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Social media has become an important part of everyday life for adolescents, providing opportunities to communicate, maintain friendships, develop identities and access information. However, concerns have increased regarding its potential influence on adolescent mental health. Research suggests that the relationship is complex rather than entirely negative. This essay discusses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health using Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory. It will consider how relationships and identity development may influence adolescents’ experiences online, while also evaluating the usefulness and limitations of both theories and considering practical strategies within health and social care.

Adolescence is a significant period of psychological and social development. Young people become increasingly independent from parents and caregivers while placing greater importance on relationships with peers. Social media can therefore become an important environment in which adolescents communicate with others and develop their understanding of themselves. The impact of social media is not necessarily determined by the amount of time spent online alone. A systematic review of adolescent identity development found that the type and quality of social media engagement were important, with social comparison being associated with identity exploration and identity distress (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2025). This indicates that social media should not automatically be viewed as harmful because it can provide both risks and benefits depending on the individual and their circumstances.

Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides one explanation for why adolescents may respond differently to social media. Bowlby (1982) proposed that attachment is an important part of human development and that early relationships with caregivers influence an individual’s expectations of relationships and emotional security. Through interactions with caregivers, children develop internal working models which can influence how they understand themselves and others. Secure attachment is associated with confidence that significant others will provide support, while insecure attachment may contribute to difficulties with emotional regulation and relationships. Although Bowlby’s original theory focused heavily on early childhood, attachment continues to be relevant during adolescence because young people continue to require emotional security while developing independence.

Social media may influence adolescent mental health through these attachment processes. An adolescent who has developed secure relationships with caregivers may be more likely to seek appropriate support when experiencing difficulties online. For example, if an adolescent encounters negative comments or pressure on social media, a secure relationship with a trusted adult may provide a safe base from which the young person can discuss their experience. In contrast, adolescents experiencing insecure attachment may potentially seek validation through online relationships. Social interactions may temporarily provide feelings of acceptance, meaning that negative feedback or a lack of online attention could have a stronger emotional impact. This is consistent with research identifying feedback-seeking and social comparison as mechanisms that can contribute to negative mental health outcomes (Saleem, Young and Yousuf, 2024).

However, Bowlby’s theory should not be used to suggest that insecure attachment inevitably causes poor mental health or problematic social media use. Mental health is influenced by multiple factors. Bowlby’s emphasis on early caregiver relationships can therefore be considered limited when explaining a modern concept as complex as social media. The theory was also developed before digital communication existed, meaning it cannot directly explain algorithms, online communities, and cyberbullying. Nevertheless, attachment theory remains useful because it highlights the importance of emotional security and supportive relationships. This is particularly relevant to health and social care professionals, who can consider the quality of an adolescent’s relationships rather than focusing exclusively on their screen time.

Erikson’s Psychosocial theory provides a second perspective and may be more applicable to adolescence. Erikson identified adolescence as the stage of “identity versus role confusion”, during which young people explore who they are and how they fit within society (Erikson, 1968). Successful development involves establishing a sense of identity, while difficulties may contribute to role confusion. Social media has created an additional environment in which adolescents can explore and communicate different aspects of their identities. Profiles, interests, opinions and interactions with peers can all contribute to the way adolescents understand and present themselves.

Social media can therefore have both positive and negative consequences for Erikson’s identity/development process. On one hand, adolescents can use online communities to explore interests, values and like-minded people. This may provide belonging and reduce feelings of isolation. Research has found that social media can provide opportunities for identity exploration and social connection, demonstrating that online environments should not simply be understood as harmful (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2025). Social media may be particularly beneficial for adolescents who have difficulty finding supportive communities in their immediate environment.

