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DISCUSS THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON MENTAL HEALTH IN ADOLESCENCE
INTRODUCTION
Social media has become an integral part of everyday life, particularly among adolescents who increasingly use digital platforms to communicate, express themselves, and develop social relationships. The author will be using Erikson and Bowlby Theories in the essay of the impact of social media on Mental Health in Adolescence. 

MAIN BODY
Over time, social media has evolved from a simple communication tool into a powerful social environment where young people share experiences, explore their identities, access information, and maintain relationships. Platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, WeChat, Telegram, Snapchat, Twitter and WhatsApp allow individuals to connect instantly regardless of geographical distance. For adolescents, these platforms provide opportunities to develop friendships, participate in online communities and receive social support (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). However, the widespread use of social media has also raised concerns about its potential effects on young people’s psychological wellbeing.

Adolescence is commonly defined as the developmental stage between childhood and adulthood, typically ranging from ages 10 to 19, and is characterised by significant physical, emotional and psychological changes (World Health Organization, 2020). This stage is particularly important because individuals begin developing independence, seeking acceptance from peers and forming a clearer understanding of their identity. As highlighted in developmental theory, adolescence represents Erikson’s (1968) stage of identity versus role confusion, where young people attempt to establish a stable sense of self. Social media plays a significant role during this stage because it provides a space for self-expression, interaction and feedback, which can influence identity development in both positive and negative ways.

Mental health during adolescence is complex and involves various dimensions, including emotional, psychological and social wellbeing. (World Health Organization 2024) Several types of mental health issues are commonly observed among adolescents. Emotional disorders such as anxiety and depression are particularly prevalent among adolescents (WHO,2024) Anxiety may present as excessive worry; fear of judgement or pressure related to maintaining an online presence. Depression can manifest through persistent sadness, withdrawal from activities and a loss of motivation. (Orben et al-,2024) In addition, low self-esteem and body image concerns are highly relevant during adolescence, as young people often compare themselves to others on social media (Cambridge Review, 2025). Behavioural issues, such as conduct problems or difficulties managing emotions, may also arise during this developmental stage. (WHO,2024). Among these, anxiety, depression and low self-esteem are especially significant in the context of social media use, as they are strongly influenced by online interactions, comparison and validation. (Orben et al.,2024; Piteo,2020)

One of the positive effects of social media on adolescent mental health is its ability to support social connection and belonging. Adolescents naturally seek acceptance and meaningful relationships as they develop their identity. Online platforms enable young people to communicate with friends, share interests and join communities based on common experiences. For adolescents who may feel isolated or misunderstood in their offline environments, social media can provide reassurance and a sense of belonging. These online relationships can reduce feelings of loneliness and strengthen social connections, which are important factors in maintaining psychological wellbeing (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014).

Social media can also support identity development by allowing adolescents to explore different aspects of themselves. Young people may use online spaces to express opinions, discover new interests and receive feedback from their peers. This process can help adolescents develop confidence and gain a better understanding of their values and personality. Valkenburg and Peter (2009) suggest that online communication can strengthen existing friendships and create opportunities for meaningful interactions. Therefore, social media should not be viewed solely as a source of risk, as it can provide valuable emotional and social benefits when used appropriately.

However, despite these benefits, social media can negatively influence adolescent mental health through increased social comparison. Adolescents are frequently exposed to carefully edited photographs, achievements and lifestyle content that may represent unrealistic versions of reality. Many users present idealised versions of their lives online while hiding difficulties or personal struggles. As a result, adolescents may compare themselves with these portrayals and develop feelings of inadequacy, dissatisfaction or low self-esteem. This issue is particularly significant during adolescence because young people are still developing their self-image and confidence.

Erikson’s (1968) theory highlights that successful identity development involves establishing a secure understanding of oneself. However, excessive reliance on online feedback, such as likes, comments and followers, may cause adolescents to measure their self-worth through external approval. This dependence can create uncertainty and make it more difficult for young people to develop an authentic sense of identity. Research supports the connection between social comparison and negative psychological outcomes. Fardouly et al. (2015) found that appearance-related comparisons on social media are associated with lower self-esteem and increased concerns about body image.

Another concern is the pressure adolescents may experience to create and maintain an acceptable online identity. Social media platforms often encourage users to present carefully managed versions of themselves to gain positive responses from others. Although this can sometimes increase confidence, maintaining an idealised online image may create emotional pressure and anxiety. Adolescents may feel the need to constantly monitor how others perceive them, which can negatively affect their confidence and sense of authenticity.

Social media also exposes adolescents to risks such as cyberbullying, online harassment and harmful interactions. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously and reach a wide audience, making it difficult for young people to escape negative experiences. Hurtful comments, online humiliation and harassment can contribute to emotional distress, anxiety and depressive symptoms among adolescents (Kowalski et al., 2014). These experiences can significantly affect mental health, particularly for individuals who already feel vulnerable or lack strong support systems.

Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory provides further insight into how adolescents respond to negative online experiences. Bowlby proposed that early relationships influence emotional security, trust and the ability to form healthy relationships. Adolescents who have strong, supportive relationships may develop greater resilience when facing online challenges because they have access to reassurance and emotional support. However, those who lack secure relationships may become more dependent on social media for acceptance, increasing their vulnerability to rejection and emotional distress.

Despite these concerns, social media can also provide important opportunities for mental health support and education. Many adolescents use online platforms to access information about mental wellbeing, share personal experiences and connect with others facing similar challenges. (Khalaf et.,2023) For young people who feel isolated, online communities can provide encouragement and a sense of belonging. (Naslund et.,2020; Khalaf c et.,2023) Social media has also contributed to reducing stigma surrounding mental health by creating spaces where young people can discuss emotional difficulties more openly. (Song et.,al 2023)

Recent research suggests that the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is complex and depends on how platforms are used rather than simply the amount of time spent online (Khalaf et al., 2023). Positive engagement, such as meaningful conversations, educational content and supportive communities, may contribute to improved wellbeing, whereas harmful interactions and excessive comparison may increase psychological difficulties. Therefore, the focus should be on promoting healthier digital habits rather than viewing social media as entirely harmful.

In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. (Khalaf et al.,2023; Odgers& Jesen, 2020) It provides opportunities for social connection, identity exploration and access to support, while also creating risks associated with social comparison, online pressure, cyberbullying and emotional distress. (Kalaf et al.,2023; Nesi et al., 2020) Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to mental health challenges such as anxiety, depression and low self-esteem, which can be influenced by their experiences on social media. (Keles et al.,2020) Erikson’s theory highlights the importance of identity formation during adolescence, (Erikson 1968) while Bowlby’s theory emphasises the role of secure relationships in building resilience. (Bowlby, 1988) Social media should not be considered the sole cause of mental health difficulties; rather, its impact depends on how it is used, individual characteristics and the presence of supportive relationships. (Odgers & Jesen, 20200 Encouraging responsible use, digital literacy and strong offline support systems can help adolescents benefit from social media while reducing its potential risks. (Khalaf et al.,2023).
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