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Adolescence is a critical development period marked by significant biological, cognitive, and psychological changes, typically spanning from ages 10 to 19 (APA, 2023). During this transitional phase, young individuals establish their identity, independence and peer relationships while remaining vulnerable to mental health difficulties. In the contemporary digital era, social media has emerged as a major environmental influence because adolescents use digital platforms daily for communication, entertainment and learning. The universal nature of platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat means that adolescents are constantly exposed to digital interactions that shapes their self-perception, peer relationships, and emotional regulation. According to a public health advisory released by the Office of the Surgeon General (2023), adolescents often spend an average of 3.5 to 4.8 hours per day on social media, which is associated with a doubling of the risk for poor mental health outcomes, including symptoms of depression, body dissatisfaction, anxiety and cyberbullying. Because these platforms mediate how adolescents present themselves, compare themselves to others and seek reassurance, they intersect directly with two core developmental tasks: building a coherent identity and maintaining secure relationships. This essay will draw on Erikson’s (1968) theory of psychosocial development which is intentional about identity versus role confusion, and Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory foregrounds the relational patterns that shape how adolescents seek comfort and validation, offering two distinct but complementary lenses on the same behaviour.

[bookmark: _Toc235829270]MAIN BODY 
Research consistently links heavy social media use to poorer adolescent mental health outcomes, although the strength and consistency of this relationship remain debated. As Riehm et al. (2019) found that adolescents who reported greater time spent on social media were more likely to develop internalizing problems such as anxiety and depressive symptoms over a subsequent follow-up period, even after controlling for baseline mental health. As Orben and Przybylski (2019) argue, media narratives frequently overestimate the harms of social media, whereas empirical data indicates its impact on mental health is comparable to minor everyday factors such as wearing eyeglasses or eating potatoes. This tension in the evidence base is important, as it suggests that social media’s impact is unlikely to be uniform and may depend heavily on how, rather than simple how much, adolescents use these platforms. Later reviews of this research field have also noted that much of the underlying evidence is cross-sectional and of variable methodological quality, meaning causal claims in either direction should be treated with some caution (Orben, 2020). What can be said with more confidence is that patterns of use, rather than screen time alone, appear to carry particular risk for already vulnerable adolescents. One of the most consistently reported mechanisms is social comparison. Evaluating the sudden rise in internalizing disorders among youth, social evaluation and public metrics have subjected adolescent girls to an unprecedented, harmful developmental experiment (Haidt, 2021). Young women who spent time browsing Facebook reported worse mood and greater body dissatisfaction than those who browsed an appearance-neutral website, an effect driven by upward appearance comparisons with peers. A review similarly concluded that engagement with image-focused platforms is associated with body image concerns and disordered eating cognitions among adolescent girls, particular. Alongside comparison, cyberbullying represents a further well-evidenced risk.
Erikson’s psychosocial theory is useful because adolescence is associated with the developmental conflict of identity versus role of confusion. However, Erikson (1968) proposed that young people explore values, beliefs, relationships and possible future roles to develop a coherent identity. Although the theory was developed long before modern social media, online platforms provide new environments in which this identity exploration takes place. Adolescents can experiment with interests, appearance and social groups, receive immediate peer feedback and observe many possible lifestyles. Positive feedback and supportive communities may strengthen confidence and belonging. However, dependence on likes, comments and follower numbers may encourage adolescents to evaluate themselves through external approval. If an adolescent receives criticism or feels that their online identity is inadequate, this may contribute to uncertainty, low self-esteem or role confusion. According to the World Health Organization (2025), identifies pressure to conform with peer and identity exploration as important influences on adolescent mental health, showing the continuing relevance of Erikson’s development focus.
Social comparison is particularly relevant to Erikson’s theory. Image on social media are often carefully selected, edited of filtered, meaning adolescents may compare everyday reality with idealised appearances and achievements. The American Psychological Association (2023) advises that adolescents may be especially sensitive to social feedback and recommends attention to content that encourages unhealthy social comparison, particularly appearance-related material. From an Erikson’s perspective, an adolescent whose identity is still developing may incorporate these external standards into their self-concept. Repeated upward comparison may create a gap between the person they are they believe, and the person they think they should become, potentially contributing to dissatisfaction, anxiety and depressive feelings. Nevertheless, Erikson’s theory also allows a positive interpretation. Access to diverse communities can help adolescents discover interests, identities and supportive groups that may be unavailable locally. Social media can therefore support successful identity exploration when engagement is authentic, age-appropriate and accompanied by supportive offline relationships.

