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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence

Social media has become an integral aspect of contemporary life, particularly among adolescents who frequently engage with platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and YouTube for communication, entertainment, identity exploration, and social interaction. Over 90% of adolescents actively use social media, demonstrating its significant role during a crucial developmental stage (American Psychological Association, 2023). While these platforms offer opportunities for creativity, education, and social connection, a growing body of research suggests that excessive or problematic use may negatively influence mental health outcomes. These include increased levels of anxiety, depression, loneliness, low self-esteem, and body dissatisfaction (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).

Mental health is defined as a state of wellbeing in which individuals can manage life stressors, realise their abilities, and contribute meaningfully to society (World Health Organization, 2022). Adolescence is a particularly sensitive developmental period characterised by rapid biological, psychological, and social changes, alongside identity formation and increased peer influence (Steinberg, 2020). During this stage, individuals become especially sensitive to social comparison and external validation, which makes them more vulnerable to online feedback and peer evaluation. However, it is important to recognise that social media does not have solely negative effects. Many adolescents use online platforms to maintain friendships, access emotional support, and participate in educational communities. Research suggests that the impact of social media is not determined by time spent online alone, but rather by how it is used, the content accessed, and individual differences between users (Orben and Przybylski, 2019). This highlights the need for psychological theories to explain why adolescents experience different mental health outcomes in response to similar digital environments. This essay will critically discuss the impact of social media on adolescent mental health using Bandura’s Social Learning Theory and Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory. It will explore how each theory explains behaviour and emotional development, evaluate their strengths and limitations, and consider how biological and environmental factors interact to shape adolescent wellbeing.

Bandura (1977) suggests that individuals learn behaviours through observation, imitation, and modelling rather than direct reinforcement alone. Learning occurs through four key processes: attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation. Adolescents are particularly susceptible to this form of learning due to their increased exposure to online environments and role models such as influencers, celebrities, and peers. Social media platforms provide constant exposure to idealised representations of lifestyle, success, relationships, and physical appearance. These behaviours are frequently reinforced through likes, comments, shares, and follower counts, which act as forms of social validation. According to Bandura (1977), this reinforcement increases the likelihood that individuals will imitate observed behaviours. As a result, adolescents may internalise unrealistic standards and engage in social comparison, often leading to reduced self-esteem and body dissatisfaction. Empirical research (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020) which supports these claims found consistent associations between social media use and increased symptoms of anxiety and depression among adolescents. Similarly, higher levels of social media engagement were linked to poorer psychological wellbeing, particularly among female adolescents, who are often more vulnerable to appearance-based comparison (Kelly et al., 2018).

Bandura’s theory also helps explain the normalisation of harmful behaviours such as cyberbullying. When adolescents observe aggressive or hurtful online interactions that appear to receive attention or lack consequences, they may be more likely to imitate such behaviours. Victims of cyberbullying often experience significant emotional distress, including anxiety, depression, and social withdrawal (Livingstone and Smith, 2014). This demonstrates how observational learning can contribute to both the development and reinforcement of negative online behaviours. However, the theory also accounts for positive developmental outcomes. Adolescents may observe constructive role models who promote mental health awareness, resilience, physical wellbeing, and emotional coping strategies. Exposure to supportive online communities can strengthen self-efficacy, which Bandura defines as an individual’s belief in their ability to manage challenges successfully. Increased self-efficacy is associated with improved coping mechanisms and psychological resilience (Nesi, 2020). Despite its usefulness, Bandura’s theory has limitations. It does not fully incorporate biological influences such as genetic predispositions or neurological development, both of which contribute significantly to mental health conditions such as anxiety and depression. Furthermore, it does not fully account for the complexity of modern digital platforms, where algorithm-driven content personalises user experience, meaning that individuals are exposed to vastly different observational environments. This reduces the universality of observational learning experiences compared to Bandura’s original assumptions.

