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Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Adolescence is a crucial stage of rapid change, autonomy, peer orientation and identity development. Social media is one of the important venues of these developmental processes. They allow teens to communicate, to find out, to self-promote and to receive feedback from others in a very short amount of time. They might introduce children to cyberbullying, idyllic pictures, social compare and pressuring children to be “on call.” The concept of mental health is currently defined as emotional and psychological health, which includes depression, anxiety, self-esteem, identity security and stress management. There is no research that shows that social media is good or bad. Its impact is dependent on the adolescent, content and interaction. Thus, this essay will address risk and benefit factors before discussing how Erikson's psychosocial theory and Bowlby's attachment theory helps to account for differences in the way that teenagers react.
The overall evidence of relationships is mixed. An umbrella review of 25 reviews found little to no association between social media use and the mental health of adolescents with some reviews finding greater, negative effects (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). A major reason for this disparity is that all social media activities are taken as a single class. Adolescents' online behavior does not fall into any of the categories of support, create content, appearance-conscious messages, and harass. Personality plays a role as a person can touch one young person without causing their rejection sensitivity to rise, and another young person without causing it to fall. So, let's look at self-presentation, social comparison, social exclusion, and feedback responsiveness, Orben et al. (2024) propose to study. This does demonstrate that internet quality and context trumps screen time.
There are however some potential dangers. There have been studies that have shown connections between social media use and feelings of depression among 10,904 14-year-olds in the UK Millennium Cohort Study (Kelly et al. 2018). Poor sleep, online abuse, low self-esteem and body image dissatisfaction were underlying factors for the stronger relationships among girls. Adolescents who use technology late at night, who feel compelled to respond to things right away, or fear they will miss out on something can negatively affect sleep. Lack of sleep leads to a lowered ability to control emotions and make them more volatile. Cyberbullying can be extremely damaging, as embarrassing information can be spread rapidly and viewed by numerous individuals, and may be repeated. But, it is an observation study with self-reporting. It demonstrates important connections and pathways - but not that social media is the cause of depression.
Appearance-Based comparison - the second way it negatively affects mental health. The photos that are carefully chosen and manipulated videos might be indicative of false beauty, popularity and success standards. The teen can compare his or her own life with these perfect lives and feel like he or she doesn't measure up. Self-esteem can be affected, body-dissatisfaction increased, and nervous monitoring of likes/comments through repetition. Peer criticism is influential for adolescents as they are particularly sensitive to it. Social media might augment reward processing, sensitivity to stress, self-concept, and sensitivity to social exclusion, according to Orben et al. (2024). On top of that, algorithms are able to constantly suggest related content, which can exacerbate concerns. Bad information might be more appealing to adolescents that have emotional problems and poor mental health can lead to and stem from social media behaviors.
Social media can be helpful to mental health. Supplies teens with ways to maintain their friendships, discover their communities, express difficult feelings, and get information not online. May help socially-isolated young people with minority identities to find community. Shared experiences, positive words help reduce loneliness and promote seeking help. According to Valkenburg et al., (2022) the impacts can be positive or negative depending on who is using a media and what kind of interactions they are experiencing, thus providing a balance. Active, talking with good friends can help increase feelings of belonging, whereas passive (computing) comparisons with strangers may hurt. It's the contrast that also helps to make one understand that a ban on social media can remove all but support. Digital literacy (skills), good sleep habits, the ability to critically assess content, and safe and effective use of the Internet should be encouraged through better guidance.
The mixed results may be due to Erikson's psychosocial theory. Adolescence is about identity vs role confusion; youth search for ideals, roles and affiliations and ultimately come up with identity. Eriksonian studies were highly oriented to identity formation and, in a scoping of papers (de Carvalho and Veiga, 2022), it was always related to development and well-being in adolescents. An exploration is helped by social media audience and resources. Teens have the opportunity to experience new activities, to express themselves and to watch others. Identities can be reinforced through positive reinforcement and the authentic involvement of individuals. Being pressurized into having an idealized profile or identities that they need to be approved of can create a mismatch between the online and ‘real’ selves, resulting in confusion and anguish.
Recent findings are consistent with Eriksonian view. A systematic review by Avci, Baams and Kretschmer's (2025) involved 32 research studies with 19,658 participants. The levels of identity discovery and self-concept were higher in the active participation group than in the group that was truthful in the self-presentation group. However, there was identity anxiety and exploration with social comparison. These data indicate that exploration does not necessarily have positive or negative consequences. Adolescents' access to social media can potentially offer communities that can aid in fulfilling their desire to express values, thus addressing the developmental crisis. The connection to evolving trends, popularity indexes and expectation of audiences may foster uncertainty. So, when Erikson's theory is applied, an adolescent whose identity is developing but supported, will be able to use the opportunities with the internet to good effect whilst adolescents that experience role confusion are more likely to experience comparison, rejection and fluctuating self-presentation.
Theories of attachment by Bowlby complement the explanation of relations. According to attachment theory, self-worth is affected by how available caregivers are during early childhood, as are expectations of other-reliability. During adolescence, the attachment needs turn to peers whilst caregiver attachments are still important. This is according to a comprehensive review that revealed that secure attachment to parents correlated with communication, trust, closeness, support and quality peer relationships (Delgado et al., 2022). Thus, securely attached adolescents might have a greater confidence with being online, ask for support following negative experiences, and maintain an equilibrium between online and offline support. With insecure attachment, the resulting behaviors can be in the form of fear of rejection, reassurance-seeking or emotional detachment. Exclusion, delayed responses and likes that can be seen publicly may exacerbate issues of being “available” and “accepted” online.
People are attached to social media, as reflected in this account. Marino et al. (2019) found that there was a correlation between metacognitive processes and different attachment styles to mother and father and problematic Facebook use among 369 and 442 Italian adolescents, respectively. If teenagers don't trust partnerships social media can help to modulate or validate their mood. Checking compulsions provide a temporary drop in insecurity, but eventually make attention, sleeping and validation from the internet a problem. Avoidant teens might opt for the anonymity and empowerment provided by the digital world and limit emotion. According to attachment theory, being insecure does not mean that you are bound to use dangerously. Safeguarding by positive online communities, reliable friendships and supportive parenting. Rather, it is how relational security and support may buffer against some similar experiences online.
Limitations on methods impact on evidence interpretation. Time spent online by adolescents can be inaccurate and studies often lump time spent online with behaviors together. Cross sectional studies do not provide insight into whether social media leads to distress or how teens who are distressed use social media. Kelly et al. (2018) have a large representational sample but they are associative. Marino et al (2019) are a study of Italian Facebook usage, and might not apply to newer platforms or cultures. This is because the evaluations of Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) and Orben et al. (2024) are cautious, based on the mechanisms behind the observed effects, rather than blanket causal statements.
In conclusion, the data suggests that social media's impact on adolescent mental health is related to their experiences on social media and the developmental vulnerabilities they are exposed to. Erikson's theory revolves around discovery of identity, authenticity in comparison, and public feedback, while Bowlby's theory speaks about trust, seeking for reassurance, coping and rejection sensitivity. There is also a benefit explanation for both theories: Conversation can increase belonging and support and true self-expression can lead to identity. The best conclusion is that the developmental needs can be increased or reduced using social media - not that social media causes mental illness. It is best for adolescents to have authentic, supportive and balanced interaction with sleep and offline relationships. If this use is compulsive, is driven by a need to compare, is focused on appearance or if it leads to harassment/exclusion, it will also increase the risks of harm. Rather than using time, let's consider the focus of the parents, the school and the platforms to be the engagement and the development of adolescents.
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