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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescents

Adolescence is a critical developmental stage that has been characterised by significant psychological, biological, and social changes that shape individual relationships, identity, and emotional well-being (Mast Orci et al., 2024). Social media has become an integral part of the daily lives of young people this year, providing opportunities for communication, self-expression, learning, and social connection.  In the UK, social media use among the adolescence as the recent evident indicate approximately 95% of the UK aged between 13 and 15 use social media such as TikTok, WhatsApp YouTube most frequently. This platform offers peer support, educational resources, and opportunities to identify exploration by increasing the concerns that have emerged regarding the potential influence on the mental health of adolescents (nuffieldfoundation.org, 2022). According to the survey that was conducted in 2025 in the UK, 87% of respondent stated that social media negatively affects their mental health (statista.com, 2025).

Mental health during adolescence is a public health priority due to the psychological and emotional difficulties that develop during this life stage (Suppiej et al., 2025). Based on the evidence in the UK, it has been shown that many young people experience the negative consequences that is associated with social media use, including reduced life satisfaction and concerns about excessive addictive use (nuffieldfoundation.org, 2022). For instance, one-third of the young social media users mainly report that social media negatively impacts their daily sleep. The aim of the essay to critically discuss the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents with the application of Albert Bandura's social learning theory and Erikson's psychological development theory. The essay primarily evaluates both the positive and negative psychological effects of social media by considering its strengths and limitations to understand the mental health of adolescents.

Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory emphasises that individuals progress to the eighth stage of overall psychological development, where individuals present a conflict that needs to be resolved to promote healthy psychological growth. The key developmental stage’s identity versus role confusion during adolescence, in which young people seek to establish a stable sense of self by exploring their personal values, future aspirations, and beliefs (Qamar et al., 2026). The successful resolution of the conflict can be translated as the ego identity that has been defined as a consistent and coherent understanding of oneself. The theory argued that identity formation is influenced by peer relationships, where adolescence become increasingly dependent on the feedback and acceptance from their friends rather than their parents (Ullah et al., 2024). All these interactions shape individual self-concept by referring to the perception and believe which hold about themselves (Tettey et al., 2023). The stage is relevant as adolescence is characterised by the rapid cognitive, biological and social changes which make young people more sensitive to external influences. The theory applies highly to the understanding of the engagement of adolescents with social media and its impact on individual mental health. The social media platform provides opportunities for identity exploration through opinion, sharing interests, and personal experiences that enable the adolescence for experiment with different aspects of the individual (Wijaya, 2022). Positive interactions such as receiving encouragement from peers or participating in a supportive online community strengthen individual self-esteem by fostering a sense of belonging and also reduce that feeling for loneliness. The theory explains why adolescents are vulnerable to the negative effects of social media identity development, which depends on peer approval. Adolescents frequently compare themselves with the lifestyle portrayed online (Pérez-Torres, 2024). The comparison in social media has been associated with body dissatisfaction, reduced self-esteem, anxiety and depressive symptoms. 

Cyberbullying also undermines the identity of the adolescents by exposing them to repeated peer rejection. The fear of missing out also enhances the compulsive use of social media as adolescents' drive to remain socially connected. The practical example is the widespread use of the appearance-focused platform that includes exposure mainly to the edited image, which is associated with psychological well-being and poor body image among adolescents. In contrast to the online mental health campaign that supports the community, social media promotes resilience and emotional support if it is utilised positively (Scully et al., 2023). The key strength of the theory is that it explains why identity formation, along with peer relationships, is the central part of adolescents' development, which makes it highly relevant for understanding the psychological impact of social media. It also emphasises that online feedback and peer acceptance significantly impact individual self-esteem and emotional well-being. However, the theory has several limitations as it was developed before the digital era (Vizcaíno-Verdú et al., 2025). Therefore, it does not consider the influence of social media algorithms and influencer culture on the behaviour of adolescents. It also focuses on identity development by providing a limited explanation for how the behaviours are learned through observing others online. Hence, the theory offers a strong development for the explanation of social media is also combines with complementary theories for addressing the digital behaviour and social learning.

