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Essay: Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Most teenagers around the world make use of social media, and the popular means of communication on social media include TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and Facebook (UNESCO, 2023). Even though there are numerous benefits of using social media for individuals, such as increased connectivity and increased creativity, there are several dangers to the mental well-being of an individual because of negative use of social media. There have been several scientific studies showing the link between negative use of social media and anxiety, depression, poor self-image, cyberbullying, body image problems, and disturbance in sleep pattern (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
Today, teenagers are surrounded by the sphere of social media, and they spend much time utilizing various social media networks such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and Facebook. The use of social media has become one of the key features of modern adolescence that has re-shaped the process of interaction, relationships formation and identity creation among the teens. Even though the usage of social media has numerous benefits including opportunities for creative expression, communication with peers and access to information and support groups, there have been expressed more concerns regarding the potential negative influence of social media on one’s psychological state. The aim of this essay is to examine the impact of social media on mental wellbeing of adolescents via examining the theories of Psychosexual Theory of Sigmund Freud and Psychosocial Theory of Erik Erikson.
The personality develops through passing through several stages that involve emphasis on different erogenous zones according to the Psychosexual Theory of Sigmund Freud. There are five stages in the Psychosexual Theory: the oral stage, the anal stage, the phallic stage, the latency stage, and the genital stage. The last stage, the genital stage, begins at the time of puberty and runs until adulthood and it is very significant in the case of adolescents since it marks the period of attaining sexual maturity and developing interest in good relationships with others. Sigmund Freud believes that the personality is determined through the dynamics of interactions between three different psychological structures, namely, the id, which consists of instinctual drives demanding satisfaction; the ego, which acts based on reason and reality principles; and the superego, which is comprised of ideal standards of morality. Sigmund Freud maintains that the dynamics of interaction of these three psychological structures leads to psychologically healthy personality. The psychoanalytic theory is quite applicable in the case of adolescents because of the numerous emotions and transformations occurring at this age along with the development of an individual's identity and peer relationships.
From the psychoanalytic theory by Freud, it is quite clear that there are strong justifications for the attraction of social media websites by teenagers. As part of the genital stage, teenagers are always seeking ways to have validation, recognition, and engagement with other teenagers. This can be achieved through social media websites that can help fulfill the above needs for interaction and connection. Processes that occur within social media websites can be understood from the perspective of psychoanalytic theory where teenagers participate in the fulfillment of id needs for recognition and interaction. While the ego seeks to balance the online identity with the offline one, the superego tries to promote socially acceptable behavior. It is quite clear that social media websites can be a good tool for enhancing mental wellbeing through making connections and online communities (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014).
However, the Freudian theory also helps us to understand potential dangers and adverse consequences of social media use. First, adolescents have internal conflicts that arise between desires to be socially popular and moral norms taught by their parents, schools, and society. The problem will be aggravated while being engaged in social media use because of the criteria used to define social popularity in social media – quantity of likes, comments, and followers. Adolescents' focus on such factors as appearance, social popularity, and acceptance in social media could make them feel anxious and dissatisfied with their bodies, having low self-esteem. Social media content with highly edited photos could be the cause of social comparison among adolescents. Cyber-bullying, social exclusion, and negative comments could be the causes of psychological conflicts and emotional disturbance of adolescents (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). According to Freudian theory, unbalance between unconscious drives and conflicts could aggravate adolescents' reactions to social media use.
According to Erikson's psychosocial theory, there are eight stages in the life cycle of a human being. Each stage has a particular crisis that should be resolved for development to be effective. The adolescence stage ranges from 12 years up to 18 years. Its crisis is referred to as "Identity versus Role Confusion" (Erikson, 1968). During this period, the adolescents deliberately and actively explore their identities and ideologies and values in different social settings. This is aimed at creating an integrated and secure identity. Resolving the crisis successfully results in a high level of identity, consistency and the capacity to have a goal in life. On the other hand, not resolving the crisis makes one confused concerning her values, uncertain about her role in society and confused about one's strengths and weaknesses. Noteworthy, according to Erikson, the identity creation process is basically a social process that takes place through interpersonal relations.
The theory put forward by Erikson explains how social media is used as the means of identity exploration in the case of adolescents. Through social media, adolescents can create certain environments wherein they can try out different identities and share them with their peers and get responses from them in terms of comments, likes, and followers' reaction. Hence, social media becomes a means through which identity exploration can be carried out, which is a significant process in the development of an adolescent's personality. Furthermore, the use of social media makes it possible to create peer groups based on certain interests, which is important in the process of identity exploration and gives a sense of belongingness required in solving the crisis of identity versus role confusion (Erikson, 1968). For many adolescents, especially those who belong to minority groups, social media provides the opportunity to try out certain aspects of their identities.
However, there are a lot of ways in which Erikson’s theory can be quite damaging as well. Excessive reliance on external validation through social media metrics can seriously hinder identity formation in the first place. If adolescents develop their identity according to other people’s views and comments rather than what they truly value and are passionate about, they cannot develop a coherent and stable identity in their mind. Reliance on external validation might result in identity confusion and make depression or anxiety more likely to happen. Social comparisons and negative feedback provided by peers when developing identity can only make it harder to deal with role confusion and identity crises. Identity construction on social media provides adolescents with wrong identity models that can undermine their own true identities. Besides, social media use can consume valuable time needed for identity development outside of social networks.
Freudian theory and Erikson’s theory go together when it comes to explaining the impact that social media has on the psychological state of the youth. As for the major aspect of the Freudian theory, it focuses on the processes of unconscious psychology and emotion, which may have developed because of childhood experience. In turn, the main idea of Erikson’s theory is the focus on the process of identity formation through consciousness and conscious processes. Both theories give attention to the role of interaction between peers in the development of a person. Thus, the combination of the two theories explains the phenomenon of social media influence in a comprehensive manner.
In conclusion, there is no doubt that social media exerts a strong influence on the well-being of adolescents, producing both positive and negative effects. Social media allows one to communicate, express oneself, receive information and get help; at the same time, it can result in anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and cyber bullying. The psychoanalytic theory by Freud and the psychosocial theory by Erikson complete each other to explain the way social media influences the psychological well-being of adolescents. The first one will help one comprehend the impact of unconscious desires and emotions on one’s reactions to the social media experience while the second one will allow understanding why social media works as a tool and a barrier in the process of the right identity formation. It means that the well-being of adolescents is affected not only by psychological factors but also by social factors.
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