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Over the past decade, social media has transformed the way adolescents communicate, learn and develop relationships. For many young people, online platforms are no longer simply a source of entertainment, but form part of everyday life, influencing how they interact with others and how they perceive themselves. Ofcom (2024) reports that most young people in the United Kingdom access social networking platforms every day, highlighting the significant role that digital communication now plays during adolescence.
While these platforms provide opportunities for creativity, social connectionand access to information, increasing concerns has been raised regarding their potential influence on psychological wellbeing.
Mental health is an essential component of healthy adolescent development, affecting emotional resilience, behaviour, relationships and educational achievement. According to the World Health Organization (2024). Adolescence is a critical stage of life in which mental health is shaped by biological, psychological and social influences. During this period, frequent exposure to online comparisons, unrealistic expectations and peer feedback may strengthen or undermine emotional wellbeing, depending on how social media is used and the individual’s personal circumstances.
This essay critically explores the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health through the application of Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. It will examine how each theory contributes to understanding adolescent’s online behaviours, evaluate strengths and limitations and consider the extent to which they explain both the positive and negative effects of social media on mental wellbeing.
Erik Erikson proposed that human development occurs through eight psychosocial stages, with each stage characterised by a conflict that must be negotiated for healthy psychological growth (Erikson, 1968). Unlike earlier developmental theories that focused primarily on childhood, Erikson argued that personality continues to evolve throughout the lifespan as individuals interact with their social environment. During adolescence, which typically occurs between 12 and 18 years of age, the central developmental challenge is Identity versus Role confusion. At this stage, young people begin to question who they are, what they value and how they wish to be recognised by others. Successfully resolving this conflict leads to the development of stable sense of identity and greater self-confidence. Whereas failure to achieve this may result in uncertainty, low self-esteem and confusion regarding future roles and relationships (McLeod, 2024).
A key strength of Erikson’s theory is its recognition that identity is not formed in isolation but is influenced by social experiences, relationships and cultural expectations. Adolescents actively compare themselves with their peers while exploring different interests, beliefs and aspirations before developing a coherent sense of self. This emphasis on social interaction makes Erikson’s theory particularly relevant to contemporary adolescence, as digital environments increasingly shape how young people communicate, present themselves and seek acceptance. Consequently, the theory provides a valuable framework for examining the relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health.
Social media has introduced new ways of adolescents to explore and express their identities, making Erikson’s theory particularly relevant to understanding its influence on mental health. During the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, many young people experiment with different aspects of themselves by sharing photographs, opinions and personal achievements online. These digital spaces allow adolescents to receive immediate feedback from peers through comments, likes and followers, which can reinforce feelings of acceptance and belonging. Positive online interactions may enhance confidence, encourage creativity and enable adolescents to connect with others who share similar interests or experiences, particularly those who may feel isolated in their offline lives (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). However, Erikson’s theory also helps explain why adolescents may be especially vulnerable to the negative aspects of social media. Because identity is still developing during this stage, external approval can become closely linked to self-worth.
Adolescents who rely heavily on online validation may begin to judge their value according to the reactions they receive from others rather than developing a secure sense of self. This can increase emotional vulnerability when expectations are not met or when they experience negative online interactions such as cyberbullying, exclusion or criticism. Furthermore, constant exposure to carefully edited images and idealised lifestyles may encourage unhealthy social comparison, resulting in reduced self-esteem, body dissatisfaction and symptoms of anxiety or depression (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) may lead adolescents to spend increasing amounts of time online, disrupting sleep, reducing face to face interaction with family and friends. 
Although Erikson developed his theory long before the emergence of social media, its emphasis on identity formation remains highly applicable to modern digital environments. The theory demonstrates that online experiences can either support healthy identity development through positive social engagement or contribute to role confusion when adolescents become overly dependent on external validation. Nevertheless, social media should not be viewed solely as a source of harm. For many adolescents' digital platforms provide opportunities to develop friendships, access mental health information, connect with others who share the same struggles. From Erikson’s perspective, those positive experiences can contribute to healthy psychosocial development when online engagement is balance with supportive relationships and positive experiences beyond the digital world.
When applied to contemporary social media use, Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory offers important insights but also reveals several limitations. A major strength of the theory is its recognition that personal development is shaped through interactions with others rather than occurring in isolation. This perspective remains particularly relevant in today’s digital society, where online communication forms a significant part of adolescents’ daily lives. Positive experiences on social media, such as supportive friendships and participation in online communities, can promote confidence and resilience. However, exposure to cyberbullying, exclusion or constant criticism most likely will have a negative influence on the mental wellbeing and make it more difficult for some adolescents to navigate the developmental stage challenges. In this respect Erikson provides a valuable framework for understanding why digital experiences can affect adolescents in different ways. Despite these strengths, the psychosocial approach does not provide a complete explanation of adolescent mental health. Erikson suggests that developmental progress through a series of stages; however, more recent research indicates that personal identity continues to evolve throughout adulthood and is influenced by cultural background, family relationships, education and wider social experiences (Kroger,2017). Because the theory was developed before the emergence of digital technology, it does not account for the influence of algorithms, influencer culture, anonymous online interactions or the continuous exposure to personalised content. These features of modern social media can intensify pressures surrounding appearance, popularity and social acceptance in ways that extend beyond the original scope of the theory. In addition, limited consideration is given to biological influences such as genetics, brain development and pre-existing mental health conditions, all of which are recognised as contributing factors to adolescents’ psychological wellbeing (Sawyer et al., 2018). Overall, Erikson’s psychosocial framework remains highly valuable because it highlights the importance of social experiences during one of the most significant stages of human development. However, the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is multifaceted and cannot be fully understood through a single theoretical perspective. Integrating Erikson’s ideas with contemporary research provides a more balanced understanding of how digital environments can both support and challenge young people’s psychosocial wellbeing.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs offers a complementary perspective by explaining how unmet psychological needs may influence adolescents’ experiences of social media. Maslow (1943) proposed that human behaviour is motivated by the desire to satisfy a series of needs, including belonging, esteem and self-actualisation. During adolescence, the need to feel accepted and valued by others becomes increasingly significant as peer relationships begin to influence emotional wellbeing and personal confidence.
Social media can help fulfil these needs by allowing adolescents to maintain friendships, communicate with others and participate in communities based on shared interests. Positive online interactions may strengthen a sense of belonging and provide emotional support, particularly for young people who feel isolated in their offline lives (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). That said, these same platforms may also undermine wellbeing when acceptance appears to depend on likes, followers or online popularity. Repeated exposure to unrealistic images and carefully curated lifestyles may encourage unhealthy comparisons, reduce self-esteem and increase the risk of anxiety or depressive symptoms (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).
Although Maslow’s model highlights the importance of belonging and self-esteem, it has been criticised for assuming that individuals progress through needs in a fixed order. Adolescents often experience several needs simultaneously, particularly within rapidly changing digital environments. Nevertheless, the theory remains useful because it demonstrates how satisfying emotional and social needs can promote positive mental health, whereas unmet needs may increase vulnerability to the negative effects of social media.
In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health, depending on how it is used and the individual’s personal circumstances. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Marslow’s Hierarchy of Needs both contribute to understanding these effects from different perspectives. Erikson explains how online experiences can influence identity formation during adolescence, while Maslow highlights the importance of belonging and self-esteem in supporting wellbeing. Overall, Erikson provides the stronger explanation because it focuses directly on the developmental challenges of adolescence, with Maslow offering a useful complementary perspective on adolescents’ psychological and emotional needs.
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