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Adolescence is a highly transitional period of the human life span with multiple physical, cognitive, emotional and social changes occurring within a short period of time. In this stage, youth start to form their own identity, their own independence and build their own relationship with peers and more influenced by their social environment. Meanwhile, social media has become a part of the everyday lives of teens. Social media like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, Facebook, and X (formerly known as Twitter) offer ways to communicate, entertain, learn and express oneself. There is recent emerging evidence showing that most adolescents are using social media on a daily basis and for many, that is a lengthy experience. These are all opportunities for social connections, creativity and access to information, but new research has shown that overuse or misuse of such platforms can also lead to mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, poor body image, loneliness, sleep problems, and cyberbullying (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Odgers and Jensen, 2020). 
Adolescent mental health and social media use is not necessarily a one-way street. The impact can vary on the basis of factors including length of time online, nature of content consumed, quality of the online interactions and psychological strength and support networks. The positive online experiences can have an impact on social support, build relationships and foster engagement in wellbeing-supportive communities. Exposure to unrealistic standards, negative comparisons with others, online harassment and constant pressure to build a desirable online image, however, can have a negative impact on emotional wellbeing and psychological development (Viner et al., 2019). Researchers say it is important to grasp the developmental features of adolescence to understand how teens might be especially susceptible to the advantages and disadvantages of social media. 
Psychological theories offer useful frameworks and explanations for the developmental processes and the potential impact of social media on adolescent mental health. This essay will focus on Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development and specifically discuss the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion in relation to the effects of social media on identity, self-esteem and peer relationships in the adolescent years. It will also draw on Bowlby's Attachment Theory to examine the relationship between the nature of adolescent’s attachment relationships and their emotional security in the online world and how this contributes to their emotional regulation and susceptibility to social comparison and cyberbullying. Through this, these theories provide complementary views by addressing the psychological growth of individuals, as well as the significance of relationships between people on mental health. 
In the overall context, the essay will critically examine the influence of social media on the mental health of young people on the basis of the analysis of both its positive and negative effects, in terms of the psychosocial theory developed by E. Erikson and the attachment theory developed by Bowlby. With reference to the latest empirical studies and psychological theory, the essay will illustrate how social media can be a means for communication, social support and identity exploration but also how it has negative impacts on adolescent’s mental health, depending on how adolescents interact with social media and developmental and relational conditions that shape their experiences. 
Adolescent communication, the way they build relationships and their sense of identity is now quite different because social media has become so common. While these apps offer avenues for social interaction, learning and self-expression, they have also been linked to various mental health issues. It has been found that regular use of social media is associated with higher levels of symptoms of anxiety and depression, lower self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, sleep disturbances and being exposed to cyberbullying, but to different extents as a function of individual and environmental factors (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). It is not the social media itself that is a problem, but it is important to recognize why some adolescents may suffer adverse psychological consequences from being engaged in social media, while others may benefit. These differences can be explained using Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development and Bowlby's Attachment Theory. 
The identity versus role confusion period in adolescence is characterized by an attempt to develop a "self" and to test out the choices of beliefs, values and roles in the social scene (Erikson, 1968). Resolution of this developmental phase results in an integrated identity and self-confidence, while failure can bring up uncertainty, confusion and susceptibility to external influences. Adolescents are exploring their identities via photos, personal profiles, opinions, and their relationship with their peers in social media. Creativity and self-expression are fostered on these platforms and they connect youth with supportive communities and even interests that might not exist in the local social sphere. These can help build confidence and foster positive mental health especially among teenagers who feel supported and validated social media (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014). 
Erikson's theory can also provide insight into why social media can have a negative impact on mental health in the process of identity formation. Adolescents frequently look at edited photos and idealised lifestyles shared by influencers, celebrities and others then make comparisons. People may feel that they need to have an ideal body, be popular and smart, and live a perfect life, which can result in low self-esteem and dissatisfaction with their own. People may develop unrealistic expectations of appearance, popularity, academic performance and lifestyle which can lead to feelings of dissatisfaction with their lives and self-esteem. Living in a world of filtering images and social media popularity like ratings and likes, can lead adolescents to a belief in self-worth rather than self-confidence. This reliance on validation online may lead to feelings of anxiety and depression if the anticipated social insight is not received. Adolescents are actively looking to find themselves, so they are more likely to take in notice from others and social acceptance which makes them more susceptible to the psychological pressures that social media places them. The other crucial matter is cyberbullying, which has been hauntingly prevalent via social networking sites. Cyberbullying is unlike traditional bullying, in that it can happen at all times and even be able to get to adolescents in their own homes. A victim often feels frightened, embarrassed, isolated, sad and depressed and in extreme cases may have suicidal thoughts (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Erikson's view on repeated negative peer interactions can lead to an identity crisis and feelings of rejection during the identity formation stage, which can affect healthy psychosocial development. As a result, adolescents may have trouble in building a positive self-concept and have ongoing emotional problems.
