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[bookmark: _Toc235290190]Introduction
Social media has become a significant part of adolescents’ daily lives, influencing how they communicate, form relationships and access information. While platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat provide opportunities for social connection and self-expression, concerns have grown about their impact on young people’s mental health. Research suggests that excessive social media use may contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying, and fear of missing out (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; John et al., 2018). However, social media can also offer emotional support, strengthen friendships and reduce feelings of isolation (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014).
Psychological theories help explain why adolescents may be particularly affected by social media. Erikson’s theory emphasises identity development during adolescence, while Bowlby’s Attachment Theory highlights the importance of early relationships in shaping emotional wellbeing (Erikson, 1968; Bowlby, 1969). This assignment will examine the positive and negative effects of social media on adolescent mental health by applying these psychological theories alongside current research.
[bookmark: _Toc235290191]The Influence of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health
[bookmark: _Int_c2jie397]Social media has transformed the way adolescents communicate, socialise, and access information. Platforms such as Instagram, young people widely use TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook to maintain friendships, express themselves and engage with online communities. According to Ofcom (2024), adolescents spend several hours each day using social media, making it an influential part of their daily lives. While these platforms provide opportunities for communication, learning and emotional support, there is increasing concern that excessive use may contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and cyberbullying (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). However, social media is not inherently harmful, as positive online interactions can strengthen relationships, encourage self-expression, and provide access to support networks. Understanding its influence therefore requires consideration of both its benefits and risks.
[bookmark: _Int_rVyvKhiE]Psychological theories help explain why adolescents are particularly affected by social media. During adolescence, individuals experience significant emotional, cognitive, and social development while setting up their identity and independence. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains how young people develop their sense of identity during this stage, while Bowlby’s Attachment Theory focuses on how early relationships influence emotional wellbeing and later social interactions. Applying these theories provides a clearer understanding of the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health.
Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescence is characterised by the psychosocial stage of Identity versus Role Confusion. During this period, young people explore their beliefs, values, interests, and relationships to develop a stable sense of identity. Successful resolution of this stage leads to confidence and a clear sense of self, while failure may result in insecurity and reduced self-esteem. Social media has become an important environment for identity exploration because it allows adolescents to create online profiles, share experiences and interact with peers.
One important benefit of social media is that it enables adolescents to connect with people who share similar interests, backgrounds, or experiences. For young people who feel isolated, online communities can provide emotional support, acceptance, and opportunities for self-expression. Best, Manktelow and Taylor (2014) found that social networking sites can strengthen friendships, reduce loneliness and improve social connectedness when used appropriately. Adolescents experiencing chronic illness, disability or discrimination may particularly receive help from supportive online communities where they can share experiences and receive encouragement.
[bookmark: _Int_Vo78TEMi]Despite these benefits, Erikson’s theory also explains adolescents’ vulnerability to the negative effects of social media. Identity development is strongly influenced by peer acceptance, and social media exposes young people to carefully edited images portraying unrealistic standards of beauty, success, and happiness. Continuous exposure encourages social comparison, which can reduce self-esteem, increase body dissatisfaction and contribute to anxiety and depression. Adolescents who become dependent on receiving likes, comments and followers may begin to base their self-worth on online validation rather than developing a secure sense of identity.
[bookmark: _Int_zAizmWIv]Research supports these concerns. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found consistent associations between problematic social media use and increased depression, anxiety, and psychological distress among adolescents. Similarly, the Royal Society for Public Health (2017) reported that image-focused platforms such as Instagram were associated with body image concerns, fear of missing out (FOMO), poor sleep quality and reduced confidence. Sleep disruption is particularly concerning because insufficient sleep is linked with poorer emotional regulation, lower academic performance, and greater vulnerability to mental health disorders (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
[bookmark: _Int_JOFvuE2h]Cyberbullying is another major concern. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur at any time through comments, messages, or the sharing of harmful content, often reaching a much larger audience. Victims often experience humiliation, social isolation, and emotional distress. John et al. (2018) found that adolescents who experience cyberbullying are significantly more likely to report depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and suicidal thoughts than those who are not bullied. Erikson’s theory suggests that rejection during identity formation can make it more difficult for adolescents to develop confidence and emotional resilience.
