[image: ]University of Wales Trinity Saint David Birmingham


Psychology in health and social care (LCHS4010)
Birmingham 
Essay report on
Impact of social media on mental health in adolescence 


Submitted by
Name of the student: Azra Munirali Habib 
Student ID:2507358


Lecturer: Alice clayton













Introduction 
Social media has become an integral part of adolescents’ daily lives, influencing how they communicate, learn and develop relationships. Recent UK evidence indicates that almost all children aged 8–14 use YouTube (96%) and most use other social media and messaging platforms regularly, while 13–14-year-olds spend around four hours online each day across internet enabled devices (Ofcom, 2025). As online engagement continues to increase, concerns have also grown regarding its potential influence on young people’s mental health. The World Health Organization (2025) estimates that one in seven adolescents aged 10–19 experiences a mental health condition, highlighting the importance of understanding factors that may affect psychological wellbeing during this critical stage of development. Adolescence is a period of significant emotional, cognitive and social change, making it essential to examine how digital environments may shape behaviour and identity. This essay will critically explore the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. These theories will be used to evaluate how social media may influence identity formation, self-esteem and behaviour, while considering both the potential benefits and risks associated with online interactions.
Main body 
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory proposes that personality develops through a series of eight stages that span the entire lifespan, with each stage involving a psychological challenge that contributes to future development (Erikson, 1968). According to Erikson, successful resolution of these challenges helps individuals develop important personal strengths, whereas difficulties at one stage may affect later emotional and social development. During adolescence, the central conflict is identity versus role confusion, a stage in which young people begin exploring their beliefs, values and future aspirations to establish a stable sense of self (McLeod, 2025). Identity refers to an individual’s understanding of who they are and where they fit within society, while role confusion describes uncertainty about personal values, goals or social roles. Erikson also suggested that healthy identity formation depends on opportunities to experiment with different roles and experiences before making long-term commitments (Erikson, 1968). This aspect of the theory is particularly relevant when considering adolescence because it recognises that identity develops through interactions with others and the wider social environment. In today's digital world, social media provides adolescents with new opportunities to express themselves, compare themselves with others and seek acceptance from peers, making Erikson’s theory especially useful for understanding how online experiences may influence confidence, self-esteem and identity development.

Erikson’s theory can be applied to social media use by considering how online platforms may influence the process of identity development during adolescence. The stage of identity versus role confusion suggests that teenagers are motivated to explore different aspects of themselves and seek acceptance from others as they develop a clearer sense of identity (Erikson, 1968). Social media may therefore be appealing because it provides adolescents with a space to experiment with self-expression, connect with peers and receive feedback from social groups. These experiences may support identity development and wellbeing by allowing young people to build friendships, access support networks and feel a sense of belonging. For example, research by Nesi et al. (2018) suggests that social media can provide opportunities for adolescents to maintain relationships and develop social connections, which can contribute positively to psychological wellbeing. However, Erikson’s theory also highlights potential risks when identity development becomes heavily dependent on external approval. Constant comparison with others, pressure to present an idealised version of oneself and reliance on online validation may contribute to insecurity, low self-esteem and confusion about personal identity. This is supported by research from Woods and Scott (2016), who found that greater social media use among adolescents was associated with poorer sleep quality, anxiety and depressive symptoms. Therefore, while social media may provide valuable opportunities for identity exploration, Erikson’s theory suggests that the impact on mental health depends on whether online experiences support authentic identity development or increase pressure to conform to unrealistic social expectations.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory is useful for understanding adolescent social media use because it highlights the importance of identity formation and peer relationships during adolescence (Erikson, 1968). The theory helps explain why social media is popular among teenagers, as online platforms provide opportunities for self-expression, identity exploration and social acceptance. However, a limitation is that Erikson developed his theory before digital technology existed, meaning it does not directly explain how online environments influence identity or mental health. Secondly, not all adolescents experience social media in the same way, as individual, cultural and environmental factors can affect outcomes. While social media may support connection and belonging, it may also increase social comparison and pressure to gain approval (Verduyn et al., 2017). Therefore, Erikson’s theory remains valuable but should be considered alongside modern research to fully understand adolescent experiences online.
While Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory focuses on identity formation during adolescence, another theory that provides insight into adolescent behaviour within social environments is Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. Bandura’s theory explains that individuals learn behaviours, attitudes and responses by observing others and experiencing the consequences of their own actions (Bandura, 1977). A key concept within the theory is observational learning, which refers to learning through watching and imitating the behaviour of others. Bandura also highlighted modelling, where individuals adopt behaviours displayed by influential people, and reinforcement, where behaviours are more likely to continue when they receive positive outcomes, such as approval or recognition (Bandura, 1977). This theory is particularly relevant to adolescence because young people are developing their values and behaviours while being strongly influenced by their social surroundings. In relation to social media, Bandura’s theory is useful because online platforms expose adolescents to constant examples of behaviour from peers, celebrities and influencers, which may influence their identity, choices and mental wellbeing.
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory can be applied to adolescent social media use by explaining how young people learn behaviours, attitudes and values through observing others online. Social media provides adolescents with constant access to models of behaviour, including peers, celebrities and influencers, which may influence how they view themselves and others (Bandura, 1977). The theory helps explain the popularity of social media because teenagers may be motivated to engage with platforms where they can observe others, gain feedback and receive social reinforcement through likes, comments and followers. These interactions may have positive effects by helping adolescents develop social skills, discover shared interests and access supportive communities. For example, Nesi et al. (2018) suggest that online interactions can influence adolescent relationships by creating opportunities for connection and social support. However, Bandura’s theory also highlights potential risks, as adolescents may imitate harmful behaviours or internalise unrealistic standards presented online. For instance, exposure to idealised images and influencer content may contribute to negative self-perceptions and reduced self-esteem. This is supported by Woods and Scott (2016), who found that higher social media use among adolescents was associated with anxiety, depression and poorer self-esteem. Therefore, Bandura’s theory is useful for understanding how social media can shape adolescent mental health through processes of observation, imitation and reinforcement.
Bandura’s Social Learning Theory is valuable for understanding adolescent social media use because it explains how behaviours and attitudes can develop through observation, imitation and reinforcement (Bandura, 1977). A key strength of the theory is that it recognises the influence of social environments, which is particularly relevant today as social media exposes teenagers to a wide range of online models. However, a limitation is that the theory may place too much emphasis on external influences and does not fully consider internal factors, such as emotions, personal experiences and individual decision-making. Additionally, Bandura’s theory was developed before social media existed, meaning it does not directly address algorithms, online communities or the complexity of digital interactions. Therefore, while the theory provides a useful explanation of how social media may shape adolescent behaviour, it should be combined with other perspectives to understand the wider impact on mental health.
Conclusion 
This essay has explored how social media can influence adolescent mental health by applying Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. Erikson’s theory highlights the importance of identity formation during adolescence and explains how social media may support self-expression, belonging and identity exploration, while also creating pressures through comparison and external validation (Erikson, 1968). Bandura’s theory adds further understanding by explaining how adolescents learn behaviours and attitudes through observing and interacting with others online (Bandura, 1977). Overall, social media does not have a purely positive or negative impact on adolescent mental health; instead, its effects depend on how young people engage with online environments. Although Erikson is useful for understanding identity development, Bandura provides valuable insight into the influence of online role models and social behaviours. Therefore, combining both theories provides the most effective explanation, as it recognises that adolescents are developing their identities while simultaneously being influenced by the digital social environments around them.
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