In contrast to Erikson’s developmental crisis model, Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory provides a relational perspective focused on internal working models-cognitive representations of self-worth and expectations regarding other’s availability. Bowlby posited that early interactions with primary caregivers’ shape attachment security (secure, anxious or avoidant), which continues to dictate emotional regulation and interpersonal relationships into adolescence (Bowlby, 1969; Ainsworth et al., 1978). Applying attachment theory to social media exposure explains why adolescents react differently to similar digital stressors (Worsley et al., 2018). Adolescents with a secure attachment style utilize social media primarily to maintain existing offline friendships and expand their social capital. Their robust internal working model-which views the self as worthy of love and others as reliable-protects them against toxic online interaction; they are less prone to emotional dysregulation when facing negative comments or lower social media metrics. Conversely, adolescents with insecure attachment styles exhibit heightened psychological vulnerability within digital environments. According to Worsley et al. (2018) those with an anxious attachment style frequently engage in hyper-activating strategies, utilizing social media compulsively to seek reassurance, connection, and external validation. This hyper-vigilance leaves them susceptible to the Fear of Missing Out (FOMO), rejection sensitivity, and intense anxiety when messages or posts are ignored (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). For insecurely attached youth, social media can operate as a problematic surrogate attachment figure that continuously fails to provide genuine, felt security, thereby exacerbating underlying depressive symptoms and psychological distress. Meanwhile, those with avoidant attachment styles may utilize digital platforms as a de-activating mechanism to substitute face-to-face vulnerabilities with distant, superficial interactions, ultimately deepening emotional isolation and social detachment over time (Worsley et al., 2018).

Synthesizing both theoretical approaches reveals that social media exposure does not impact adolescent mental health in a uniform manner; rather, its effects are mediated by internal developmental processes and pre-existing relational security. Erikson’s theory explains what developmental task makes adolescents universally vulnerable to digital environments-namely, the search for identity and peer approval (Erikson, 1968). Bowlby’s theory explains why specific individuals suffer severe mental health declines while others remain resilient, attributing this divergence to individual differences in attachment security and emotional regulation (Bowlby, 1969; Worsley et al., 2018). Together, these perspectives confirm that social media acts as an accelerator of psychological outcomes, amplifying both positive peer connections and latent psychological vulnerabilities.

[bookmark: _Toc235829271]CONCLUSION
In conclusion, this essay has shown that social media is associated with a range of mental health concerns in adolescence, including anxiety, depressive symptoms, body dissatisfaction and the effects of cyberbullying, although the evidence base shows some disagreements over the size of these effects. Erikson’s psychological theory explains these patterns through the lens of identity versus role of confusion, framing social media as a new arena for identity exploration that can either support or obstruct healthy self-definition, while Bowlby’s attachment theory explains them through internal working models formed in early caregiving relationships, which shape now securely or anxiously an adolescent seeks reassurance online. Taken together, these theories suggest that social media does not affect all adolescents uniformly; rather, its impact is filtered through both the developmental task the adolescents is trying to complete and the relational template they bring to it. For modern health and social care practice. Bowlby’s attachment theory appears the more useful framework, as it offers a more testable, individually sensitive and lifespan-relevant basis for identifying vulnerable young people and designing interventions, such as building secure trusted relationships with practitioners, that can support healthier engagement with social media. Erikson’s theory remains valuable for understanding the broader developmental context of adolescent social media use but is less precise in pending which individual adolescents are most at risk.
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