The social learning theory primarily argues that human behaviour is learnt through imitating, observing and modelling the actions of others within the social environment rather than through direct experience and reinforcement. The theory also proposes that learning occurs through the four cognitive processes, which include attention that focuses on the model behaviour, retention involving the ability for remembering observe behaviour, reproduction that refers to the capability for imitating those behaviour and motivation that determines whether the behaviour is based on consequences or rewards (Nickerson, 2024). The theory introduces the concept of vicarious reinforcement whereby individuals are not likely to engage in limited behaviour that appears to be rewarded and avoid with negative outcomes. Another concept is self-efficacy, which has been defined as an individual's belief in their ability to successfully perform a particular behaviour to achieve the desire. It is important, particularly for social learning, because young people spend an increasing amount of time observing peers and online influencers, developing their attitudes, values and behaviours (Aprisal and Apriliana, 2026). As cognitive abilities mature during adolescence, individuals become more aware of the social expectations and behaviour, which are perceived as socially accepted or rewarded. The theory provides a valuable framework to understand how the digital environment influences mental health and the behaviour of adolescents.

The theory effectively explains the widespread popularity of social media among adolescents, as this platform provides a continuous opportunity for interacting and observing influential role models. The teenager frequently follows celebrity friends, influencers and content creators whose lifestyle behaviours and opinions are highly visible. Positive modelling can encourage healthy behaviour, which includes educational engagement, physical activity, mental health, awareness and creativity. Social media campaigns positively promote the body (Abdullah and Ahmed, 2022). However, anti-bullying initiatives, along with emotional well-being, can also strengthen self-efficacy by demonstrating effective coping strategies to encourage the behaviour. The learning process and the observation also contribute to the negative health outcome. An adolescent can imitate the unrealistic beauty standard and the materialistic lifestyle showcased by the influencer as a socially rewarded attitude. Harmful content, viral online challenges, and cyberbullying related to self-harm can also spread the social enforcement. For instance, there are several research studies which suggest that adolescents exposed to the appearance, content report, and lower body satisfaction with the great patient to achieve the unrealistic standard (Asif et al., 2025). Henceforth, the exposure to the positive role model supports the resilience and online communication confidence by reducing feelings of isolation. Social media can also enhance or undermine the mental health of individual depending on their behaviour. 

The major strength of the social learning theory is that it clearly explains how the adolescence occurs attitude and behaviour through observing others, which makes it highly applicable to social media, where modelling is highly influential and constant (Blake, 2024). The theory is also supported by the extensive evidence that demonstrates the role of observation and learning that has shaped psychological well-being and health behaviours (Ghahramani et al., 2022). It has some limitations in identity and emotional maturity where the which are central for adolescents. The theory underestimates the biological factors influencing digital algorithms and personality references, which undermine the content that adolescents encounter online (Shengyao et al., 2024). Henceforth, social learning theory provides a strong explanation for how online behaviour is reinforced, and it is also effective when integrated with the psychosocial development theory that explains why adolescents are particularly sensitive to the influence of social media during identity development.

The essay mainly demonstrated that social media has a multifaceted and complex impact on the mental health of adolescents, offering both psychological growth and risk for emotional wellbeing. Positive experiences that include identity exploration, social support and access to online communities enhance individual self-resilience and social comparison. The fear of missing out and cyberbullying, with the exposure to the unrealistic online standard, can also contribute to anxiety, depression, and poor body image. The psychological development theory stated by Erikson, along with the social learning theory, focuses on the influence of identity formation and peer acceptance as the central development during the life stages. Both theories explain how the acquired behaviour and attitude towards focuses on individual and social behaviour. Both the theory has limitation in terms of providing a comprehensive understanding of the use of social media. Henceforth, promoting positive digital literacy along with a supportive online environment is crucial for maximising the benefits of social media by minimising its potential harm, mainly for the mental health of adolescents.


References

Abdullah, A. and Ahmed, D. (2022) ‘Social motives for behaviour in terms of social learning 
theory (Bandura)’, Journal of Garmin University, 9(1), 136-143. 
https://jgu.garmian.edu.krd/article_151579_en.html

Aprisal, F. and Apriliana, M. (2026) ‘Albert Bandura's Social Learning Theory and Its 
Relevance in Modern Learning’, Public Service: Jurnal Ilmu Sosial dan Pendidikan, 3(1), 47-
55. https://publicservice.hellowpustaka.id/index.php/i/article/view/40

Asif, M., Lahiani, H., Alhourani, M. I., Al Mahamed, A. M. and Abou Adel, M. A. (2025) 
‘Honor killing and the cycle of social influence: A study of the Pakistani bride through Albert 
Bandura’s social learning theory’, Research Journal in Advanced Humanities, 6(2). 
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/MuhammadAsif91/publication/391880363_Honor_killin_and_the_cycle_of_social_influence_A_study_of_the_Pakistani_bride_through_Albert_Bandura's_social_learning_theory/links/682c139c026fee1034f93aab/Honor-killing-and-the-cycle-of-social-influence-A-study-of-the-Pakistani-bride-through-Albert-Banduras-social-learning-theory.pdf

