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The rapid growth of social media has changed the way adolescents communicate, build relationships and express their identities. Platforms including TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat and X (formerly Twitter) are now embedded in the everyday lives of many young people, providing opportunities for entertainment, education and social interaction (Ofcom, 2024). Research indicates that the majority of adolescents access social media every day, with many spending several hours online, making it one of the most influential aspects of modern adolescent life (Anderson and Jiang, 2018).
Although social media provides several benefits, such as strengthening social connections, encouraging creativity and increasing access to educational information, concerns about its impact on adolescent mental health have continued to grow. Studies have linked excessive social media use with higher levels of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, sleep disturbance and experiences of cyberbullying. However, research also suggests that these effects are influenced by individual circumstances rather than affecting every adolescent in the same way (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
As social media continues to shape how adolescents view themselves and interact with others, understanding its influence on psychological wellbeing has become increasingly important. Psychological theories provide useful frameworks for explaining why some young people benefit from social media while others experience negative consequences.
Erikson's theory of psychosocial development identifies adolescence as the stage of identity versus role confusion, during which individuals work towards developing a stable sense of self and personal identity (Erikson, 1968). In addition, Bowlby's attachment theory proposes that the quality of early relationships with caregivers influences emotional security, interpersonal relationships and coping strategies throughout life (Bowlby, 1988). Together, these theories help explain why social media can either promote healthy development or increase vulnerability to mental health difficulties depending on the adolescent's personal experiences and support networks.
This essay examines both the positive and negative effects of social media on adolescent mental health. It applies Erikson's psychosocial development theory and Bowlby's attachment theory to explore how social media influences identity formation, emotional wellbeing and relationships during adolescence.
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Adolescence is a critical stage of development during which young people begin to establish their identity and develop a stronger understanding of who they are. Social media can contribute positively to this process by giving adolescents opportunities to explore new interests, cultures and communities that may not be accessible within their local environment. Online platforms enable young people to interact with others who share similar experiences, hobbies or identities, helping them build confidence and develop a greater sense of belonging (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). For individuals who feel isolated or excluded in their offline lives, these online communities may provide valuable emotional support and reduce feelings of loneliness.
Erikson's theory of psychosocial development explains why these opportunities can be beneficial during adolescence. During the stage of identity versus role confusion, young people experiment with different beliefs, values and roles while forming a stable sense of self (Erikson, 1968). Social media can support this developmental process by allowing adolescents to express themselves, explore different aspects of their identity and connect with peers who share similar experiences. When these interactions are positive, they may strengthen self-confidence and encourage healthy identity development.
Despite these benefits, social media also presents challenges that may negatively affect adolescents' psychological wellbeing. Research has shown that the impact of social media during adolescence can influence educational achievement, relationships and overall mental health (World Health Organization, 2021). While some adolescents benefit from online support networks, others experience harmful effects due to unrealistic social comparisons, cyberbullying and an increased reliance on digital approval (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
Erikson's theory also helps explain why adolescents are particularly vulnerable to these negative experiences. As young people seek acceptance from their peers and develop their identity, they may become increasingly influenced by the feedback they receive online. Social media platforms frequently expose users to carefully selected images, achievements and lifestyles that portray unrealistic standards. As a result, adolescents may begin to evaluate their own worth according to the number of likes, comments or followers they receive instead of developing confidence through genuine personal growth. This dependence on external validation may contribute to reduced self-esteem, insecurity and emotional distress.
The influence of social comparison is further explained by Festinger's (1954) Social Comparison Theory, which proposes that individuals naturally assess themselves by comparing their abilities and characteristics with those of others. Although this theory is not one of the primary psychological frameworks used within this essay, it complements Erikson's work by demonstrating how repeated comparisons during identity development can negatively affect self-esteem and emotional wellbeing. Adolescents who regularly compare themselves with idealised online content may feel less attractive, less successful or less accepted than their peers.
These concerns are supported by research conducted by Vogel et al. (2014), who found that frequent use of social networking sites was associated with lower levels of self-esteem because users often compared themselves with unrealistic portrayals of others. Similarly, Fardouly et al. (2015) reported that exposure to appearance-focused content on social media increased body dissatisfaction among young women through upward social comparisons. During Erikson's identity stage, this constant need for peer approval may discourage authentic self-development and increase dependence on external validation.
