




KAUSAR PARVEEN SULTAN
Student Number: 2513140
Module Code and Title: Psychology in Health and Social care (LCHS4010)
Lecturer: Brian Mashumba








[bookmark: _GoBack]Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence

Most teenagers use social media daily, checking their phones dozens of times a day. According to recent survey data, the majority of teens in the US use at least one platform, and many of them say that they are online almost all the time (Faverio and Sidoti, 2024). This raises an important question: is social media detrimental to adolescent mental health? The studies on this subject are growing rapidly, yet the image is not that simple, with certain studies demonstrating the existence of definite dangers and others indicating potential advantages. According to the Office of the Surgeon General (2023), teenagers who spend over three hours daily on social media are at a comparatively higher risk of depression and anxiety than less frequent users. The impressive number indicates why the problem should be given serious consideration. The essay is a critical analysis of how social media affects adolescent mental health, which applies and assesses two theories to explain why this life stage is so vulnerable to the effects of social media: Erikson theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby theory of attachment. A comparison of these theories aids in understanding why social media influences wellbeing so intensely in adolescence and why some youths are more susceptible to its impact than others.
Adolescence is a period of rapid change, as teenagers work out who they are, what they believe, and where they fit in. Erikson (1968) called this stage identity versus role confusion, arguing that the central task of adolescence is to build a stable, coherent sense of self; without this, a young person may feel confused about their role, values and future. Social media plays directly into this stage. Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat let teenagers experiment with identities in public, posting and receiving instant feedback through likes and comments. This can be empowering, letting teens explore themselves in a lower-risk space than face-to-face life (Agyapong-Opoku, et. al 2025). When that image receives little praise, or attracts negative comments, self-esteem can suffer quickly, and constant comparison with peers and influencers can complicate rather than simplify identity formation. A teenager may feel they are not being their true self because daily life does not match their online image, directly reflecting Erikson's concept of role confusion. Without support from family or trusted adults, teenagers can develop a fragmented identity, closely linked to adverse mental health outcomes such as anxiety and low mood in the broader literature (Valkenburg, et.al 2022). 
An obvious instance of such identity pressure is comparison of appearance. Papageorgiou, Fisher and Cross (2022) interviewed adolescent girls regarding their experiences with social media and body image and discovered that many of them did not feel that they were as attractive as the heavily edited, curated images that they saw online, which hurt both their body confidence and because of this, their overall self-worth in some cases. This is in keeping with the theory of Erikson: As adolescents compare their actual self with an idealized self that they see in a picture on the Internet, they will feel a greater discrepancy between themselves and what they believe they should be, a part of what Erikson called role confusion. Theories of Erikson and Bowlby are complementary rather than competing, as Erikson's theory relates more directly to body image concerns, and appearance comparison is a process of identity for the adolescent, while Bowlby's theory provides a better explanation for why they compulsively seek validation through these comparisons in the first place.
The attachment theory as presented by Bowlby provides a different perspective. According to Bowlby (1969), the early relationships between the child and the caregiver determine the way the individual will relate with others throughout life in that they develop an internal working model that determines how they pursue closeness, deal with separation and meet emotional needs in future relationships. Teenagers that are attached safely tend to be secure and comfortable in their relationships and those that are insecure, anxious or avoidant tend to be less secure and more sensitive to rejection. These attachment styles are manifested and reinforced using social media. Zeng and Huang (2026) established that both attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance had a positive correlation with problematic use of social media in the youth. Very nervous adolescents can be glued to social media, getting the feeling that likes and comments are reassuring them, this habit can become compulsive, but it hardly fills the need to connect with others. Instead, avoidant persons can turn to social media as a means to avoid physical interaction, which ironically only makes them feel lonely. The theory by Bowlby can therefore be used to explain why certain teenagers are much more susceptible to the adverse effects of social media than others, even though their use may appear to be the same at first glance. 
