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Introduction

Given their popularity, platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat have influenced teenagers to create several accounts across all three (or more) platforms, draining their time and making these nearly ubiquitous in teenage life. As teens use these platforms more, society seeks more answers for the impact of social media on mental health. According to one study, social media can cause teen depression through several different avenues (Kelly, Zilanawala, Booker, and Sacker, 2019). These avenues include cyberbullying, sleep disturbances, and deteriorating self-esteem and body image. However, systematic reviews also say the findings of mental health studies are still mixed. In some studies, social media use can be a mental health risk, while in others it can be mental health support (Karim, Oyewande, Abdalla, Chaudhry Ehsanullah and Khan, 2020). This essay will explain some mental health effects created through the use of social media and will also rely on Erikson's theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory; this essay will also examine the gap between what these theories describe and the effects social media has on other groups throughout the life span.
Discussion
According to Erikson, the psychosocial stage of adolescence is identity versus role confusion. This happens when adolescents have to balance between exploring different roles and values and social positions to create a complete sense of self and identity. Although this stage of development was defined before the advent of social media, a considerable part of this process happens online. Social media provides adolescents with a safe and low-risk environment where they can try different identities and presentations, get peer feedback, and see which social groups they may belong to (Davis and Weinstein, 2017). In this case, social media can aid identity development. However, the same features present obstacles to stage resolution. Constantly presenting yourself in a certain way to people often leads to social comparison and the internalization of unrealistic appearance ideals, which leads to a poor body image (Jung, Barron, Lee and Swami, 2022). If adolescents equate their sense of self and worth to an unrealistic and idealized online self that they see others present, the outcome is likely to be confusion of roles, rather than an integrated sense of self. A more extensive analysis of meta-analytic data also suggests that heavier or more comparison-driven social media use negatively impacts wellbeing, although effect sizes are usually small (Appel, Marker and Gnambs, 2020). Erikson's theory therefore explains social media's appeal to adolescents for identity exploration, as well as the negative implications of social media use for adolescents that is dominated by comparison and seeking approval rather than self-discovery.
Bowlby's attachment theory explains the desire for secure attachment relations; identity is not relevant. Bowlby believed that relationships with primary caregivers early in life create a working model of relationships and help adults understand how to get close, deal with separation, and control emotional distress. Although the focus is on caregivers and infants, adolescence may incorporate relationships with peers that also have a touch of attachment, while maintaining attachment to parents. More trust and openness in communication and increased intimacy are characteristics of secure peer relationships during adolescence, which are positively predicted by secure parent-child attachment. Poor peer relationship quality is negatively predicted by insecure parental attachment (Delgado, Serna, Martínez and Cruise, 2022). Social media is important to understand in this context, because attachment style may influence the way adolescents use it. One systematic review indicated that insecure attachment styles, especially the anxious and avoidant styles, are strongly associated with problematic social media use, in particular high-frequency social media use (D'Arienzo, Boursier and Griffiths, 2019). In secure attachment, adolescents with insecure inner working models, due to peer anxiety, use social media to cope. Anxious styles attend to reassurance via high-frequency social media use. Avoidant styles use social media to fulfill a ‘connectedness’ need via distanced but curated online interactions. Social media becomes a suboptimal means to fulfill attachment needs, and a problematic use pattern develops, with poor mental health outcomes.
Besides the two theoretical lenses, a growing body of research outlines the pathways through which use of social media creates mental health challenges. Sleep is one such pathway. Adolescents' excessive social media use in the evening results in a delay in the onset of sleep, shorter duration of sleep, and increased daytime sleepiness (Alonzo, Hussain, Stranges and Anderson, 2021). This is attributed to exposure to blue light and psychosocial factors, such as the fear of missing out. Disrupted sleep will worsen emotional regulatory difficulties and mood, and therefore, there is an indirect, yet significant, link between social media use and adolescent distress (Hamilton and Lee, 2021). Poor sleep will also be a result of social media use, and will be due to the stress of social media as opposed to the length of social media use time (Van der Schuur, Baumgartner and Sumter, 2018). Furthermore, there are numerous reviews that report a consistent and slight association between the use of social media and the presence of depressive and anxious symptoms in young people (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Saleem, Young and Yousuf, 2024). The prevalence of mental health issues in the UK becomes clearer when examining existing population data. In 2023, approximately one in five children between the ages of 8 and 16 years old had a probable mental health disorder, and children with a mental health disorder were more likely to experience cyberbullying and less likely to feel safe while using social networking sites, in comparison to their peers (Centre for Mental Health, 2023). It is essential to consider this evidence in the context of its limitations. An analysis of longitudinal data of UK adolescents showed no relation among the use of social media, well-being, and the likelihood of future mental health issues. In fact, social media use may have a more complex relation with mental health issues and may have something to do with what adolescents do online and the reasons behind such use (Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn, 2023). Such an analysis lends support to a theory-based interpretation of existing data. It is not the use of social media that predicts mental health issues. It is the psychosocial processes, identity comparison, and use driven by insecure attachment that, among other things, Erikson's and Bowlby's theories help to define.
These theories apply outside of adolescence and are important to consider when working with the elderly in health and social care. Erikson developed a whole-of-life theory, and his final stage, integrity versus despair, and the penultimate stage, generativity vs stagnation, focus on constructing a cohesive self and sense of purpose in later life, just like the stage of identity vs role confusion in adolescence. A practitioner supporting an older adult who is adjusting to retirement, the loss of a loved one, or a diminishing ability to take care of oneself may also use this evolutionary logic and assist the adult in constructing meaning, connectedness, and a feeling of continuity with their former self and identity through digital means, if and when it is safe and appropriate. This is especially true for Bowlby's attachment theory. This theory is very applicable when working with the elderly, particularly the grieving, who are being relocated to care centers or who are experiencing cognitive decline, as the loss of a spouse or a best friend can evoke separation anxiety, which is described in attachment theory and especially in infants. Older adults with an insecure attachment history will also respond in this way. Insecurely attached adolescents will also respond similarly to online social threats. Identifying attachment needs in older adults can be used to develop relational and more person-centered care through the use of consistent key workers and unhurried, trust-building strategies, just like identifying attachment-driven use of social media can be used to develop more supportive, less punitive strategies for adolescents.
Conclusion
On a concluding note, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health can be understood through Erikson's psychosocial and Bowlby's attachment theories. Erikson refers to the interweaving of social media with the adolescent psychosocial task of identity formation. Although social media offers new opportunities for identity formation, social media can be iatrogenic and reinforce social comparisons and role confusion. Bowlby's attachment theory explains the excessive and dysfunctional use of social media by adolescents with insecure attachment, as they use social media to regulate relationship anxieties and feelings that would be alleviated through secure attachment. Together, these theories provide the structure and rationale to understand the empirical literature and its findings on body image concerns, sleep disruption, bullying, and depression. More importantly, they provide a rationale for the apparent lack of uniformity in the use of social media and the mental health-screen time debate. For health and social care professionals, this theoretical framework of social media use and adolescent mental health suggests that care for adolescents should go beyond the restriction of social media and address the complexities of identity, attachment, and their role in the use of social media.
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