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Introduction
Social media is becoming an increasingly important part of the average person’s life, and the way adolescents use it is constantly changing. Many social media platforms serve entertainment, meaning that for many adolescents, social media can present risks to their mental health and wellbeing as well as opportunities. For many young people, growing up is synonymous with identity exploration, a life stage when they are particularly susceptible to social media's influence due to their psychological development and heightened sensitivity to others’ views. This essay explores how social media affects the mental health and well-being of adolescents from a psychological perspective, utilising the work of Erikson and Bowlby to consider how social media can affect adolescents in both positive and negative ways. Use of social media by adolescents will be examined in detail, particularly focusing on two types of social media use, active and passive and how the content of social media can affect adolescents. Finally, current policy proposals will be explored, including the proposed under-16s social media ban expected to be implemented next year.

Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Active use of social media by young people is defined as the use of online services that enable direct contact with other users. They can exchange messages and comments, or post status updates. Studies have found that active use of social media is likely to increase users’ feelings of social connection and perceived support from others (Verduyn et al., 2017). Young people use social media for many reasons. Most importantly, it can be used to stay in touch with friends and form new relationships online. In this way, social networks can be used to share experiences with others and express emotions online. In addition, social media can support adolescents' exploration of identity. Online interactions, in which users test different identities and receive feedback, can help adolescent users gain confidence in the identities they have developed. Positive use of social media is also likely to benefit users’ self-esteem and emotional resilience. For example, peers' comments on users’ posts are likely to positively affect users’ sense of acceptance, thereby enhancing their sense of competence. These are two of the criteria for assessing identity development in young people (Best et al., 2014). Thus, online interactions can support adolescents through Erikson’s (1968) stage of identity vs role confusion towards a stable identity.

There are also negative effects associated with stressful or negative social media interactions. These may lead to users hiding their real-life self and portraying an idealised online life, which can cause anxiety. Negative feedback, such as criticism or being ignored online, can significantly affect self-esteem. According to Erikson (1968), people who receive negative feedback from others may struggle to find their identity in adolescence, feeling confused and insecure. For individuals with an anxious attachment style, social media can be a way to seek reassurance, leading to increased interaction, which has a negative effect as opposed to positive social interaction.

While any social media use can potentially harm some young people, certain forms are posing psychological hazards for adolescent users. Passive use of social media communications, where young people browse others' online communications without actively participating, has increasingly attracted research attention and has been found to lead to a range of negative outcomes. The content encountered during passive use consists mainly of users sharing idealised images of special events and achievements in their lives, which result in so-called ‘upward social comparisons’ (Vogel et al., 2014). For example, studies have found that passive social platform use is associated with feelings of envy and lower self-esteem among adolescents as they compare their lives to others' posts. The correlation between passive screen time and negative psychological outcomes for young people is also being established. For example, research studies have found a strong correlation between hours of passive screen time and a decrease in psychological well-being, with increases in anxiety and in symptoms of depression in adolescents (Twenge and Campbell, 2018). Furthermore, from an attachment perspective, the negative comparisons experienced during passive social media communication by adolescents with insecure attachment histories are likely to be more readily internalised, for example, leading them to believe that they are failures and that no one likes them (Oldmeadow et al., 2013). Importantly, these effects are more likely when adolescents lack supportive relationships with family and friends.

Social media content can have various psychological effects that depend on what adolescents encounter daily. There is an abundance of online content including educational resources, support from peers, entertaining media and other online environments, including ones that promote self-harm, cyberbullying and idealised body images. On the other hand, there is an increasing amount of positive online content that can enhance adolescents’ sense of well-being by, for example, enhancing their capacity to be empathetic, cope with adversity, and seek help when needed (Naslund et al., 2016). Online content that promotes mental health awareness and online environments where adolescents with mental health problems can connect can help to decrease the stigma surrounding mental health problems. From a psychological perspective, online content that promotes adolescents’ positive identity development, according to Erikson’s (1968) theory of psychosocial development, can, for example, model healthy ways of expressing oneself and managing emotions.


