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Social media has become an important part of adolescent social interaction and communication, making its potential influence on mental health increasingly relevant. Adolescence is a significant developmental period characterised by substantial psychological, emotional and social changes, during which young people may become particularly sensitive to peer relationships, social acceptance and feedback. Research has identified associations between social media use and mental health outcomes, particularly anxiety, depression, psychological distress and concerns surrounding body image. However, the relationship is complex and should not be interpreted as evidence that social media directly causes poor mental health. Saleem, Young and Yousuf (2024), in a review of 67 studies involving children and adolescents, identified an association between problematic social media use and depressive and anxiety symptoms, with social comparison, feedback-seeking and sleep deprivation proposed as potential mechanisms. Similarly, Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) identified associations between social media use and depression, anxiety and psychological distress among adolescents. Orben et al. (2024) further argue that findings concerning social media and adolescent mental health are mixed and influenced by individual and contextual factors, suggesting that the psychological effects of social media are unlikely to be universal. Furthermore, differences in how social media use and mental health are measured, alongside the possibility of reverse causality, limit conclusions regarding the direction of the relationship. Adolescents experiencing existing psychological difficulties may be more likely to engage in problematic social media use, suggesting that social media and mental health may influence one another. Therefore, the evidence supports a complex relationship in which individual vulnerability, developmental factors and patterns of online engagement may be more important than social media use alone.
Social comparison represents an important mechanism through which social media may influence adolescent mental health, particularly in relation to body image. Adolescents are frequently exposed to carefully curated representations of appearance, lifestyle and social experiences, which may encourage them to evaluate themselves against perceived social norms. Rodgers et al. (2022) found that exposure to idealised images on social networking sites was associated with increased body dissatisfaction, while Vincente-Benito and Ramírez-Durán (2023) identified an association between social networking site use and negative body image. More recently, Bonfanti et al. (2025) found a significant association between online social comparison and body-image concerns. Taken together, these findings suggest that the psychological process of comparing oneself with others may be more influential than social media exposure alone. However, the direction of this relationship remains uncertain, as adolescents who already experience body-image concerns may be more likely to engage with appearance-focused content or participate in online comparison. Social media may therefore reinforce existing insecurities rather than independently create them. This suggests that the impact of social comparison is likely to vary according to individual vulnerability and patterns of online engagement, highlighting the importance of considering how adolescents use social media rather than treating social media use as a uniform experience.
Freud’s psychosexual theory offers a historical perspective on aspects of adolescent development, although its relevance to contemporary social media use is limited. Freud (1905) proposed five psychosexual stages, with adolescence corresponding to the genital stage, which begins at puberty and is characterised by increased sexual drives and the development of mature interpersonal relationships. This may provide some insight into adolescents’ heightened awareness of physical appearance, sexuality and relationships, which can be particularly visible within social media environments. However, Freud’s emphasis on unconscious sexual drives provides limited explanation for psychological processes that are more directly relevant to social media, such as social comparison, peer approval, identity formation and feedback-seeking. Furthermore, Freud’s psychosexual stages are difficult to empirically test, reducing their applicability to contemporary evidence-based understanding of adolescent development. Therefore, while Freud’s theory provides some historical insight into the relationship between puberty, sexuality and adolescent behaviour, it offers a relatively limited framework for explaining the complex ways in which social media may influence contemporary adolescent mental health.
In contrast, Erikson’s psychosocial theory provides a more relevant framework for understanding the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Erikson (1968) identified adolescence with the developmental stage of identity versus role confusion, during which young people explore their values, beliefs, relationships and potential future roles in order to establish a coherent sense of identity. Social media can provide an environment in which this developmental process occurs. Adolescents can experiment with self-presentation, communicate with different social groups and receive immediate feedback through comments, likes and followers. Positive feedback may promote belonging and reinforce aspects of identity, whereas rejection, negative comments or pressure to conform may contribute to insecurity and role confusion.
The relevance of Erikson’s theory is particularly apparent when considering the importance of external validation. Social media can allow adolescents to present particular aspects of themselves while simultaneously exposing them to continuous evaluation by peers. This may create opportunities for identity exploration but may also encourage young people to define themselves according to how others respond to their online presentation. Consequently, social media may both support and complicate the identity-development process described by Erikson. However, Erikson’s theory also has limitations because it was developed before digital technology and therefore cannot fully account for contemporary features such as algorithms, curated content and continuous online feedback. The theory provides a useful developmental framework, but it cannot independently explain why particular online experiences affect some adolescents more strongly than others.
When Freud and Erikson are considered comparatively, Erikson provides the more convincing framework for interpreting contemporary social media use. Freud’s emphasis on sexuality and development during puberty offers some insight into adolescents’ increasing awareness of appearance and sexual relationships. However, it does not adequately explain the importance of peer approval, social comparison and online identity. Erikson’s emphasis on identity formation and social relationships corresponds more closely with the ways adolescents use social media to construct, communicate and evaluate their identities. Nevertheless, neither theory should be considered sufficient in isolation. Erikson explains why adolescence may represent a period of particular sensitivity to social feedback but does not account for the technological features that shape the online environment. Similarly, empirical research demonstrates associations between social media use and mental health outcomes, but methodological limitations make it difficult to determine whether social media contributes to poor mental health or whether vulnerable adolescents are more likely to engage with social media in problematic ways.
Social media should therefore not be regarded as inherently harmful, as its effects may depend on the purpose, context and manner of use. Online platforms can support friendship, self-expression, peer support and belonging, potentially contributing positively to adolescent identity development by providing opportunities to explore interests and connect with others. However, the same platforms can also expose adolescents to cyberbullying, social exclusion, appearance-based comparison and unrealistic representations of lifestyle and body image. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) identified associations between social media use and depression, anxiety and psychological distress, while Saleem, Young and Yousuf (2024) identified social comparison, feedback-seeking and sleep deprivation as potential mechanisms. These contrasting possibilities suggest that the relationship between social media and mental health is influenced by how adolescents engage with online environments rather than simply by the amount of time they spend using them. From an Eriksonian perspective, social media may therefore provide both opportunities for identity exploration and risks to identity development, depending on whether online interactions promote belonging and self-expression or encourage excessive reliance on external validation. This highlights the importance of considering individual and contextual factors when evaluating the psychological impact of social media on adolescents. This distinction is important because measuring social media use solely through time spent online may overlook differences in the type and quality of engagement. Passive consumption of appearance-focused content may have different psychological consequences from active communication with supportive peers. Therefore, assessments of social media use should consider both quantitative and qualitative aspects of engagement when evaluating its potential impact on adolescent mental health.
Overall, the evidence suggests that the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is complex and cannot be understood as universally harmful or beneficial. Although research identifies associations with anxiety, depression, psychological distress and body-image concerns, differences in individual vulnerability, patterns of online engagement and the potential for reverse causality limit conclusions about direct effects. Social comparison and feedback-seeking appear to be important mechanisms, while Erikson’s psychosocial theory provides a useful explanation for why adolescents may be particularly sensitive to peer approval and social evaluation during identity development. In comparison, Freud’s psychosexual theory offers more limited insight into contemporary online experiences because its emphasis on sexual development does not adequately account for identity formation, peer relationships and digital interaction. However, Erikson’s theory also cannot fully explain the technological features of modern social media. Therefore, the psychological impact of social media is best understood as an interaction between adolescent development, individual characteristics and the nature of online experiences, rather than as a direct consequence of social media use alone.
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