actively developing their sense of identity and self-worth. This makes adolescents especially vulnerable to psychological effects of social media, where feedback is immediate, public, and often based on appearance or popularity metrics such as likes and followers (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_ebKYv9K1]This essay explores the impact of social media on adolescent mental health using Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. Erikson’s theory explains why adolescents are vulnerable during identity formation, while Bandura’s theory explains how behaviours and emotional responses are learned through observation and reinforcement. The essay also provides a critical comparison and evaluation of both theories in relation to modern digital environments.
2. How Social Media Affects Mental Health
[bookmark: _Int_ftauV2RI]A substantial body of research links social media use with negative mental health outcomes among adolescents. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found consistent associations between higher social media use and increased psychological distress, particularly depression and anxiety. Similarly, Kelly et al. (2018) reported that heavy users experience lower life satisfaction. However, the evidence is correlational, meaning causality remains unclear. It is possible that adolescents with pre-existing difficulties are more likely to use social media excessively, which limits strong causal claims.
One key explanation is upward social comparison, where exposure to idealised, online content can lead to feelings of inadequacy and body dissatisfaction. Cyberbullying is another important risk factor, consistently linked with depression and anxiety, although prevalence varies due to inconsistent definitions.
However, social media is not uniformly harmful. Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) highlight that active use (e.g., messaging and posting) may support wellbeing, while passive browsing is more strongly associated with negative outcomes. Sleep disruption may also play a role, with excessive use linked to poorer sleep, which in turn increases risk of depression and anxiety (Kelly et al., 2018). Nevertheless, bidirectional effects make causation difficult to figure out.
Finally, algorithm-driven content and individual differences in resilience help explain why effects vary, suggesting social media impacts are complex rather than universal.

3. Erikson’s Theory (Identity Development)
[bookmark: _Int_tsTsZMW1]Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory proposes that adolescence is dominated by the crisis of Identity versus Role Confusion, where young people try to develop a coherent sense of self (Erikson, 1968). Successful resolution leads to stable identity formation, while failure may result in confusion, low self-esteem, and emotional instability.
Social media intensifies this developmental stage by providing a continuous platform for self-presentation and social evaluation. Adolescents construct digital identities through posts, images, videos, and interactions, with peer approval measured through likes, comments, and shares. This can shift identity formation from an internal psychological process to an externally driven performance identity.
[bookmark: _Int_gzniy61b]Research shows that heavy social media use is associated with poorer mental health outcomes when self-worth becomes dependent on online validation (Shankleman, Hammond and Jones, 2021). Furthermore, adolescents are often exposed to idealised and filtered representations of life, encouraging upward social comparison. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found that such comparison processes are strongly associated with depressive symptoms, anxiety, and reduced self-esteem.
However, Erikson’s theory also explains positive outcomes. Social media can support identity exploration by allowing adolescents to experiment with interests, values, and peer groups. Online communities can provide belonging, particularly for marginalised groups, which may strengthen identity development and emotional resilience.
Despite its usefulness, Erikson’s theory has limitations. It is stage-based and does not account for algorithmic content delivery, digital feedback loops, or the rapid pace of online interaction. It also focuses primarily on internal identity development and provides limited explanation of behavioural mechanisms influencing mental health.

4. Bandura’s Theory (Social Learning Theory)
[bookmark: _Int_bgEh2k73]Bandura’s Social Learning Theory argues that behaviour is learned through observation, imitation, and reinforcement (Bandura, 1977). Social media provides constant exposure to behavioural models, including influencers, peers, and celebrities, shaping adolescent attitudes and behaviours.
[bookmark: _Int_oB4UoK5X]A key concern is the modelling of unrealistic body ideals. Influencers often present edited and curated images, which adolescents may internalise as realistic standards. Repeated exposure can contribute to body dissatisfaction, anxiety, and low self-esteem. This process is reinforced by social validation mechanisms such as likes and comments, which reward certain appearances or behaviours.
Nesi (2020) highlights that social media intensifies social comparison by making feedback immediate and quantifiable, strengthening reinforcement cycles. This increases the likelihood that adolescents will imitate behaviours that gain attention or approval.
[bookmark: _Int_EmHJmeOx]Bandura’s theory also explains the spread of harmful behaviours such as cyberbullying and viral challenges. Adolescents may imitate actions that are rewarded with attention or popularity. Odgers and Jensen (2020) argue that digital environments amplify peer influence because behaviours spread rapidly and reach large audiences.
However, Social Learning Theory also highlights positive effects. Adolescents can model healthy behaviours such as mental health awareness, academic motivation, and supportive communication. Influencers discussing psychological difficulties may reduce stigma and encourage help-seeking behaviour.
A limitation of Bandura’s theory is that it underestimates cognitive interpretation and individual differences. Adolescents are not passive recipients of influence; they actively interpret content based on personality, maturity, and offline support systems.

5. Comparison and Evaluation of Theories
Erikson and Bandura provide complementary but fundamentally different explanations of social media’s impact.
[bookmark: _Int_PL6oWgmI]Erikson offers a developmental explanation, focusing on internal identity formation and psychological vulnerability. It explains why adolescents are particularly sensitive to social feedback during this stage of life. However, it does not explain how specific behaviours or emotional responses are learned through digital environments.
Bandura provides a behavioural explanation, focusing on external learning processes through observation and reinforcement. It explains how online content influences behaviour, attitudes, and emotional responses. However, it does not fully account for internal identity development or emotional maturation.
A key strength of combining both theories is that they provide a more complete explanation of adolescent social media use. Erikson explains vulnerability during identity formation, while Bandura explains how online environments shape behaviour through reinforcement mechanisms.
[bookmark: _Int_xJhAdKQ0]However, both theories have limitations in modern contexts. Erikson predates digital technology and does not account for algorithmic content curation or digital identity performance. Bandura does not fully consider cognitive appraisal or emotional resilience, meaning adolescents are sometimes treated as passive learners.
Contemporary research suggests that social media effects are not deterministic but conditional, depending on individual differences, usage patterns, and offline support systems (Orben, Tomova and Blakemore, 2020). Therefore, an integrated approach combining both theories provides the most exact explanation of adolescent mental health outcomes in digital environments.

6. Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a complex and dual impact on adolescent mental health. It provides opportunities for communication, identity exploration, creativity, and social support, but is also associated with anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying, body dissatisfaction, and sleep disruption (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_5cZ9CuZY]Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains why adolescents are particularly vulnerable due to identity formation processes, where external validation plays a key role in self-esteem development. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory explains how behaviours and emotional responses are shaped through observation and reinforcement within online environments.
[bookmark: _Int_k5sOKzhq]When critically evaluated, Erikson offers strong developmental insight but limited behavioural explanation, while Bandura provides strong behavioural mechanisms but underestimates internal psychological processes. Together, they offer a more comprehensive understanding of how social media influences adolescent mental health.
Overall, the impact of social media depends not only on platform use but also on developmental stage, cognitive interpretation, online experiences, and offline support systems. Promoting digital literacy, resilience, and balanced usage is essential for protecting adolescent mental health in an increasingly digital world.
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