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Over the past decade, social media has transformed the way adolescents communicate, learn and develop relationships. Digital platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and YouTube have become embedded in the everyday lives of young people, offering opportunities for entertainment, education and interaction with friends across geographical boundaries. Recent evidence indicates that most adolescents in the United Kingdom engage with social networking platforms daily, making online communication an important part of their social development (Ofcom, 2025). Although these technologies provide many benefits, increasing concerns have been raised regarding their influence on young people's psychological wellbeing.
Adolescence (age 10-15) is a unique period of human development marked by rapid physical growth, emotional changes and the formation of personal identity. During this stage, individuals become increasingly influenced by peer relationships, acceptance and social belonging. Consequently, experiences within online environments can shape how adolescents think about themselves and others. While positive online interactions may encourage confidence, creativity and social support, excessive or unhealthy engagement has been associated with emotional difficulties including anxiety, depressive symptoms, loneliness, poor sleep quality and reduced self-worth (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
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This essay discusses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by drawing upon Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory. These theories help to explain how social media influences emotional wellbeing, self-identity and interpersonal relationships during adolescence while also highlighting both positive and negative outcomes.
The relationship between social media use and adolescent mental health is complex. One of the most reported negative effects is the increased risk of anxiety and depression. Research conducted by Twenge and Campbell (2018) found that adolescents who spend substantial amounts of time on social media are more likely to report symptoms of depression and psychological distress than those who spend less time online. Social media platforms often encourage constant comparison with others through carefully selected photographs, videos and lifestyle portrayals. Young people may compare themselves with unrealistic standards of beauty, success or popularity, resulting in reduced self-esteem and feelings of inadequacy.
Additionally, social media can contribute to cyberbullying. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously and reach victims regardless of location. Adolescents experiencing online harassment frequently report increased anxiety, depression, loneliness and suicidal thoughts (John et al., 2018). The permanence and public nature of online content can intensify emotional distress and negatively affect psychological wellbeing. Furthermore, social media use during late evening hours may interfere with sleep quality, which is strongly associated with mental health outcomes. Poor sleep has been linked to increased emotional difficulties, mood disorders and reduced academic performance among adolescents (Scott and Woods, 2019).
Despite these concerns, social media can also produce positive effects. Many adolescents use online platforms to maintain friendships, seek emotional support and access health-related information. Online communities may provide a sense of belonging, particularly for young people experiencing social difficulties, disabilities or minority identities. Research indicates that supportive online interactions can enhance self-esteem, reduce feelings of loneliness and strengthen social connectedness (Best, 2014). Therefore, social media should not be viewed solely as harmful, as its impact often depends on how it is used and the individual characteristics of the adolescent.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory provides a useful framework for understanding the impact of social media during adolescence. Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescence is characterised by the psychosocial stage of Identity versus Role Confusion. During this stage, young people seek to develop a clear sense of personal identity and establish their place within society. Successful navigation of this stage results in a stable sense of self, whereas difficulties may lead to confusion, insecurity and reduced self-esteem.
Social media plays a significant role in identity development because it allows adolescents to present themselves to others and receive feedback from peers. Through photographs, posts, comments and interactions, young people can experiment with different aspects of their identity. Positive responses may strengthen self-confidence and support healthy identity formation. However, social media may also create pressure to conform to social expectations and online trends. Adolescents often measure their self-worth through likes, shares and follower counts, which may encourage dependence on external validation rather than internal self-acceptance.
Erikson’s theory helps explain why adolescents are particularly vulnerable to the psychological effects of social media. Because identity formation is central during this developmental stage, negative online experiences such as criticism, rejection or exclusion may significantly affect self-esteem and emotional wellbeing. Research by (Nesi,2018) suggests that social media amplifies peer evaluation, increasing adolescents’ sensitivity to social comparison and approval-seeking behaviours. Consequently, some young people may experience anxiety and emotional distress when online interactions do not meet their expectations.
A strength of Erikson’s theory is that it highlights the importance of social experiences in identity development and explains why peer interactions on social media are particularly influential during adolescence. However, a limitation is that the theory was developed before the introduction of digital technology and therefore does not specifically address online environments. Additionally, not all adolescents’ experience identity development in the same way, meaning that individual differences may not be fully explained by Erikson’s stage model.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory also provides valuable insight into the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Bowlby (1988) argued that early attachment relationships with caregivers influence emotional development and interpersonal relationships throughout life. Secure attachments generally promote emotional resilience, confidence and healthy social relationships, whereas insecure attachments may increase vulnerability to psychological difficulties.
