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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Introduction
Social media has become a major part of everyday life, especially for young people, and its influence on adolescent mental health has become a growing concern for researchers, parents and educators. Adolescence is a sensitive stage of development where young people are trying to understand who they are, build relationships and become more independent. Because of this, social media can have a particularly strong impact on emotional wellbeing. Research has identified both positive and negative effects, with concerns focusing on issues such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and difficulties with identity development. NHS Digital (2023) reported that one in five young people aged 8–25 has a probable mental health disorder, and research suggests that social media may be one factor contributing to these difficulties. To explore why social media affects adolescents in these ways, this essay will examine Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory. These theories help explain how social media interacts with young people’s emotional needs, relationships and identity development, as well as why it can create both risks and opportunities for mental health.
The Impact of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Health
Social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and YouTube have become central to how adolescents communicate, maintain friendships and express themselves. Although these platforms can encourage creativity and connection, concerns have increased about their impact on mental health. Heavy social media use, particularly when it involves comparing oneself with others or seeking approval through likes and comments, has been associated with poorer wellbeing. The Royal Society for Public Health (2017) found that 91% of young people aged 16–24 use social media, with Instagram and Snapchat being viewed as having some of the most negative effects on wellbeing.
Adolescents may compare themselves with influencers and peers who often present idealised versions of their lives online, which can contribute to feelings of inadequacy and low self-esteem. Cyberbullying is another concern, with Hamm et al. (2015) finding that adolescents who experience cyberbullying are more likely to show symptoms of depression. Psychological theories can help explain why adolescents are particularly vulnerable to these pressures.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory

Bowlby’s Attachment Theory focuses on the importance of early relationships in shaping emotional development and later behaviour. Bowlby (1969) suggested that children develop internal working models, which are mental frameworks based on their experiences with caregivers. These influence how individuals view themselves, others and future relationships. Children who experience consistent care and support are more likely to develop a secure attachment, meaning they feel valued, safe and confident in relationships. In contrast, inconsistent or rejecting care may lead to insecure attachment, where individuals may experience anxiety, fear of rejection or a greater need for reassurance.
Although Bowlby’s theory originally focused on infancy, later research suggests attachment continues to influence emotional wellbeing throughout adolescence (Allen, 2008).
An aspect of Bowlby’s theory that is particularly useful for understanding adolescence is the concept of internal working models. This helps explain why social media affects teenagers differently. Two adolescents may experience the same online situation, such as receiving fewer likes on a post, but respond differently depending on their previous relationship experiences and emotional security. This suggests that social media itself is not the only factor affecting mental health; instead, the meaning young people attach to online experiences may depend on their attachment style.
Applying Bowlby’s Theory to Social Media and Adolescent Mental Health
Bowlby’s theory can be applied to social media because many adolescents use online platforms to seek connection, acceptance and reassurance. For some young people, likes, comments and followers may become a form of validation. Adolescents with insecure attachment may be more likely to depend on this approval because they may have a stronger need for reassurance from others. Nathanson et al. (2016) found that adolescents with insecure attachment styles were more likely to experience negative emotions when using social media, especially when they relied on online interactions for emotional support.
Social media can also affect peer relationships, which are extremely important during adolescence. Online exclusion, arguments or seeing friends together without them can create feelings of rejection. For adolescents who already experience insecurity, these situations may reinforce fears of not being accepted. However, Bowlby’s theory also highlights potential benefits of social media. Online communities can provide support and connection, particularly for young people who feel isolated offline. Best et al. (2014) found that online communication can reduce loneliness and improve feelings of social connection.
Critical Evaluation of Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
Overall, Bowlby’s Attachment Theory is useful for understanding why social media affects adolescents differently. A major strength of the theory is that it recognises individual differences and explains why some teenagers may be more vulnerable to online pressures than others. The concept of internal working models is particularly valuable because it shows that reactions to social media are influenced by previous relationship experiences and emotional security.