[bookmark: _Int_XPoJ48vW]Although these risks are significant, social media is not the sole cause of mental health problems. Personality, family relationships, offline friendships, and existing mental health conditions all influence how adolescents respond to online experiences. Consequently, the effects of social media depend on how it is used and the context in which it is experienced.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory offers another explanation of how social media affects adolescent mental health. Bowlby (1969) argued that the emotional bond formed with a primary caregiver creates an internal working model that shapes future relationships and emotional regulation. Adolescents with secure attachments are more confident and resilient, while those with insecure attachment styles are more likely to fear rejection and seek reassurance from others. These differences influence how young people engage with social media and respond to online interactions.
[bookmark: _Int_OCByPsJx]Adolescents with insecure attachment styles may rely heavily on social media for reassurance and validation. They may often check notifications, seek approval through likes and comments, or become distressed when they receive little online engagement. This dependence can increase anxiety and emotional reliance on social networking platforms. Bowlby’s theory suggests that individuals with insecure attachments are more likely to interpret negative online experiences, such as being ignored or excluded, as personal rejection, increasing emotional distress (Bowlby, 1969).
A common example is Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), where adolescents feel anxious that others are enjoying rewarding experiences without them. Social media constantly exposes young people to photographs and videos of social events, holidays, and achievements, creating the belief that everyone else is happier or more successful. Przybylski et al. (2013) found that FOMO is associated with greater social media engagement, lower life satisfaction, and poorer emotional wellbeing. Adolescents who often experience FOMO may develop feelings of exclusion, loneliness, and reduced self-esteem.
Social media can also promote positive mental health when used responsibly. Many adolescents use online platforms to keep friendships, seek advice, and access reliable mental health information. Support groups and awareness campaigns can reduce stigma surrounding mental illness and encourage young people to seek professional help. Adolescents living with chronic illness, disability or discrimination may particularly receive help from connecting with others who share similar experiences, reducing isolation and increasing emotional support (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014).
Furthermore, social media provides opportunities for education, creativity, and civic participation. Young people can share artwork, music, and writing, engage in charitable campaigns and access educational resources that support personal development. During the COVID-19 pandemic, social media also played a significant role in helping adolescents support relationships despite physical distancing, reducing loneliness during a period of social isolation (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). These examples show that the effects of social media depend on the quality of online interactions and patterns of use.
Although Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories explain distinct aspects of adolescent behaviour, they complement one another. Erikson focuses on identity formation, explaining why adolescents are particularly sensitive to peer approval, body image, and social comparison. His theory highlights why online feedback, and idealised images can influence self-esteem during adolescence. In contrast, Bowlby emphasises emotional security and attachment, explaining why some adolescents become overly dependent on online reassurance and experience greater distress following rejection or cyberbullying. Together, these theories prove that both developmental stage and early attachment experiences influence how adolescents respond to social media.
It is also important to recognise that not every adolescent experience negative effects from social media. Protective factors such as supportive families, positive offline friendships, resilience, and digital literacy reduce the likelihood of harm. Adolescents who support balanced social media use and take part in offline activities are less likely to experience adverse mental health outcomes. Consequently, interventions should focus on promoting responsible social media use, encouraging open communication within families and schools, and improving education about online safety and digital wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Toc235290192]Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_4CaoFQOf]In conclusion, social media has become a central part of adolescent life and has both positive and negative implications for mental health. While it provides opportunities for communication, creativity, education, and emotional support, excessive or unhealthy use can contribute to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, sleep disruption, and cyberbullying. The evidence suggests that social media itself is not inherently harmful; instead, its impact depends on how it is used, the quality of online interactions and the individual characteristics of the adolescent.
[bookmark: _Int_BQ0MbwoB][bookmark: _Int_y9RYkFzE]Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains why adolescence is a particularly sensitive period, as young people are developing their identity and are highly influenced by peer approval and social comparison. Social media can support identity development through self-expression and communication but may also undermine self-esteem through unrealistic expectations and dependence on online validation. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory complements this explanation by proving how early attachment experiences shape emotional responses to online interactions. Adolescents with secure attachment styles are better equipped to manage online challenges, while those with insecure attachments may be more vulnerable to rejection, cyberbullying, and an excessive need for reassurance.
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