Attachment theory suggests that adolescents with secure attachment patterns may use social media in balanced and healthy ways. They are more likely to seek genuine social connections and maintain positive relationships both online and offline. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment styles may rely heavily on social media for reassurance, validation and emotional support. Such dependence may increase the risk of problematic social media use, anxiety and emotional distress.
Research supports this perspective. D’Arienzo et al. (2019) found that insecure attachment is associated with excessive social media use and greater vulnerability to depression and anxiety symptoms. Adolescents who fear rejection may become overly concerned with online feedback and social approval. They may repeatedly check notifications, monitor peer activity and experience distress when responses are delayed or absent. Social media can therefore reinforce existing attachment insecurities and contribute to poor mental health outcomes.
Attachment theory also helps explain the positive aspects of social media. Young people with strong support networks may use online communication to strengthen existing relationships and maintain emotional connections. Social media can facilitate contact with friends and family members, particularly during periods of social isolation. This was evident during the COVID-19 pandemic when digital communication helped manny adolescents maintain social relationships and reduce feelings of loneliness (Orben et al., 2020).
One strength of Bowlby’s theory is its emphasis on emotional relationships and the influence of early experiences on later behaviour. The theory provides a useful explanation for why some adolescents are more affected by social media than others. However, critics argue that attachment theory may place too much emphasis on early childhood experiences while overlooking broader social, cultural and technological influences that also shape behaviour during adolescence.
Biological factors (Nature) further contribute to the relationship between social media and mental health. Adolescence involves significant neurological development, particularly in brain regions associated with emotional regulation and reward processing. Social media platforms are designed to provide immediate rewards through notifications, likes and comments, which can stimulate dopamine release and encourage repeated engagement (Sherman et al., 2016). This may partly explain why some adolescents develop compulsive patterns of social media use.
Environmental influences (Nurture) are equally important. Family relationships, peer support, school experiences and socioeconomic circumstances can all affect how adolescents use social media and respond to online experiences. Young people with strong family support and positive offline relationships may be better equipped to manage negative online interactions. Conversely, those experiencing social difficulties may be more vulnerable to the harmful effects of social comparison, cyberbullying and excessive online engagement.
From a health and social care perspective, understanding the psychological impact of social media is essential. Professionals working with adolescents should promote digital literacy, emotional resilience and healthy online behaviours. Schools can provide education regarding cyberbullying, responsible social media use and online safety. Parents and caregivers can support adolescents by maintaining open communication and encouraging balanced technology use. Mental health services should also recognise the role of digital environments when assessing and supporting young people experiencing psychological difficulties.

Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory comparison, provide valuable frameworks for understanding how social media influences adolescent mental health. Although the theories focus on different aspects of development, both emphasise the importance of relationships and emotional wellbeing in shaping psychological outcomes. With social media playing a central role in adolescents' lives, these theories help explain why some young people experience anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, or identity difficulties.
Both theories recognise that supportive relationships promote positive mental health and resilience. Bowlby highlights the importance of secure caregiver attachments, whereas Erikson emphasises successful identity formation through positive social interactions. They also agree that negative interpersonal experiences can have lasting consequences for emotional wellbeing. However, the theories differ in their primary focus. Bowlby attributes adolescents' vulnerability to social media to the quality of early attachment relationships, while Erikson argues that the challenges of identity development make adolescents particularly sensitive to peer influence and online experiences.
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In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. While it can enhance social connectedness, provide emotional support and assist identity development, excessive or problematic use may contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying and sleep disturbances. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains how social media influence’s identity formation and self-esteem during the critical developmental stage of adolescence. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory demonstrates how attachment patterns may affect adolescents’ experiences of online relationships and emotional wellbeing. Together, these theories provide valuable insight into why social media impacts young people differently. Although social media is unlikely to disappear from modern life, promoting healthy online behaviours, supportive relationships and digital awareness can help maximise its benefits while reducing potential risks to adolescent mental health.
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