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INTRODUCTION
Adolescents today are growing up in a digital ecosystem where social media is woven into nearly every aspect of their daily lives, with recent surveys showing that 95% of teenagers use social platforms and around 46% report being online almost constantly. This unprecedented level of connectivity has reshaped how young people form relationships, explore identity, and navigate the challenges of growing up. At the same time, concerns about the impact of heavy social media use on mental health have intensified, as rising rates of anxiety, depression, and loneliness among adolescents appear to coincide with increased screen time and online engagement. Understanding this relationship requires more than simply blaming technology; it demands a deeper look at the developmental processes and psychological mechanisms that shape adolescent behaviour. In this essay, I will explore how Erikson’s psychosocial theory, particularly the stage of identity versus role confusion, helps explain why adolescents may be especially vulnerable to the pressures and rewards of social media. I will also examine how the Theory of Planned Behaviour offers insight into the intentions, social norms, and perceived control that drive young people’s online actions. Together, these frameworks provide a richer understanding of how social media interacts with adolescent development and mental wellbeing, highlighting both the risks and the motivations behind their digital habits.

THEORY 1: Eriksons psychosocial theory (Week 2)
Erikson’s psychosocial theory is a lifespan developmental framework proposing that individuals progress through eight stages, each defined by a central psychological conflict that must be resolved for healthy development. These conflicts—such as trust versus mistrust, autonomy versus shame, and identity versus role confusion—represent key turning points shaped by social interaction and personal experience. The theory emphasises that development is not purely biological but deeply influenced by cultural, relational, and societal factors. For adolescents, the most critical stage is identity versus role confusion, where young people work to establish a coherent sense of self, exploring values, beliefs, and social roles. Successful resolution leads to fidelity and a stable identity, while failure may result in confusion, insecurity, and difficulty committing to future goals. Erikson also highlights the importance of the social environment, suggesting that peers, family, and broader cultural expectations play a significant role in shaping identity formation. His theory remains influential because it captures the complexity of human development, recognising that psychological growth is continuous, socially embedded, and shaped by the challenges individuals face at different points in life.
Erikson’s stage of identity versus role confusion is particularly relevant to understanding adolescent social media use and its impact on mental health. Social media platforms provide a space where teenagers actively experiment with identity, presenting curated versions of themselves and seeking validation through likes, comments, and follower counts. This digital environment amplifies the developmental task Erikson describes: adolescents are not only exploring who they are but doing so under constant public scrutiny. The pressure to conform to online norms—beauty standards, popularity metrics, or lifestyle trends—can intensify feelings of inadequacy or confusion when teens struggle to align their real selves with their digital personas. Additionally, social comparison, a common behaviour on social media, can disrupt healthy identity formation by reinforcing unrealistic expectations and heightening self-doubt. When adolescents face negative feedback, cyberbullying, or exclusion online, the psychological conflict of this stage becomes harder to resolve, increasing vulnerability to anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. However, social media can also support identity development by offering communities where teens explore interests, connect with peers, and find belonging. Erikson’s theory helps explain why these platforms feel so significant during adolescence: they function as modern arenas for identity exploration, shaping mental health outcomes depending on the quality of interactions and the stability of the adolescent’s developing sense of self.
Erikson’s psychosocial theory is especially useful for explaining adolescent social media use because it directly addresses the developmental need for identity formation. Its strength lies in recognising that identity is shaped through social interaction, making it highly relevant in a digital age where much of adolescents’ social lives occur online. The theory provides a clear framework for understanding why teenagers are drawn to social media: it offers opportunities for exploration, feedback, and belonging. It also helps explain why negative online experiences can be so damaging, as they interfere with a critical developmental task. Erikson’s model is flexible and holistic, allowing researchers and educators to consider cultural, relational, and emotional factors together. By linking social media behaviour to a broader developmental process, the theory offers meaningful insight into both the risks and the psychological motivations behind adolescent online engagement