However, the pressure to present a performative version of oneself may contribute to role confusion and poorer mental health. Adolescents may compare their appearance, friendships or lifestyle with carefully selected representations of other people online. Social comparison can create unrealistic expectations and may negatively influence self-esteem. Research examining social networking sites has identified social comparison and online self-presentation as important mechanisms affecting adolescents’ emotional wellbeing (Bottaro and Faraci, 2022). From an Eriksonian perspective, this is significant because adolescents are still developing a stable sense of identity. Repeated exposure to external approval may encourage young people to judge their identity according to how others respond to them rather than developing an internally secure sense of self.

Nevertheless, Erikson’s theory also has limitations. The theory presents development through broad psychosocial stages and can therefore oversimplify individual experiences. Adolescents do not all experience identity development in the same way, as cultural, socioeconomic and biological factors may affect development. Furthermore, Erikson’s theory predates social media and therefore cannot account for the specific characteristics of digital environments. Despite these limitations, its focus on identity makes it highly relevant to contemporary adolescence because social media provides an additional context in which identity is constructed and evaluated. A recent systematic review found that what adolescents do on social media may be more important for identity development than simply how much time they spend online (Avci, Baams and Kretschmer, 2025).

The two theories are therefore useful when considered together. Bowlby helps explain the importance of emotional security and relationships, while Erikson helps explain why social approval and identity exploration may become particularly significant during adolescence. For example, an adolescent experiencing insecure relationships at home may use social media to seek reassurance, while simultaneously being at a developmental stage in which peer approval is particularly important. The combination of these factors could increase vulnerability to negative experiences online. Conversely, an adolescent with supportive relationships and a developing sense of identity may use social media to maintain friendships and explore interests. Biological changes associated with adolescence may influence emotional development, but environmental factors such as family relationships, peer groups, social experiences and digital environments also shape psychological outcomes.

Evidence suggests that social media should therefore be viewed as one factor within a wider network of influences rather than as a single cause of poor mental health. A systematic review of research into adolescent anxiety found that over half of included studies reported positive associations between social media use and anxiety, but the strongest associations were generally found for problematic use and measures such as excessive screen time (Kerr et al., 2024). Similarly, an earlier meta-analysis found only a small positive association between adolescent social media use and depressive symptoms and highlighted substantial differences between studies (Ivie et al., 2020). These findings are important because they prevent an overly simplistic conclusion that social media directly causes mental illness.

The theories also suggest practical strategies that could be used within health and social care. From an attachment perspective, professionals should encourage supportive relationships between adolescents and trusted adults. Rather than responding to social media use through punishment alone, health and social care professionals could create opportunities for open and non-judgemental conversations about online experiences. From an Eriksonian perspective, interventions should support healthy identity development by helping adolescents understand social comparison and develop confidence that is not dependent entirely on online approval. 

These findings also have implications beyond individual psychological development. When the pressures discussed above contribute to serious mental-health difficulties, some adolescents may require professional support and, in the most serious cases, assessment or treatment under the Mental Health Act 1983 (Great Britain, 1983). The Online Safety Act 2023 (Great Britain, 2023) also addresses the online environment by placing legal duties on platforms to protect children from harmful content. This suggests that supporting adolescent mental health cannot rely only on the individual or their family. Health and social care professionals, families and online platforms all have a role in reducing the potential harms associated with social media.

Overall, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health, and its impact is influenced by the way it is used and the characteristics of the individual. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory demonstrates how emotional security and relationships may influence an adolescent’s response to online experiences, while Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory highlights the importance of identity development during adolescence. Both theories have limitations because they were developed before social media and cannot independently explain the complexity of modern digital environments. However, when combined with contemporary research, they provide useful frameworks for understanding why some adolescents may be more vulnerable to negative experiences while others gain social and emotional benefits from online interaction. Effective health and social care practice should therefore avoid treating social media use as inherently harmful and instead consider the adolescent’s relationships, identity, individual circumstances and patterns of online behaviour. Supporting secure relationships, healthy identity development and open communication may help adolescents gain the benefits of social media while reducing potential risks to their mental health.
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