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The Impact of Social Media in Adolescents’ Mental Health

Introduction
Social media is used regularly by adolescents, with social media apps such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat influencing how they communicate, build relationships and develop their sense of self. During adolescence, emotional, social and cognitive development is critical, and individuals are particularly influenced by the environmental and external factors surrounding them for feedback. This could result in affecting young people’s psychological wellbeing. Additionally, 32 studies were reviewed by Kerr et al. (2025), examining the relationship between the usage of social media and rising anxiety among adolescents. Their findings showed that 56.3% of these studies identified a relationship between social media use and increased anxiety, with stronger correlations found among adolescents experiencing challenging social media use. 
Problematic usage of social media is correlated with poorer mental health, social wellbeing, higher levels of usage of addictive substances, lowered sleep, sleep delay and poorer academic performance state the World Health Organization (2024). WHO also emphasises that improving digital literacy and parental supervision can help adolescents use social media safely. This essay will discuss how social media is impacting adolescents’ mental health by exploring the positive and negative aspects of it, it will incorporate Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory to explain why adolescents may be particularly exposed to online influences, including identity pressures, social comparison, bullying, racism and need for external validation.

Negative impacts of social media on adolescent mental health
Digital stress theory can be one explanation for the association between social media engagement and mental health complications. This theory stresses that continuous online engagement can interfere with emotional regulation, quality of sleep, self-esteem and recovering from stress. Being constantly exposed to digital environments can stop adolescents from completely disconnecting from them and this could lead to increased feelings of anxiety and psychological strain explains Orben et al. (2024), this is extremely concerning during adolescence as young people are still in the process of developing coping strategies and emotional regulation skills. The first major risk related to social media is social comparison. Online platforms often show edited, unrealistic versions of people’s appearances. Unrealistic lifestyles and achievements are also presented. Adolescents may compare themselves with these idealised representations, resulting in greater feelings of inadequacy, poorer sense of self-worth, and reduced contentment with life. Pedalino et al. (2022) suggested that viewing faultless body images on social media like Instagram can negatively affect adolescents’ body satisfaction, especially in young girls, as they constantly engage in body comparison through upward social comparison with influencers and other peers perceived as more attractive and successful.
Secondly, another mayor concern is cyberbullying, which can have more negative effects than regular bullying as it can occur at any time and can reach adolescents in spaces that would normally provide safety such as their own homes. Anonymous users can engage in harmful behaviour, and having constant access to abusive messages or comments can increase psychological distress in adolescents. Casaña Mohedo et al. (2026) found that 90% of adolescents who experienced cyberbullying reported high levels of depression, while 87% experienced anxiety. The study also found that the psychological effects of cyberbullying were often more severe and lasted longer than those of traditional bullying because online abuse can be continuous and difficult to escape. These findings demonstrate how social media can create dangerous environments where negative experiences have a lasting impact on adolescent mental health. In addition to cyberbullying, social media can also expose adolescents to discrimination and social prejudice. Tao et al. (2022) found that racial discrimination was common among young adults of colour, with 79.1% experiencing direct discrimination and 94.3% watching it happening towards others in online platforms. Black adolescents experienced higher levels of exposure, suggesting that online discrimination may contribute to increased racial stress and poorer mental health outcomes. These findings highlight that social media experiences can differ depending on social identity and background. Sleep problems have also been linked to social media use. Many adolescents use social media platforms during the late evening, which can reduce both sleep duration and quality. Newsom (2025) explains that this behaviour may be influenced by the fear of missing out (FOMO), which encourages excessive social media usage before bedtime. Young people with elevated levels of FOMO are more inclined to monitor social media regularly. shortly before falling asleep, contributing to poorer sleep quality. This highlights how excessive social media use can negatively affect adolescents’ health and overall wellbeing. Furthermore, poor sleep is associated with difficulties in emotional regulation, concentration and overall psychological wellbeing. Consequently, excessive social media use during the night may indirectly increase adolescents’ vulnerability to anxiety, depression and mood regulation difficulties by disrupting healthy sleep patterns.
Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory
Erikson (1968) explains that adolescence is a stage where individuals develop their identity by exploring their values, beliefs and social roles. This helps explain why young people may be influenced by social media. Social media can influence this stage by providing opportunities for adolescents to express themselves and explore different aspects of their identity. Identity development and confidence can increase when receiving positive feedback online and gaining followers. However, this could make adolescents reliant on online feedback and use it as a measurement for social acceptance, meaning that reduced engagement or negative feedback can influence how they perceive their identity and their emotional wellbeing (Rides et al., 2025). Furthermore, social media encourages adolescents to build and show an unrealistic version of themselves. The difference between someone’s online identity and their real-life experiences can create emotional frustration and feelings of inauthenticity. Erikson’s theory suggests that since adolescents are still building their identity, they might be sensitive to social media feedback. Although Erikson's theory remains highly influential in explaining adolescent identity development, it precedes social media and therefore should be complemented by contemporary research to better explain how digital environments shape identity formation and psychological wellbeing.
Festinger (1954) explains through Social Comparison Theory that people understand their self- concept by comparing their capabilities, appearance and accomplishments with others. This suggests that social media may affect adolescents’ mental health by encouraging them to compare their own selves with others online. Social media provides constant opportunities for comparison, particularly through exposure to influencers, celebrities and peers who often present edited versions of their self-image and selective versions of their lives not reflecting reality. Upward social comparison happens when people compare themselves to others who are sensed as more successful or desirable (Cherry, 2024). Avci et al. (2025) suggests that frequent comparison with idealised individuals online can contribute to identity uncertainty and emotional distress, especially during adolescence when self-concept is still developing. However, social comparison does not always have negative impact on adolescents’ as they may also engage in positive comparisons that provide inspiration and encourage personal growth. Therefore, the result of social comparison depends on the type of content viewed, the individual’s level of self-esteem and their ability to critically evaluate online information. Although Festinger's Social Comparison Theory effectively explains appearance-based comparisons, it does not fully consider individual differences, such as adolescents' resilience and personality traits, or the effect of social media in shaping the content they are exposed to online.
Positive effects of social media on adolescent mental health
Although social media is usually associated with negative outcomes, it can also provide important psychological benefits. Online platforms can help adolescents maintain friendships, develop supportive communities and access information about physical and mental health. For young people experiencing loneliness or difficulties in socialising, online spaces can provide a safe space full of opportunities for connection and belonging.  As highlighted by Weir (2023) social media can be beneficial for adolescents experiencing anxiety as online communication can provide a lower pressure environment where young people can communicate and maintain relationships. Social media can also help adolescent find communities based on shared experiences, interests or challenges and this could reduce feelings of isolation. The American Psychological Association (2023) also recognises that the effects of social media could be negative or positive depending on how platforms are used. Developing digital literacy, avoiding harmful exposure and setting up a limited screen time can help adolescents gain benefits while reducing potential risks. Godard et al. (2024) states that engaging in online communication with friends or communities is generally consider more beneficial than passive usage, such as scrolling continuously through content without any interaction, as passive use could be linked to negative psychological and cognitive effects. In addition, Nagata et al. (2025) state that adolescents who actively engage in social media activities, such as messaging and interacting with others, are more likely to develop stronger friendships and experience reduced loneliness. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, and among young adults who were receiving mental health treatment, social media helped reduce feelings of isolation, maintain social support, and cope with stress and anxiety. Therefore, social media is not always harmful. Its effects depend on individual differences, how people use it, their online behaviours and the type of experiences young people encounter.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has both benefits and risks for adolescent mental health. While online platforms can support social connection, identity exploration and access to emotional support, they may also contribute to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, discrimination and reduced self-esteem. Erikson’s psychosocial development theory highlights how adolescents’ developing identities make them particularly sensitive to online feedback and validation, while Festinger’s Social Comparison Theory explains how acquaintance of idealised content can influence self-perception. Overall, social media can have constructive or harmful effects depending on its usage and the personal factors of each adolescent. Encouraging healthy digital habits, critical thinking and emotional resilience is critical to help young people experience positive effects from social media while decreasing potential harm to their mental health.
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