There is a considerable body of evidence describing the harms of many types of online content, which can have serious effects on adolescents. These include cyberbullying, which has been reported to cause victims to have higher levels of symptoms of depression, anxiety and suicidal ideation than others (Kowalski et al., 2014). Furthermore, increasing numbers of pieces of online content are being published on social media that promote or normalise self-harm, negatively affecting adolescents. There is also considerable evidence which highlights the range of very negative effects on the wellbeing of young people who are exposed to appearance-focused content online, with the potential to increase body dissatisfaction and lead to disordered eating among other very negative effects on self-esteem (Fardouly & Vartarian, 2016). Hence, this content is repeatedly presented to users via social media platforms to maximise user engagement. It is likely to have an especially negative effect on adolescents with insecure attachment experiences, as it will provide them with further confirmation of their negative views of self and others (Bowlby, 1988).

On the other hand, online communication can positively impact adolescents' well-being. Online communication and social media use can offer many advantages for young people. Positive interactions on the internet, such as in online support groups, can significantly improve adolescents' well-being. Online communication can also help adolescents extend their attachment networks, which can provide online support for dealing with everyday problems (Bowlby, 1988). Positive online interactions can also influence identity. They may allow the adolescent to share their values and beliefs with others online (Erikson, 1968).

Furthermore, online communication and social media provide adolescents with many opportunities to express themselves confidently through various channels (Best et al., 2014). This, in turn, can help them cope with negative online influences and develop resilience when using the internet. When seeking information or help online, adolescents can find many resources to address problems in their lives. Problem-seeking behaviours for mental health problems online are also common, with many online peer-to-peer support communities that encourage the sharing of mental health problems in public online spaces to try and reduce the stigma of this health issue (Naslund et al., 2016). As a result, while many online dangers could harm adolescents, there are also advantages of online communication for adolescents' well-being. Online communication can support positive adolescent development when used constructively.


However, social media can have very negative effects. The more we use social media, the more we can become ‘addicted’ to it. This can reduce face-to-face interaction with other people, causing stress and contributing to mental health problems. Many idealised images on social media can affect how we see the world and leave us feeling dissatisfied and unhappy for extended periods (Fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). There is also the issue of cyberbullying, online harassment and online arguments, which can cause stress, anxiety and depression. Research has shown that the time teenagers spend in front of screens can negatively affect their psychological well-being (Twenge & Campbell, 2018). The online experiences of adolescents can also impact their identity development (Erikson, 1985), and adolescents' insecure attachment can determine their need for validation on social media and increase vulnerability to harm (Bowlby, 1988; Oldmeadow et al., 2013).

Growing concern over adolescents’ social media use has led to policies aimed at controlling online platforms. Under-16s are due to be banned from social media in spring to protect young people from online harm and prevent excessive use that can negatively affect their health. However, any such policy is likely to raise ethical issues regarding the extent to which others should control young people, the need to increase their digital literacy, and the need to ensure they have access to support when needed. A recent study by Livingstone et al. (2017) found that, in promoting safe online behaviour, education and parental mediation were more effective than censorship. An under-16s ban on social media could prevent many young people from using it in positive ways, for example, for self-expression and receiving support from their peers. 

Conclusion
In summary, social media has a complicated and wide-ranging impact on teenage mental health. While passive consumption frequently results in negative social comparisons and mental suffering, active usage can foster social connectivity and identity creation. Exposure to material is crucial; whereas negative content raises the likelihood of anxiety, despair, and body dissatisfaction, uplifting content promotes resilience. Bowlby's attachment theory and Erikson's psychosocial theory offer useful frameworks for comprehending these impacts, emphasising the significance of attachment security and identity formation. Moreover, the promotion of balanced internet habits, parental involvement, and digital education should be prioritised when politicians consider policies such as a prohibition on under-16s. In the end, social media is neither intrinsically good nor bad; its effects depend on how teenagers use it and the resources available to them.
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