Erikson (1968) proposes that individuals progress through eight developmental stages, each characterised by a psychosocial conflict. During adolescence, the central conflict is Identity versus Role Confusion. At this stage, individuals explore their beliefs, values, goals, and personality traits to develop a coherent and stable sense of identity. Successful resolution leads to confidence and emotional stability, while failure may result in confusion, low self-esteem, and uncertainty about one’s role in society. Social media has become a key environment for identity development. It allows adolescents to present curated descriptions of themselves, experiment with different identities, and receive immediate feedback from peers. Positive reinforcement in the form of likes, comments, and shares can enhance self-esteem and encourage further self-expression. Online communities can also provide emotional support, reduce feelings of isolation, and foster a sense of belonging, particularly for adolescents who may struggle with offline social relationships (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). Additionally, social media can enhance identity exploration by enabling creativity and self-expression through photography, music, writing, and digital content creation. Educational content also contributes to increased mental health awareness, encouraging help-seeking behaviours and reducing stigma associated with psychological difficulties.

However, Erikson’s theory also highlights significant risks in the context of social media. Adolescents may increasingly rely on external validation, such as likes, followers, and comments, as indicators of self-worth. When this validation is not achieved, individuals may experience decreased self-esteem, anxiety, and emotional distress (Kelly et al., 2018). Social comparison with idealised online representations can further contribute to depression, body dissatisfaction, and identity insecurity (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Cyberbullying also poses a significant threat to identity development, as repeated exposure to negative feedback or exclusion can undermine self-concept and contribute to emotional instability. These experiences may interfere with the successful resolution of the identity crisis described by Erikson. However, Erikson’s theory also has limitations. It was developed prior to the emergence of digital technologies and therefore does not account for the influence of algorithmic content distribution, online algorithmic or influencer culture. In addition, the theory assumes that development occurs in fixed stages, whereas modern research suggests that identity formation is more fluid, continuous, and influenced by a combination of social, cultural, and technological factors.

When comparing Bandura’s and Erikson’s theories, both provide valuable but distinct explanations of adolescent mental health in relation to social media. Bandura focuses on behavioural learning through observation and reinforcement, explaining how adolescents imitate behaviours they see online. Erikson focuses on psychological development, particularly identity formation and the importance of social acceptance during adolescence. Bandura therefore explains how behaviours are learned, whereas Erikson explains why adolescents are particularly sensitive to social feedback and validation during this developmental stage. However, both theories have limitations when used independently, and together they offer a more comprehensive understanding of adolescent behaviour in digital environments.

Both biological and environmental factors play a crucial role in shaping adolescent mental health, helping to explain why individuals respond differently to social media exposure. From a biological (nature) perspective, adolescence is marked by significant brain development, particularly in the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for decision-making, impulse control, and emotional regulation. The limbic system, which governs emotional responses, is also highly active during this stage, which can increase sensitivity to social feedback and emotional stimuli. Hormonal changes during puberty further contribute to heightened emotional reactivity and vulnerability to stress. From an environmental (nurture) perspective, social media serves as a powerful external influence on identity formation, emotional wellbeing, and behaviour. Exposure to idealised images, peer comparison, and online feedback can shape self-esteem and self-concept. However, protective environmental factors such as supportive family relationships, strong peer networks, and positive offline experiences can buffer against negative effects and promote resilience. Therefore, adolescent mental health outcomes are best understood as the result of an interaction between biological predispositions and environmental influences, rather than social media acting in isolation.

In conclusion, social media has a complex and multifaceted impact on adolescent mental health. It offers benefits such as communication, creativity, social support, and access to educational resources, but also presents risks including anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and cyberbullying. These outcomes are shaped by both the nature of social media use and individual differences between adolescents. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory explains how adolescents learn behaviours through observation and reinforcement, highlighting the influence of online role models and digital feedback mechanisms. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory explains how adolescence is a critical stage for identity development, during which peer approval and social validation play a central role in emotional wellbeing. When combined with an understanding of biological and environmental influences, these theories provide a comprehensive explanation of why adolescents experience different psychological outcomes in response to social media. Ultimately, the impact of social media depends on how it is used, the content encountered, and the developmental and personal characteristics of the individual.
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