	
THEORY 2: The theory of planned behaviour (week 8)
The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), developed by Icek Ajzen, is a psychological framework used to explain how human behaviour is shaped by intention. According to the theory, behavioural intention is the strongest predictor of whether a person will perform a behaviour, and this intention is influenced by three key concepts: attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control. Attitudes refer to an individual’s personal evaluation of a behaviour—whether they see it as positive or negative. Subjective norms involve perceived social pressure from peers, family, or society to engage or not engage in a behaviour. Perceived behavioural control reflects how much control or capability a person feels they have over performing the behaviour. For adolescents, these components are particularly influential because their decision-making is strongly shaped by peer approval, developing autonomy, and fluctuating confidence in their ability to manage situations. TPB is especially useful for understanding adolescence because it recognises that young people’s choices are not random; they are shaped by social expectations, personal beliefs, and their sense of control. This makes the theory highly relevant for exploring behaviours that emerge during adolescence, including digital engagement, risk-taking, and identity-driven actions.
The Theory of Planned Behaviour offers a valuable lens for understanding why adolescents engage with social media and how this behaviour affects their mental health. Teenagers often develop strong attitudes toward social media, viewing it as essential for connection, entertainment, and self-expression. If they believe social media enhances their social life or boosts their mood, their intention to use it increases. Subjective norms play an even larger role: adolescents frequently feel pressure to stay active online because peers expect constant communication, participation in trends, or visibility through posts and stories. This pressure can intensify feelings of anxiety or fear of missing out (FOMO), especially when social comparison becomes frequent. Perceived behavioural control also shapes mental health outcomes. Teens who feel confident managing privacy settings, controlling screen time, or navigating negative interactions may experience fewer harmful effects. In contrast, those who feel overwhelmed by online conflict, cyberbullying, or the need to maintain a perfect image may struggle with stress, low self-esteem, or depressive symptoms. TPB helps explain why some adolescents use social media in healthier ways while others become vulnerable to its psychological risks. By focusing on intention and perceived control, the theory highlights how beliefs, peer influence, and digital competence interact to shape both behaviour and mental wellbeing.
The Theory of Planned Behaviour is particularly beneficial for explaining adolescent social media use because it captures the social, cognitive, and motivational factors driving their online behaviour. One major strength is its emphasis on subjective norms, which are central to teenage life; peer influence is often the strongest predictor of digital engagement. TPB also accounts for individual differences, recognising that attitudes and perceived control vary widely among adolescents, helping explain why social media affects teens differently. Its focus on intention makes the theory practical for understanding both healthy and harmful patterns of use, offering insight into why teens may persist in behaviours that negatively impact mental health. Additionally, TPB is flexible and evidence-based, making it useful for designing interventions that strengthen digital literacy, improve self-regulation, and reduce peer pressure. Overall, the theory provides a structured, psychologically grounded explanation for the motivations behind adolescent social media behaviour.

CONCLUSION 
The essay has examined how Erikson’s psychosocial theory and the Theory of Planned Behaviour each contribute to our understanding of adolescent social media use and its impact on mental health. By exploring Erikson’s focus on identity formation, the essay highlighted how social media functions as a powerful space for self‑expression, comparison, and validation during a stage when young people are highly sensitive to social feedback. The Theory of Planned Behaviour added a complementary perspective, showing how attitudes, peer norms, and perceived control shape adolescents’ intentions to engage online and influence whether their experiences support or undermine wellbeing. Although both theories offer valuable insights, Erikson’s psychosocial theory emerges as the most useful for explaining this issue. It directly addresses the developmental vulnerabilities that make social media so influential during adolescence, capturing the emotional intensity, identity exploration, and social dependence that define this life stage. By linking digital behaviour to core developmental needs, Erikson’s theory provides a deeper and more holistic understanding of why social media can have such profound effects on young people’s mental health.
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