Name: Mya-Rae Copeland 
Student number: 2511227 
Module code: LCHS4010 Health and Social Care 
Lecturer's name: Alice Clayton 
Assignment title: Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence. 




























Introduction:   
Social media has become an integral part of adolescents' daily lives. Adolescence is a crucial stage in human development, marked by emotional, physical, and social changes (Erikson, 1968). Social media has created opportunities for communication and self-expression, but excessive use can cause anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Research findings from the Royal Society for Public Health (2017) explain that 13–14-year-olds spend at least four hours on social media a day, which causes poor sleep and increased anxiety and depression rates. This essay will first discuss two different theories from Erikson's psychosocial development and Bowlby's attachment theory and how they link to adolescent social media use, before drawing on how both theories differ and the similarities they share, whilst discussing how outdated they are compared to the digital age. 
One important issue associated with social media is its positive and negative impact on adolescents' mental health. Research demonstrates that social media use among adolescents is associated with increased risk of self-harm, loneliness, and reduced empathy. Vulnerable teens are also more susceptible to the negative factors of social media rather than positive connections and self-expression (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Other studies differ and suggest that lonely adolescents can benefit from social media because it gives them a connection to the outside world, as social media offers global connection and the ability to become a part of somebody else’s life instantly. 
Erikson’s psychosocial theory describes adolescence as the “identity vs role confusion” stage of life. His theory is split into eight parts, with adolescence being 12-18 years. Erikson (1968) describes adolescence as a time of figuring out who they are while experimenting with different roles and changing behaviours. According to Erikson, this is when a child explores roles they will continue as an adult and begin to understand who they really are. If adolescents have the freedom to explore, they will thrive after adolescence and have a good sense of independence and control; if they are restricted, they may be unsure of their place in the world. Social media could influence this stage as adolescents “lurk” through other people's profiles and see what is deemed as perfection while trying to find out who they are. This is supported by Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020), who discuss how constantly checking your devices and messaging frequently are linked to psychological matters. Twenge and Campbell (2018) found that adolescent happiness and self-esteem “plummeted” in 2012, the same year smartphone ownership among US teenagers surpassed 50%. They also found that adolescents with over seven hours of daily screen time showed markedly higher rates of anxiety and depression. The research earlier in the paragraph states that adolescents experiment with different versions of themselves and try to find the one they feel most comfortable with; however, some have different experiences that shape who they become. Therefore, Erikson's theory suggests a period of intense experimentation due to psychosocial moratorium, which is defined as “time-out,” meaning teens can try different identities without society's judgment; they can also explore different career paths, friendship groups and relationships without the permanence of adult life. However, Erikson wasn’t able to predict how the social media world would be, and the ability it has to document and capture moments that are then saved and seen by others instead of privacy, which is what Erikson is basing his theory on. 
Another theory which is important in development is Bowlby’s attachment theory, which highlights the bond an infant has with their primary caregiver. When this bond is disrupted or lost, it can affect children going into adulthood and further affect their relationships. According to Bowlby, secure attachment develops when a caregiver provides a safe base for exploration and responsive care. Bowlby also came up with the idea that children and adolescents need a secure base, which entails a caregiver acting as a safe base, exploration of their environment, and lastly providing attentive and monitoring responsiveness. When a secure base is substituted for social media, it replaces real-life interactions. It is considered “maladaptive” rather than “adaptive.” Social media platforms create a false sense of reality and create emotional distress, leaving teens only craving superficial acceptance (Ballarotto, Volpi and Tambelli, 2021). Bowlby also theorized insecure attachment, which can lead to depression and anxiety later in life whilst causing neediness and lack of self-esteem. Insecure attachment can also cause embarrassment due to feeling so needy and attention-seeking, in contrast to secure attachment explained earlier, where a person is generally very confident and has high self-esteem, with the ability to establish trusting relationships. Adolescents with insecure attachment may excessively use social media and rank their value by high followings, likes and comments. Adolescents with insecure attachment are likely to showcase vulnerability on the app and become addicted to social media, whereas securely attached adolescents are not, due to their high self-esteem; they adopt the positivity from social media such as community, emotional support and creativity (Bowlby, 1969; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens,2022). Bowlby also had a concept of the secure base, meaning adolescents who lack stability with caregivers may seek reassurance through social media, as it acts as a safety net which can replace the stability they didn’t receive early on in life, which explains why adolescents who didn’t have a safety net during early years or “secure attachment” have been reported to have greater social media dependency. This suggests that being dependent on social media may not be the cause of insecure attachment but a sign of it, as it was already there.   
While Erikson’s psychosocial and Bowlby's attachment theory both equally explore adolescent development, they differ in which aspects of development they focus on. Erikson (1968) focuses on the stages of life and how adolescents identify themselves and the role they play; he argues that young people progress through the identity vs. role confusion stage, where adolescents explore different roles and experiences. In comparison, Bowlby theorizes that early attachment is important and affects the way people behave in relationships due to their experiences with early caregivers. Erikson's theory is based on how teens explore their identity, and Bowlby’s theory points to early childhood and how insecure or secure attachment is the catalyst in how teens use social media today. 
Although these differences exist in both theories, they share notable similarities, as they both view the adolescent stage as vulnerable and the need for external validation. Erikson does this through discussing how adolescents try to find which identity and role they should take on, and Bowlby stresses the importance of a secure base. Social media can influence adolescents and change the way they view themselves due to idealistic lifestyles (Orben and Przybylski, 2019), comparison, and positive online interaction, which is how Erikson's theory links to adolescents' use of social media. Bowlby's theory explains how insecure attachment causes adolescents to seek reassurance and validation from peers through social media, leading to anxiety and emotional distress when their social media presence is well received.   
Both theories were not created with the modern digital age in mind, which limits their usefulness when describing how social media mentally impacts adolescents; therefore, neither theory can explain the impact of social media algorithms and constant access to other people's lives. Whilst Erikson’s theory provides insight into identity development, Bowlby’s theory explains two different attachment styles: secure and insecure. Despite the outdated theories, they still both provide insight into how social media can impact adolescents' mental health.   
In conclusion, social media impacts adolescents' mental health greatly. Research shows how anxiety can arise due to depression, lack of self-esteem, and non-idealistic realities caused by online comparison. Erikson's theory discusses how adolescents experience challenges while developing their identity. Bowlby's theory explains how different attachment styles influence how adolescents respond to social media interactions. Together, these theories provide understanding of how social media affects adolescents in different ways. Research should update how healthy social media use can support rather than hinder adolescent wellbeing, as it causes psychological harm. In future, both theories should be combined to understand how they work together through identity development and attachment differences to shape how adolescents use social media. 
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