However, the theory also has limitations. Bowlby places significant emphasis on early childhood experiences and may not fully consider the influence of later relationships, culture, personality and experiences during adolescence. In addition, the theory does not fully explain how young people learn behaviours from online environments. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory provides an alternative explanation by suggesting that behaviour can develop through observing and imitating others, which is relevant when considering influencers, online trends and social media behaviour. Despite these criticisms, Bowlby’s theory remains useful because it explains why the same online experiences can affect adolescents in different ways.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory
While Bowlby focuses on emotional security and relationships, Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory focuses on identity development and how individuals develop a sense of self throughout life. Erikson (1968) proposed that development occurs through eight stages, with each stage involving a psychological challenge. During adolescence, the key stage is identity versus role confusion, where young people explore who they are, their values, beliefs and their place in society.
Identity refers to developing a clear understanding of oneself, while role confusion occurs when adolescents struggle to establish a stable sense of self, which may lead to uncertainty and insecurity.
Erikson’s theory is particularly relevant to social media because online platforms have become an important part of how young people present themselves and receive feedback from others. Adolescence is already a period where individuals are questioning their identity, and social media adds another environment where they can experiment with different aspects of themselves. I find Erikson’s theory useful because it explains why teenagers may be especially sensitive to social acceptance, comparison and judgement from others online.
Applying Erikson’s Theory to Social Media and Adolescent Mental Health
Social media can support identity development by allowing adolescents to express themselves, explore interests and connect with people who share similar experiences. Online communities can provide acceptance and belonging, particularly for young people who may feel isolated in their offline lives.
However, social media can also create difficulties for identity development. Adolescents may feel pressure to present a perfect version of themselves by sharing edited images or carefully chosen content. This can result in young people focusing more on gaining approval from others rather than developing a genuine sense of identity.
Social comparison is one of the main ways social media can negatively influence adolescent mental health. Fardouly et al. (2015) found that exposure to appearance-related content online was linked to increased body dissatisfaction among young women. This is significant because adolescents are still developing confidence and their sense of self.
Erikson’s theory also highlights the importance of peer relationships during adolescence. Social acceptance becomes increasingly important, and social media can make this pressure stronger because interactions are constant and visible. Likes, comments and followers may become connected to feelings of popularity and self-worth. Pew Research (2022) found that many teenagers feel pressure to respond quickly to messages, suggesting that social media can make friendships and communication more demanding.
Critical Evaluation of Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory
Erikson’s theory is valuable because it recognises that identity development is central to adolescence and helps explain why young people may be strongly affected by online feedback. However, the theory also has limitations. Erikson suggested identity development is mainly linked to adolescence, whereas later researchers such as Marcia argued that identity continues to develop throughout life through different processes of exploration and commitment.
Furthermore, Erikson developed his theory before social media existed, meaning it cannot fully explain modern digital experiences such as influencer culture and online self-presentation. Despite this, the theory remains highly relevant because many social media pressures relate directly to identity, belonging and acceptance.
Positive and Negative Effects of Social Media on Adolescents
Although social media is often discussed negatively, it can also have positive effects on adolescent mental health. It can help young people maintain friendships, access support networks and find communities where they feel understood. From an attachment perspective, social media may provide connection and reassurance, while from an Eriksonian perspective it can support identity exploration and self-expression.
However, the impact of social media depends on how it is used. Positive experiences are more likely when adolescents engage in supportive communication rather than focusing mainly on comparison or seeking approval.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a significant impact on adolescent mental health, creating both risks and benefits. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory helps explain why some teenagers may be more vulnerable to negative online experiences because of their emotional needs and relationship experiences. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory provides a strong explanation of how social media influences identity development, self-esteem and the need for acceptance during adolescence.
Overall, Erikson’s theory may provide the strongest explanation because identity formation is a central part of adolescence and is closely connected to how young people use social media today. However, Bowlby’s theory remains important because it explains why adolescents respond differently to similar online experiences.
Therefore, social media should not be viewed as entirely harmful or beneficial. Instead, its impact depends on individual circumstances, relationships and the way it is used. Understanding these theories can help support young people in developing healthier relationships with social media.
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