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Adolescence is a period of rapid change in self-concept, relationships and emotional regulation, and it is during this stage that most young people become active social media users (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). This essay examines how social media affects adolescent mental health using two lifespan theories: Erikson's (1968) theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby's (1969) attachment theory. It argues that the effect of social media is not homogenous but depends on the interaction between platform features and the developmental tasks of identity formation and attachment security. The essay also critically evaluates the explanatory limits of both theories, considers the biological factors that heighten adolescent sensitivity to social media, and outlines implications for health and social care practice.
The empirical evidence is not consistently negative. Umbrella reviews note that associations between social media use and depression, anxiety and life satisfaction are often small and inconsistent, although some individual studies report substantial effects (Valkenburg et al., 2022; Keles et al., 2020). A dose-response meta-analysis found that each additional hour of daily use produced a small but statistically significant increase in depression risk, with stronger effects in girls than boys (Liu et al., 2022), a finding supported by earlier meta-analyses of longitudinal and cross-sectional studies (Ivie et al., 2020; Cunningham et al., 2021). Experience-sampling data, however, show that these average effects mask considerable individual variation: across 2,155 real-time measurements, 44% of adolescents reported no change in mood after passive use, 46% felt better, and 10% felt worse (Beyens et al., 2020). Specific mechanisms include appearance-based social comparison, linked to body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem in girls exposed to idealised images (Mahon and Hevey, 2021; Jiotsa et al., 2021), and disrupted sleep and heightened anxiety during periods of intensive use such as the COVID-19 pandemic, alongside some genuine social support gained online (Marciano et al., 2022). A UK longitudinal study similarly reported declining wellbeing with increasing use, while cautioning that this does not establish causation (Plackett et al., 2023).
Erikson (1968) frames adolescence as a crisis of identity versus role confusion, in which young people experiment with values, roles and beliefs before committing to a sense of self. Social media has become a major arena for this work: platforms enable self-presentation, social comparison, contact with role models and near-constant communication with an online audience, all of which map onto Erikson's concept of identity exploration (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). Used positively, this can support healthy development, with exploration and eventual commitment observed among adolescents who engage in reflective self-presentation or prosocial online behaviour (Branje et al., 2021).
Erikson's theory has clear limits in digital contexts. Written decades before social media existed, it presumes a relatively linear, single-culture progression towards a unified identity, an assumption increasingly challenged by researchers who view identity as continually negotiated across multiple, sometimes competing, online and offline selves rather than resolved once in adolescence (Branje et al., 2021). It also offers little explanation for why similar online experiences promote identity development in some adolescents and distress in others; the individual variation noted above only partly addresses this gap (Beyens et al., 2020). More broadly, the theory has been criticised for reflecting Western, individualistic assumptions about identity that may not fit collectivist cultures or non-binary gender experiences, limiting its explanatory power for the diverse adolescents now using global platforms.
Bowlby's attachment theory offers a complementary explanation, focusing not on identity but on adolescents' need for security and emotional regulation. Bowlby (1969) proposed that early caregiving relationships form internal working models, mental templates guiding how individuals seek intimacy and manage distress across the lifespan. Although formed in infancy, attachment continues to shape peer relationships in adolescence: securely attached adolescents form higher-quality, trusting relationships, while insecurely or anxiously attached adolescents rely more heavily on relationships, including online ones, to manage anxiety (Delgado et al., 2022). Applied to social media, anxiously attached adolescents may be more prone to problematic use, as checking notifications, seeking likes and monitoring peers can function as proximity- or reassurance-seeking when a young person feels unsafe; this aligns with systematic evidence linking compulsive social media use to increased depression, anxiety and stress (Shannon et al., 2022). For securely attached adolescents, by contrast, social media may extend rather than replace supportive relationships, offering an additional source of comfort during distress.
Attachment theory has similar limitations. Developed to describe infant-caregiver bonds, its extension to adolescent online behaviour rests largely on conceptual parallels rather than longitudinal evidence linking specific attachment styles to specific patterns of social media use (Delgado et al., 2022). It also assumes relative stability in attachment style, yet adolescence is precisely when attachment representations shift as peers become increasingly important figures, making it difficult to apply a childhood-based framework unchanged to a digital peer environment Bowlby could not have anticipated.
Both theories are primarily psychosocial and say little about the biological changes that heighten adolescent sensitivity to social media. Neurodevelopmental research shows that adolescence involves substantial changes in brain regions governing reward processing and social evaluation, making adolescents more sensitive to peer approval and rejection than either children or adults. UK cohort data from over 84,000 participants support this, showing that sensitivity to social media is not constant across adolescence but occurs within age- and sex-specific developmental windows, peaking around ages 11–13 in girls and 14–15 in boys (Orben et al., 2022).
These theoretical implications are increasingly reflected in UK policy. The Online Safety Act 2023 places duties on platforms to complete children's risk assessments and introduce age assurance; since these duties took effect in July 2025, Ofcom has opened dozens of investigations and issued its first fines against non-compliant services (Osborne Clarke, 2026). More recently, the Children's Wellbeing and Schools Act 2026 has given the Secretary of State power to restrict children's access to social media, and in June 2026 the Government confirmed its intention to bar platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and YouTube from providing services to under-16s, alongside restrictions on livestreaming and contact from strangers, with the changes expected from spring 2027 (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026; House of Commons Library, 2026). This national direction is echoed locally: the Mayor of London has committed £810,000 to a Mental Health in Schools programme delivered with the charity Anna Freud, reaching around 15,000 young people across nine boroughs through wellbeing weeks, peer-support groups and staff training, rather than restricting access alone (Greater London Authority, 2025). Some boroughs have also acted ahead of national legislation, with over 100 schools in Barnet and seventeen secondary schools in Southwark introducing smartphone-free school days (Barnet Post, 2025). Nationally, NHS England continues to expand Mental Health Support Teams in schools and colleges, aiming for full coverage by 2029 and providing early intervention for the anxiety and low mood that social media use can exacerbate (NHS England, 2026).
These findings carry clear practice implications. Digital literacy and identity-focused psychoeducation could be embedded in pastoral and therapeutic care delivered by schools and CAMHS, helping adolescents critically appraise social comparison rather than internalise it (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). Given the role of attachment insecurity in problematic use, social workers and family therapists working with vulnerable young people may benefit from attending to attachment quality alongside digital habits, since strengthening family relationships may do more to reduce reliance on social media for reassurance than access restrictions alone (Delgado et al., 2022; Shannon et al., 2022). Practitioners should also target the developmental windows identified by neurodevelopmental research, directing support towards the age groups shown to be most vulnerable (Orben et al., 2022). Practice therefore needs to move away from blanket screen-time restrictions towards developmentally timed, relationally informed support across education, health and social care.
In conclusion, the effect of social media on adolescent mental health cannot be reduced to a simple verdict of harm or benefit. Erikson's theory shows how social media has become entangled with identity formation, offering avenues for both healthy exploration and harmful comparison, while Bowlby's attachment theory explains how existing attachment security shapes online reassurance-seeking and the risk of problematic use. Both frameworks, however, predate the digital environments they are now used to explain, and neither fully captures the biological sensitivities that neurodevelopmental research is beginning to reveal. Reducing the harm of social media therefore requires less reliance on any single theory or on blanket restriction, and more investment in developmentally timed, relationally informed support across schools, CAMHS and family services that is sensitive to identity, attachment and biological vulnerability.
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