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 The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence.




Social media has become a normal part of everyday life for many adolescents ages between 12-18 years old. Young people use platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, snapchat and Facebook to stay in touch with their friends, sharing their experiences and keeping up with what is happening around them (Purba et al., 2023). Although social media has many benefits, such as helping young people communicate and express themselves, there are also growing concerns about how it affects their health and wellbeing. 
According to world health organization (2024) there are growing concern about social media use among adolescents has increased from 7% in 2018 to 11% showing that is becoming a more common issue. Spending too much time on social media can have negative outcome including poor mental health, lack of sleep and lower academic performance.  young people begin to understand who they are and build relationships with others. Developmental theories help explain why social media can have a such a strong influence during the stage of life. This essay will explore how social media affects adolescent mental health using Eriksons psychosocial development theory and Freuds’s psychosexual theory. It will explain how each theory helps us understand adolescent behaviour while also discussing their strengths and limitations in explaining the effects of social media on mental health.
According to Maehler and Hernández-Torrano (2025) Erikson's psychosocial development theory describes adolescence at the stage of identify versus role confusion which usually happens between the ages of 12-18 years old. During this age young people begin discovering who they are by exploring their beliefs, values, interests and future goals. As adolescents grow and experience new things they begin to understand more about themselves and what the kind of person they want to become. when adolescents develop a strong sense of identity, they are more likely to feel confident in themselves and the decisions they make however, they struggle to understand who they are or where they fit in then they may experience confusion, uncertainty and low self-esteem.
Adolescents develop is shaped by both biological changes and environmental factors around them. As young people go through puberty changes in their bodies and brains can affect the way they think and how they feel. However, their relationships with families, friends, teachers and a wider community all play an important role in shaping their identity. Social media has become a major part of that environment .it can have positive effects by helping adolescents stay connected, sharing their interest and express who they are. However, it can also create challenges such as comparing themselves with others gain approval through likes, comments and followers or dealing with negative experiences such as cyberbullying. These experiences can affect young people’s self-esteem and may increase the risk of anxiety and depression (Odgers and jensen,2020).
Eriksons theory helps explain why social media can have a strong effect on adolescents. Because young people are still trying to find out who they are they are often more affected by the opinions of what others think of them. Positive comments and encouragement on social media can help adolescents feel more confident. On the other hand, negative comments or constantly comparing themselves to others online can make them doubt themselves and have lower self-esteem.one of the main strengths of Erikson's theory he believed that is that it shows how important social relationships are in helping young people develop their identity (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). This makes the theory useful for understanding why social media can have a strong impact on adolescence. However, there are limitations of Erikson theory the theory was developed long before social media and digital technologies became part of everyday life the theory does not fully explain the effects of online interactions. Regardless of that the theory is still relevant because it highlights how the experiences and relationships adolescents have can shape who they become and the effect on their mental wellbeing (Johnson,1993).

Freud's psychosexual theory explains how individuals' personalities develop from childhood to adulthood.  Freud believed that personality develop through five stages they are: the oral, anal, phallic, latency and genital stages. Each stage focuses on different needs and experiences and that successfully moving through these stages helps people develop emotionally. However, if problems happen during one of the stages these unsure experiences may continue to affect a person’s behaviour and relationships in the future. Freud described this process as fixation (Lantz el at, 2025).
According to Freud adolescence takes place during the genital stage which begins at puberty during this stage young people become more independent and build relationships with others to develop a better sense of themselves. Freud believed that their behaviour is influenced in three parts of personality they are id, ego and superego. The id focuses on wants and pleasure, ego helps people make sensible decisions and the superego helps guide behaviour through morals and values. (Lantz el at, 2025).
Freud theory helps to explain why social media can have such an impact on adolescent mental health. During the genital stage young people are developing their identity and building relationships with others because of this adolescence will be seeking acceptance from friends often becomes more important to them. Social media can have a positive effect by helping adolescents stay connected able to communicate with others and help them to express themselves it can also have challenges like comparing themselves, pressure to gain likes and cyberbullying. These experiences may lower self-esteem and have a negative effect on emotional wellbeing (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
The id helps explain why adolescents need for immediate results when using social media like for example receiving comments and likes can make young people feeling happy, accepted and valued this encourages them to use the platforms but if adolescents become too interested in gaining approval from others it can lead to low self-esteem (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). The ego helps adolescents think about what would happen and the actions before posting or interacting with others online encouraging more responsible of making decisions. The superego helps young people understand the difference between right and wrong by encouraging them to make choices that reflect their morals and values for example it may lead to them understanding that cyberbullying and sending out hurtful comments online can be wrong because it can hurt other people. This helps guide their behaviour towards being more respectful and caring towards others (Lantz et al.,2025).
Both nature and nurture plays an important roles in explaining the changes that occur during puberty Nature refers to the biological changes that affect adolescents' physical and emotional development while nurture focuses on the impact of the family, friends and social environment together these factors affect how young people develop their personality, building relationships and forming a sense of who they are(berk,2023)
A key strength of Freud's theroy is that  it recognize the role of early childhood experiences in shaping personality and behaviour throughout life his theroy also brought  attention to the role of thoughts and feeling even when people are not consciously of these processes .although Freud's theroy has made important ideas to psychology it has also received criticism many of his ideas difficult to test and the theroy places a strong focus on sexual development .Another limitation is that the theory does not fully consider the impact of social, cultural factors of development this means it may be less relevant when trying to understand current issues such as the effects of social media on behaviour(Lantz et al., 2025).
When comparing the two theories Erikson's psychosocial development theory  is more effective in  explaining  how social media affects adolescent mental health because it focuses on person development and the importance of relationships during adolescence(Maehler and Hernández-Torrano (2025).As young people develop their sense of identity they are often impacted by online feedback ,comparing and what other will say about them this has a big impact on their self-esteem and emotional wellbeing(Odgers and jensen,2020).Freud theory helps explain why adolescent seek approval through likes and comments by using the concepts of the id, ego and superego(Lantz et al., 2025).while both theories are useful Erikson's theory is more appropriate to the challenges to digital world. The recent UK government plans to introduce stronger online measures and age checks to help protect children and young people when using the internet (gov.uk, 2026)
In conclusion social media has become an important part of adolescent life and can influence young people mental health in different ways.it provides different ways for communication, support and self-expression but it can also create challenges such as cyberbullying, anxiety and low self-esteem. Erikson and Freud theories both provide useful information of understanding adolescent behaviour and development. However, Erikson’s theory is more relevant on social media because it focuses on identity development and the impact of relationships during adolescence. overall social media can influence how young people view themselves and interact with others which highlights the importance of helping adolescents develop a healthy relationship with online platforms.
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