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The Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health: Applying Erikson's Psychosocial Theory and Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs

Social media has become an important part of everyday life for many adolescents, offering opportunities for communication, learning and self-expression. However, excessive or problematic social media use may be associated with poorer mental health outcomes, including anxiety, depression and lower self-esteem. According to the World Health Organization (2025), around one in seven adolescents experiences a mental health condition, which highlights the importance of understanding factors that may influence psychological well-being during adolescence. 
Adolescence is also a period of significant psychological and social change, making young people particularly sensitive to peer relationships, social acceptance and identity development. For this reason, developmental theories can provide a useful framework for explaining why social media affects adolescents differently from adults. This essay will discuss the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. It will also consider both the potential benefits and the risks of social media use in relation to adolescents’ psychological well-being. 
Social media is now part of everyday life for many adolescents and has changed the way young people communicate, learn and build relationships. Recent studies suggest that the relationship between social media use and mental health is complex and cannot simply be described as positive or negative. While social media can provide opportunities for social support, self-expression and access to information, excessive or problematic use has been associated with increased levels of anxiety, depressive symptoms and lower self-esteem (Liu et al., 2026; Vijayakumar et al., 2026). This suggests that the way adolescents use social media may be more important than the amount of time they spend online. Furthermore, frequent social comparison on digital platforms may increase feelings of inadequacy and reduce life satisfaction among some adolescents (Finserås et al., 2026). Despite these risks, research also shows that positive online experiences, such as maintaining friendships or accessing peer support, may improve adolescents’ sense of belonging. Overall, current evidence suggests that both the quality of online experiences and the way social media is used are key factors influencing adolescent mental health.
Another important issue linked to social media is cyberbullying. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur at any time and reach adolescents through multiple online platforms. Research has shown that young people who experience online harassment are more likely to report symptoms of anxiety, depression and emotional distress. The anonymity of social media may also encourage harmful behaviour, making victims feel isolated and reluctant to seek support. Therefore, reducing harm associated with cyberbullying may be just as important as limiting screen time when promoting positive mental health among adolescents. 
Erikson’s psychosocial theory suggests that adolescence is characterised by the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, during which young people develop a clearer understanding of who they are and how they fit into society (Erikson, 1968). During this stage, peer relationships and feedback from others become increasingly important, as adolescents begin to develop a stronger sense of identity. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat allow adolescents to express themselves and connect with others; however, they also encourage frequent comparison with carefully selected online content. When adolescents compare their appearance, achievements or lifestyle with carefully selected online content, this may negatively influence self-esteem and increase feelings of inadequacy. As a result, some adolescents may feel pressure to present an idealised version of themselves to gain acceptance from their peers. This is particularly significant because adolescence is the stage in which identity development becomes a central developmental task. Many posts shared on social media present unrealistic standards of appearance, success and lifestyle, making comparison with others almost unavoidable. As a result, some adolescents may develop unrealistic expectations of themselves and feel dissatisfied with their own appearance or achievements. From Erikson’s perspective, these experiences may make identity development more challenging, as adolescents begin to seek approval from online audiences rather than developing confidence through real-life experiences and relationships. However, not every adolescent responds in the same way. Personal resilience, family support and positive friendships may reduce the negative impact of social media. For example, Liu et al. (2026) found that problematic social media use was associated with poorer mental health outcomes, including higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms. From Erikson’s perspective, these experiences may interfere with healthy identity development because adolescents may begin to base their self-worth on online approval rather than their own personal values and real-life relationships. However, social media can also have positive effects. It may provide opportunities for self-expression, identity exploration and connection with peers who share similar interests or experiences. Overall, Erikson’s theory helps explain why social media may have a particularly strong influence during adolescence, when identity formation and peer acceptance become especially important. 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs suggests that individuals are motivated by a series of needs that range from basic physiological requirements to self-actualisation (Maslow, 1943). During adolescence, the needs for belonging and esteem become increasingly important because young people often seek acceptance, meaningful friendships and recognition from their peers. Social media may influence these needs in both positive and negative ways, depending on how adolescents use digital platforms. On the one hand, digital platforms allow adolescents to maintain friendships, communicate with peers and feel connected to online communities. This may be particularly beneficial for adolescents who struggle to build friendships in face-to-face settings. However, some adolescents may become increasingly dependent on online approval instead of developing supportive real-life relationships. Adolescents may begin to measure their value through likes, comments or the number of followers they have. Although these forms of recognition can provide temporary satisfaction, they do not always meet deeper emotional needs. Maslow suggested that healthy self-esteem develops through genuine achievements and supportive relationships. Therefore, relying heavily on social media for acceptance may leave some adolescents feeling insecure or disappointed when they do not receive the level of validation they expect. This reliance on online validation may leave adolescents feeling disappointed when their expectations are not met. For example, Vijayakumar et al. (2026) reported that adolescents who placed greater importance on online validation were more likely to experience poorer mental health and lower self-esteem. Nevertheless, not every adolescent seeks validation through social media, suggesting that individual differences and supportive offline relationships remain important protective factors. Overall, Maslow’s theory provides a useful explanation of why social media may influence adolescent well-being, particularly when the needs for belonging and self-esteem become closely connected to online interactions. 
Although both Erikson’s and Maslow’s theories provide useful explanations of how social media may influence adolescent mental health, neither theory fully explains the complexity of young people’s online experience. However, neither theory was developed specifically to explain the influence of digital technologies or social media. Erikson’s theory is particularly valuable because it focuses on identity development, which is highly relevant during adolescence. Social media may shape how adolescents perceive themselves through peer feedback, social comparison and online interactions. However, Erikson developed his theory before the existence of digital technology, meaning that it does not directly consider the influence of social media on identity formation. 
Similarly, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs helps explain why adolescents seek acceptance, belonging and recognition through social media platforms. It highlights how online interactions may satisfy emotional needs, but also how dependence on online approval can negatively affect self-esteem. However, one limitation of Maslow’s theory is that people may experience and prioritise needs differently depending on their personal, cultural and environmental circumstances. 
Its effects are influenced by factors such as the purpose of use, individual resilience and the availability of support from family and peers. Research suggests that social media can provide emotional support, improve communication and help adolescents maintain friendships, particularly for those who may feel socially isolated (Finserås et al., 2026). Therefore, the impact of social media depends on factors such as the way it is used, the amount of time spent online and the individual characteristics of the adolescent. Nevertheless, contemporary research suggests that adolescent mental health is influenced by a wider range of biological, psychological and social factors than either theory can explain on its own. Another limitation is that both theories were developed before the emergence of social media and therefore cannot fully explain the influence of modern digital platforms. Despite these limitations, both theories remain valuable because they provide a useful framework for understanding how social media may influence identity, belonging and psychological well-being during adolescence. 
In conclusion, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is complex and depends on both individual and environmental factors. Although social media may promote communication, emotional support and a sense of belonging, excessive use and negative online experiences may also contribute to anxiety, depression and lower self-esteem. Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory helps explain how social media may influence identity development during adolescence, whereas Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs highlights the importance of belonging and self-esteem in young people’s online experiences.  Together, these theories demonstrate that adolescents’ online experiences are closely linked to their need for identity, belonging and self-esteem. Although both theories have limitations and were developed before the rise of social media, they continue to provide a valuable framework for understanding adolescent psychological development. Overall, encouraging balanced social media use alongside strong family relationships, supportive friendships and positive offline experiences may help protect adolescents’ psychological well-being. 
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