Blake, S. (2024) Examining Professional Development Practices in Early Childhood Settings
Using Albert Bandura's Social Learning Theory. The Ohio State University. 
https://search.proquest.com/openview/e889dd54887d6fc70467229c41fd357c/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y

Ghahramani, A., De Courten, M., & Prokofieva, M. (2022) ‘The potential of social media in 
health promotion beyond creating awareness: an integrative review’, BMC public 
health, 22(1), 2402. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12889-022-14885-0

Mastorci, F., Lazzeri, M.F.L., Vassalle, C. and Pingitore, A. (2024) ‘The transition from 
childhood to adolescence: Between health and vulnerability’, Children, 11(8), p.989.

Nickerson, C. (2024) ‘Albert Bandura’s social cognitive theory’, Simply Psychology, 2. 
https://www.simplypsychology.org/social-cognitive-theory.html

nuffieldfoundation.org, (2022) Digital technologies in young people’s lives: Access and time 
use - Nuffield Foundation. [online] Nuffield Foundation. Available at: 
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/evidence-and-impact/our-programmes/grown-up/growing-up-online/digital-technologies-in-young-peoples-lives-access-and-time-use.

Pérez-Torres, V. (2024) ‘Social media: a digital social mirror for identity development during 
Adolescence’, Current Psychology, 43(26), 22170-22180. 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12144-024-05980-z

Qamar, R., Farooq, A. and Zarar, M. (2026) ‘Erik Erikson's Psychosocial Development 
Theory on Frankie McGrath's Character in Kristin Hannah's The Women’, Liberal Journal of 
Language & Literature Review, 4(2), pp.1904-1917. 
https://llrjournal.com/index.php/11/article/view/809

Scully, M., Swords, L. and Nixon, E. (2023) ‘Social comparisons on social media: Online 
appearance-related activity and body dissatisfaction in adolescent girls’, Irish journal of 
psychological medicine, 40(1), 31-42. https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/irish-journal-of-psychological-medicine/article/social-comparisons-on-social-media-online-appearancerelated-activity-and-body-dissatisfaction-in-adolescent-girls/EDD4BBA262EDDB05137A0A1F3DA6846B


Shengyao, Y., Xuefen, L., Jenatabadi, H. S., Samsudin, N., Chunchun, K. and Ishak, Z. 
(2024) ‘Emotional intelligence impact on academic achievement and psychological well-
being among university students: the mediating role of positive psychological 
characteristics’, BMC psychology, 12(1), 389. 
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s40359-024-01886-4

statista.com, 2025. UK social media users and mental health 2025| Statista. [online] Statista. 
Available at: https://www.statista.com/statistics/1622718/uk-young-social-media-users-mental-health/.

Suppiej, A., Longo, I. and Pettoello-Mantovani, M. (2025) ‘The Pivotal Role of Mental Health 
in Child and Adolescent Development: Brief review by the Working Group on Child and 
Adolescent Mental Health of the" GE Ghirardi" Foundation on the Occasion of the World 
Mental Health Day 2024’, Global Pediatrics, p.100277.

Tettey, E., Sarfo-Mensah, A. and Osei, E. J. A. (2023) ‘Probable causes and strategies to 
address the issue of high rate of debauchery among the youth: with reference to Erik 
Erikson’s fifth stage of psychosocial theory of personality development’, Britain International 
of Humanities and Social Sciences (BIoHS) Journal, 5(2), 93-99. 
https://mail.biarjournal.com/index.php/biohs/article/view/898

Ullah, R. S., Naz, M., e Alam, J. and Khan, A. U. (2024) ‘The Role of Social Media in 
Shaping Adolescent Identities and Peer Relationships within Educational Settings’, Bulletin 
of Business and Economics (BBE), 13(3), 575-584. 
https://bbejournal.com/BBE/article/view/1046

Vizcaíno-Verdú, A., Feijoo, B. and Sádaba, C. (2025) ‘Behind the Adolescent Filter: 
Unveiling the Connection Between Digital Body Image Edition, Satisfaction and Well-
Being’, Atlantic Journal of Communication, 33(4), 597-610. 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15456870.2025.2470737

Wijaya, S. (2022) ‘The roles of Parents Teachers Association in school-age children’s 
psychosocial development according to Erik Erikson’, Edunesia: Jurnal Ilmiah 
Pendidikan, 3(1), 45-54. https://www.edunesia.org/edu/article/view/215