Social media has both direct and indirect mental health effects; cyberbullying, broken sleep and unceasing social comparison are only some of the direct threats. Cyberbullying is widespread and very disturbing, as compared to traditional bullying, cyberbullying can follow a youth anywhere even to his bedroom. A cohort study of one-year of US early adolescents revealed that victimisation by cyberbullying was associated with depressive symptoms, somatic symptoms and suicidal behaviours at follow-up, even after controlling other factors, indicating a long-term but not a short-term effect (Nagata et al., 2025). It also impacts sleep: scrolling at the end of the day postpones sleep and decreases the quality of sleep. Recent scoping review of reviews identified a small, yet consistent negative association between social media use and sleep quality in adolescents and young adults, with problematic use showing the strongest association with poor sleep (Ndubisi, Agyapong-Opoku and Agyapong, 2025), which in turn is associated with depression and anxiety. This is consistent with Nagata et al. (2025) above, as both articles indicate that problematic or compulsive use, and not time online on its own, is the more predictive of harm. The youth also contrast their lives with those of peers and influencers who make posts that are filtered and edited, and this aspect may decrease self-esteem and increase body image issues, particularly in girls (Office of the Surgeon General, 2023). All these risks form a real vulnerability, especially to individuals who are already emotionally or socially vulnerable. Such behavioural patterns are supported biologically: the adolescent brain is particularly sensitive to the dopamine-based reward systems, and intermittent reinforcement of likes and notifications is especially attractive at this stage of development. 
Nevertheless, social media is not completely bad, teenagers also use it to find supportive groups that are not to be found in the real world. Schools are also a factor: teaching digital literacy in the curriculum can make teenagers aware of curated content as such, which coupled with positive relationships in school and home can alleviate the pressure to compare. LGBTQ+ adolescents without safe spaces in their localities can seek social support and understanding online; a cross-sectional study of LGBT youth discovered that online social support was associated with diminished mental health and substance use risk, indicating that online communities can serve as a true protective factor (Tao and Fisher, 2023). Young people who have good family support and safe attachment use social media in a healthier manner, to enhance existing friendships instead of substituting real relationships. Parental mediation is also important: studies indicate that parental mediation and social media use, which is facilitated and discussed by the parents and does not involve restricting it, are associated with improved digital literacy and safer use in general (Wang and Chen, 2022). The net effect is therefore a product of the individual, his or her attachment style, the use of these platforms, and the support they get, which is too simplistic to make blanket statements that social media is always bad (Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw, 2025). The results cannot be generalized: other studies have reported weak associations between screen time and mental health, that is, content and context are more significant than screen time. These results suggest that Erikson theory can be utilized by school counsellors and social workers in identity building and mentoring programmes, Bowlby theory in attachment-based intervention in families and that teachers may extend this to the classroom with digital literacy and community-based services may be continued outside of family. Both the attachment-based family therapy and structured mentoring provide avenues to directly impact the insecure working models that Bowlby described since caregivers become a more regular source of security, and adolescents can explore their identity in a low-risk environment, offline, and tackle the fundamental developmental task that Erikson outlines.
To sum up, social media has a significant and multifaceted effect on the mental health of adolescents. The theory by Erikson describes the reasons why the identity search during adolescence is so powerful and dangerous in the online realm and how the comparative aspect of appearance helps to create the distance between the online and offline identity of a teenager. Bowlby's attachment theory also gives some insight into the vulnerability of some adolescents as it is closely linked to unhealthy social media use, which is associated with insecure attachment. It is even more plausible to expect that risks of cyberbullying, poor sleep and constant comparison, when compounded with these theories, make the picture even more bleak as can be observed in large-scale recent studies. However, not all is bad about social media: it offers some teens connection and support, which they do not have in other aspects of their lives. Parents, schools and platform designers, active and open parental engagement appear to have their roles, and it appears that this is especially significant. Among the two, the theory proposed by Bowlby is more practical in identifying at-risk people whereas Erikson is more applicable to the social media as the identity exploration is part and parcel of the nature of social media. The two theories have not extensively studied the influence of the design of the algorithm on adolescent identity and attachment and future studies are to investigate this.
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