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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence


Social media is defined as a combination of applications and websites to be used on the internet to enable communities interact with others on this platform. Social media is not just a means of communication it is a platform where people put their specific information, research and data in forms of essays and journals to be assessed by others for gathering information. Social media has evolved in time. It shows how people interact, do business, publish articles and combine various forms of information for others to benefit from. It consists of multiple platforms which are even difficult to keep track of. The advent of social media is recognised as the introduction of ‘Six Degrees’ in 1997 which was designed for networking and friends and blogs became popular in 1999 (What is social media? 2023).

These days adolescents are the ones using the most social media mostly for entertainment purposes. It is the biggest form of distraction to our young minds. To do their homework or tasks set by their teachers they are easily distracted into exploring other websites which leads into distractions and mental health issues. 41% of teenagers with the highest social media use also judge their overall mental health as poor or very poor. This number is only 23% for those with the lowest social media use (DeAngelis, 2024). This effects mental health of the teenagers so badly that they have suicidal thoughts because of the beauty and body image. The most used social media apps are you tube, Tik Tok, Facebook and Instagram. 37% of teenagers report to spending 5 or more hours a day, 26% spend less than 4 hours a day, and 23% spend less than 2 hours a day on these apps (American Psychological Association, 2024). This may increase their desire to be perfect and to want the things which are available to other children making vlogs and videos.

Sigmund Freud began developing his psychoanalytic theory in the late 1880s. He began treating patients with nervous disorders, experimenting with hypnosis and early talk therapy techniques (free association). He later changed his hypnosis theory to psychoanalysis to explain how unconscious mind works and is affected by thoughts and memories. Freud emphasised childhood forms foundational behaviour patterns, emotional regulation, and social interactions. All behaviour is caused by psychological factors faced in early childhood. According to Freud children progress through different stages which include oral, anal, phallic, latency, and genital focused on bodily pleasure zones. Issues that have not been addressed in early childhood may seem to linger in the adult life. According to his psychosexual stages, the oral stage is first which satisfies children from sucking and tasting hence everything goes in the mouth first. Anal stage is second in which children potty train, phallic stage is the third stage where the boys are influenced by mothers and girls are affected by dad’s influence. Latency stage is from six years to puberty in which young ones make friends with same gender peers and make strong bonds and friendships. Genital stage is the last stage where the individuals are attracted to opposite sex members of the society. Freud worked on mental disorders and thought as they didn’t have any physical reasons their origins are in our ‘psyche’ or our mind (Proquest.com, 2026).


By looking at Freud’s theory, it clearly states that things which happen in your unconscious mind reflect your current behaviour. If a teenager has seen a video of young boys trying out vaping and cigarette, they will unintentionally want to try it in privacy. Same applies to nudity and inappropriate videos, if they see something which really fascinates them it will be their next action to try it.  Problematic social media use has been associated with less sleep and later bedtimes, potentially impacting adolescents’ overall health and academic performance. More than 1 in 10 adolescents showed signs of problematic social media behaviour, struggling to control their use and experiencing negative consequences. Girls reported higher levels of problematic social media use than boys (13% vs 9%) (World Health Organization, 2024). 

This essay explains the constant use of social media symbolises an addiction like pattern. It includes withdrawal like symptoms from socialising and day to day activities. However, social media has positive side effects too. Digital literacy is very important for young adults learning process. In this fast-paced world where advancements are discovered rapidly, social media plays a key element to keep youngsters updated with latest research, achievements and discoveries. Different platforms on social media provide support to youngsters to connect with the world. There are various benefits as follows including mental health support because social media can enable young people to find information and support. It might also help to reduce loneliness and connect with people geographically far away, reduce stress and provide safe spaces and create a sense of community (Bahou, 2026). Although Sigmund Freud’s theory may be useful, but it has its own drawbacks. It was made in 1800s which was very long time ago and his research was predominantly on middle-class females living in Vienna. There is a vast lack of scientific evidence too as these ideas were just assumed about childhood fantasies and only case study evidence was used.

Motivation is the key factor driving young growing minds. Abraham Maslow developed the hierarchy of needs in the 1940s. It suggests that people first achieve their basic needs and then move onto a higher level and fulfilment. There are five levels of needs. Physiological needs include air water, food and other basic requirements, safety needs and love and belongingness are where individuals need security and a feeling of love and family, so they feel protected. Self-respect and status fall under esteem needs and then self-actualization consists of achieving one’s full capacity and personal growth (McLeod, 2025). Motivation is a goal directed behaviour, once the human mind thinks of something they start working towards pursuing that goal. Once the basic needs are met the human mind keeps on striving to achieve the best and higher. (Gross, 2020)

According to Maslow a human being’s motivation is driven by seeking fulfilment once the basic needs are met. The most successful people have accurate perception of the world, they are creative, they accept other people however they are and can easily detach themselves from others. Social media has transformed the way individuals communicate, share experiences, and pursue validation. Social media usage encourages adolescents to pursue self-fulfilment goals. While observing Maslow’s theory which consists of five levels of achievement, the first two levels—physiological needs (food, water, sleep) and safety needs (security, health, stability)—are largely fulfilled. At the third level we see the urge of belonging, friendship and love. Social media provides a wide platform for all these needs to be met. There are friendship apps like Facebook, Snapchat etc and many others which allows young people to interact and make friends. There are dating apps as well as matrimonial websites. Esteem-driven behaviours on social media feed into a cycle where validation is sought and received through audience engagement. Self-actualization, the final part of Maslow's pyramid, refers to the achievement of maximum potential. This is characterized by creativity, authenticity, and a sense of purpose. For influencers and social media personalities, this often means using their platform for deeper self-expression and, in many cases, pursuing causes beyond personal fame (Agarwal, 2024).

Although Maslow’s theory has a lot of benefits, but it has a few drawbacks too. Maslow's theory has been criticized for its cultural bias. It is often considered to reflect Western individualistic values. Critics also say that human behaviour is very complex it is not so simple as explained by Maslow. People reaching the self-actualization process may want perfectionism and may feel very competitive. They might feel jealous and unhappy to see others achieving more than them which can lead to resentment and conflict. If there is a comparison to be made between Sigmund Frued’s and Abrham Maslow’s theories, Freud’s theory only focuses on childhood experiences and thoughts. The fascinations a child has and unfulfilled gratification which he seeks to pursue the rest of his life. Maslow’s theory on the other hand emphasis that a human learns step by step through experiences and stages. Maslow, unlike Freud, believed that people have both basic and more abstract needs that lead to emotional and spiritual fulfilment and happiness. Once the basic physical needs are met, he strives more towards emotional needs such as feelings of belonging and love, elevated self esteem and then reaching the self-actualization stage (eNotes.com, no date).        

In conclusion, both the theories have been the setting stones of exploring human behaviour and personalities in psychology. The have laid a great base for new researchers to build their findings on. While studying the effects of social media on adolescents both help us to understand that how the fragile human brain absorbs new information and use it positively or negatively in their lives. It can be useful for health and social care professionals to be aware of both of these theories and how they help us to understand the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents.   
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