Cyberbullying is another significant factor linking social media with poor adolescent mental health. Unlike face-to-face bullying, harmful online behaviour can continue at any time and may reach a large audience almost instantly. Victims often experience embarrassment, anxiety, depression and emotional distress because abusive messages, comments or images can be repeatedly shared without their consent. Kowalski et al. (2014) concluded that cyberbullying is consistently associated with increased symptoms of depression, anxiety and poorer psychological wellbeing among adolescents. From Erikson's perspective, repeated negative interactions with peers may interrupt healthy identity formation by reducing self-confidence and creating uncertainty about social acceptance.
Excessive social media use has also been associated with disrupted sleep patterns. Many adolescents spend long periods using smartphones late into the evening, reducing both the quality and duration of their sleep. Poor sleep has been linked to impaired emotional regulation, reduced academic performance and increased symptoms of anxiety and depression (Scott and Woods, 2019). Since adolescence is already a period of considerable emotional and neurological development, ongoing sleep disruption may increase vulnerability to mental health difficulties and hinder the development of a positive sense of identity.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory provides an additional explanation for why the effects of social media differ between individuals. According to Bowlby (1988), the quality of early relationships with caregivers influences emotional security, self-worth and the ability to establish healthy relationships throughout life. Although attachment patterns develop during childhood, they continue to shape emotional wellbeing and social behaviour throughout adolescence.
Adolescents with secure attachment relationships generally possess stronger emotional support from parents, caregivers and close friends. Consequently, they are more likely to use social media to maintain existing friendships rather than relying on online interactions for reassurance. Research by Oldmeadow, Quinn and Kowert (2013) suggests that securely attached individuals typically use social networking sites to strengthen relationships instead of compensating for difficulties in their offline lives. Their self-esteem is therefore less dependent upon online feedback, reducing the likelihood of experiencing negative psychological outcomes.
In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment may become increasingly dependent on social media to gain reassurance, approval and acceptance from others. Constantly checking notifications, monitoring the number of likes received or worrying about exclusion from online conversations may increase feelings of anxiety and emotional distress. Nesi, Choukas-Bradley and Prinstein (2018) argue that adolescents who place excessive importance on peer feedback through social media are more vulnerable to depression and lower self-esteem. Bowlby's theory suggests that this reliance develops because insecurely attached individuals may seek validation through digital interactions when they lack confidence within their offline relationships.
Although social media presents several risks, it can also strengthen existing friendships by allowing adolescents to remain connected beyond school and other face-to-face settings. During periods of stress, illness or social isolation, online communication may provide emotional support and reduce feelings of loneliness. These benefits demonstrate that social media is not inherently harmful. Instead, its impact depends largely on the quality of adolescents' existing relationships, their emotional resilience and the way they engage with online platforms. Young people who have secure attachment relationships and supportive social networks are generally better equipped to manage the challenges associated with social media while benefiting from the opportunities it provides.
[bookmark: _Toc1924990779]Conclusion
In summary, social media has a multifaceted influence on adolescent mental health, offering both opportunities for positive development and potential risks to psychological wellbeing. While online platforms can encourage communication, social connection and identity exploration, excessive or unhealthy use may contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying and disrupted sleep. The evidence reviewed throughout this essay suggests that these outcomes are not determined by social media alone but are influenced by individual experiences, patterns of use and the availability of supportive relationships.
Applying Erikson's theory of psychosocial development demonstrates how social media can either support or hinder identity formation during adolescence, depending on whether online experiences promote authentic self-development or increase reliance on external approval. Similarly, Bowlby's Attachment Theory highlights the importance of secure relationships in helping adolescents engage with social media in a healthy and resilient manner. Young people with strong emotional support networks are generally better equipped to manage online challenges, whereas those with insecure attachment may be more vulnerable to negative psychological outcomes.
Overall, social media should be regarded as a powerful tool whose impact depends on how it is used rather than as an inherent cause of poor mental health. Promoting balanced online behaviours, strengthening family and peer support, and improving digital awareness may help adolescents gain the benefits of social media while reducing its potential harms. Continued research will remain important as digital technologies evolve, ensuring that future strategies to support adolescent mental health are informed by emerging evidence.
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