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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence

Social media has become an important part of adolescents’ everyday lives, providing opportunities for communication, entertainment, self-expression, and maintaining friendships. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat allow young people to interact with peers and develop social connections beyond their immediate environment. However, adolescence is also a significant period of psychological and social development, during which young people may be particularly sensitive to social acceptance, rejection, and comparison. Research has found associations between social media use and mental health difficulties, including anxiety, depression, reduced self-esteem, sleep problems, and negative experiences such as cyberbullying (Ahmed et al., 2024). Nevertheless, social media should not be considered entirely harmful, as it can also provide emotional support, social connection, and opportunities for self-expression. This essay discusses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory. These theories help explain why adolescents may respond differently to online relationships, social comparison, acceptance and rejection, and how these experiences can influence their psychological wellbeing.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory provides an important explanation of how early relationships can influence emotional development and later interpersonal relationships. Bowlby (1969) proposed that children develop emotional attachments to their primary caregivers and that these attachments provide a secure base from which they can explore their environment. Secure attachment can support emotional regulation and confidence in relationships, while insecure attachment may be associated with difficulties trusting others, fear of rejection or increased dependence on external reassurance. Although Bowlby’s original theory focused primarily on childhood, attachment continues to influence relationships throughout development. During adolescence, relationships with peers become increasingly important, and young people begin to develop greater independence from their parents. Therefore, social media can become another environment in which adolescents seek connection, reassurance, and acceptance.
From an attachment perspective, social media may provide adolescents with opportunities to support relationships and obtain emotional support. For example, an adolescent experiencing loneliness may use social networking platforms to communicate with friends, take part in supportive communities, or share individual experiences. This may strengthen feelings of belonging and reduce social isolation. Adolescents who have supportive relationships may therefore experience positive effects from social media because online communication can complement their existing relationships. This shows that the relationship between social media and mental health is complex rather than simply negative.
However, adolescents who experience insecure attachment may potentially become more dependent on online validation. Likes, comments, messages and followers can become forms of social reassurance. If an adolescent interprets a lack of online attention as rejection, this may contribute to feelings of insecurity, loneliness, or low self-worth. The continuous availability of social media may also make it difficult for some young people to separate from social relationships, increasing concerns about whether they are being accepted by their peers. Consequently, attachment theory can help health and social care professionals understand why the same social media experience may affect adolescents differently depending on their existing relationships and emotional needs.
Cyberbullying is another significant concern that can be considered through attachment theory. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur at any time and may reach a large audience. Research has found a strong association between cyberbullying and negative mental health outcomes among children and young people, including psychological distress and reduced wellbeing (Kwan et al., 2020). For an adolescent who already has difficulties with trust or emotional security, repeated online rejection, humiliation or bullying may be particularly damaging. It may reinforce negative beliefs about relationships and increase feelings of isolation. However, supportive relationships with parents, carers, teachers, and peers may provide a protective factor by offering adolescents a secure base where they feel listened to and valued.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory provides a second useful explanation. Erikson (1968) proposed eight stages of psychosocial development across the lifespan. Adolescence is associated with the conflict of identity versus role confusion, during which young people develop a stronger understanding of who they are, what they believe and how they want to be perceived by others. Identity development is influenced not only by individual characteristics but also by social and cultural environments (Kroger, 2017). Social media is therefore particularly relevant because it provides adolescents with a highly visible social environment in which identity can be explored and presented.
Social media can support healthy identity development by allowing adolescents to explore interests, opinions, friendships, and various aspects of their personality. Young people may find communities with similar interests or experiences, particularly when they feel different from people in their immediate environment. This can promote belonging and self-expression. From Erikson’s perspective, opportunities to explore different identities may contribute positively to the development of a stronger sense of self. Adolescents can experiment with how they communicate, what interests them and how they want to present themselves to others.
However, social media can also increase pressure during the identity-development process. Adolescents are exposed to carefully selected images and lifestyles that may appear unrealistic or idealised. Social comparison can lead young people to judge their appearance, relationships, achievements, or lifestyle against others. When adolescents are still developing their identity, repeated comparison may negatively influence self-esteem and create pressure to conform to perceived social expectations. Erikson’s concept of identity versus role confusion can therefore help explain why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to the psychological effects of social media.
The search for approval can also influence adolescent behaviour online. Young people may edit photographs, follow trends, or change their behaviour to receive positive reactions from others. If their online identity becomes strongly dependent on external approval, they may experience distress when they receive fewer likes or negative comments. This may contribute to an unstable sense of self and feelings of inadequacy. Erikson’s theory suggests that healthy development involves setting up a sense of identity rather than relying entirely on the expectations of others. Consequently, excessive dependence on social media approval could potentially interfere with healthy psychosocial development.
Another important impact of social media is its relationship with sleep. Adolescents may remain online late at night to communicate with friends, watch videos, or check notifications. Poor sleep can negatively affect mood, concentration, and general wellbeing. A systematic review by Ahmed et al. (2024), which examined evidence from more than one million young people, found associations between social media use, mental health, and sleep, although the authors also highlighted the complexity of these relationships. Earlier prospective research has similarly suggested that sleep may partly explain the relationship between problematic social media use and mental health outcomes (Dibben et al., 2023). This is particularly relevant to health and social care because poor sleep can affect an adolescent’s functioning at school, relationships, and emotional regulation.
Despite these risks, it is important not to assume that social media automatically causes mental health problems. The effects can depend on the amount and type of use, the individual’s existing mental health, family relationships, social environment, and the content they meet. For example, passive comparison with idealised content may have different effects from actively communicating with supportive friends. Similarly, an adolescent with strong family and peer support may respond differently to online rejection than an adolescent experiencing loneliness or insecure relationships.
These findings have important implications for health and social care practice. Professionals working with children and young people should consider social media use when assessing adolescent wellbeing, particularly when young people present with anxiety, low mood, sleep difficulties, social withdrawal, or low self-esteem. Rather than simply advising adolescents to stop using social media, professionals should explore how and why they use it. Bowlby’s theory highlights the importance of secure and supportive relationships, while Erikson’s theory emphasises the importance of identity development and social experiences. Interventions can therefore include strengthening communication between young people and trusted adults, developing healthy coping strategies, promoting digital literacy, and encouraging balanced social media use.
In conclusion, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. It can provide connection, emotional support, and opportunities for identity exploration, but excessive or problematic use may be associated with anxiety, low self-esteem, sleep difficulties, social comparison, and cyberbullying. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory helps explain the importance of emotional security and relationships in finding how adolescents respond to online acceptance and rejection. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory shows why adolescents may be particularly sensitive to social media because they are developing their identity and seeking acceptance from peers. Therefore, the impact of social media should be understood within the wider social and developmental context of each young person. Health and social care professionals have a significant role in finding risks, strengthening supportive relationships, and helping adolescents develop healthier and more balanced relationships with social media.
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