Another helpful insight into the connection between social media and adolescent mental health comes from Bowlby's Attachment Theory. Bowlby (1969) proposed that attachment experiences with caregivers form internal working models that affect emotional regulation, interpersonal relationships and stress reactions across the lifespan (Hamm et al., 2015). Securely attached adolescents tend to become more resilient emotionally, more self confident and to have healthier social relationships. These traits can help them navigate social media in a healthy manner and they can enjoy being online without relying as heavily on outside feedback. Securely attached teens are also more likely to reach out for assistance to the people they trust, family and friends, when they experience negative online behaviors like cyberbullying or social exclusion. 
Adolescents who have insecure attachment styles, on the other hand, may be more susceptible to the adverse psychological impacts of using social media. People with anxious attachment tend to look to others for reassurance and approval and may obsess about online interactions, constantly checking for likes and comments. There may be a persistent need for validation that can lead to more anxiety and emotional distress if expectations are not met. Likewise, teens who have avoidant attachment might turn to social media as an alternative method to real-world interactions, leading to greater self-reported loneliness and social isolation despite often being online (Allen et al., 2014). Based on Bowlby's theory, early attachment experiences are thus believed to affect how adolescents comprehend and react to their social media experiences. 
Social support has been seen to be protective of adolescent mental health in digital contexts and is also understood by attachment theory. Adolescents whose relationships with their parents, caregivers are healthy are more likely to talk openly about challenges with their parents, caregivers online, be provided guidance on responsible social media use and learn healthy coping skills. Evidence has shown that parental monitoring, care and warmth, and communication helps to minimize the risk of problem-oriented social media use and mitigates the negative impacts of cyberbullying and online social comparison (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). This research backs up Bowlby's claim that secure attachment relationships have an impact on emotional wellbeing beyond the early years. 
In conclusion, Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development and Bowlby's Attachment Theory highlight that the effects of social media on adolescent mental health are not limited to just measuring screen time. Rather, psychological outcomes are influenced by developmental needs, identity development, attachment security and the quality of adolescent’s online and offline relationships. Social media is a platform that can be a source of learning, belonging and self-expression, however, it can lead to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and emotional distress if the adolescent becomes dependent on having approval in their online communities or interacts with people who are negative. The knowledge of these psychological mechanisms contributes to the fuller understanding of why social media can have a unique impact on adolescents and the need to foster support of healthy social media use in conjunction with healthy family and peer relationships. 
To sum up, social media can have a profound and multifaceted impact on the mental well-being of adolescents. While digital platforms offer adolescents communication, learning, identity exploration and social support, they can also cause anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, sleep disruption and cyberbullying. The evidence indicates that social media is neither good nor bad, it is what adolescents do with it that makes the difference and that the nature of online interactions they have, as well as the personal and social factors involved in their experiences, are significant. This is because understanding adolescent development is a key to understanding why some youth benefit from development and others are at risk psychologically. 
Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development exemplifies the importance of adolescence in the process of identity development. This is the point when adolescents are most likely to be impacted by their peer’s evaluation and acceptance. Social media can help achieve healthy development of identity by fostering self-expression, creativity and social connection. Nevertheless, too much reliance on Internet validation, unrealistic comparison to the social world and negative peer validation can affect identity development, self-esteem and risk for anxiety and depression. Hence, the use of social media is so impactful during this stage of development, which is explained by Erikson's theory. 
Likewise, Bowlby's Attachment Theory emphasizes that secure attachments are crucial for emotional health and wellbeing, and resilience. Secure attachments are generally associated with a greater ability to manage own emotions, to seek assistance and to cope with negative experiences online among adolescents. However, insecure attachment can lead to reliance on online approval, heightened emotional vulnerability to social rejection and problematic social media use. It illustrates the importance of early relationships in adolescent’s response to digital environments. 
In general, the theories of Erikson and Bowlby can be used together to better understand the effect of social media on adolescent mental health. As a group, they discuss how developmental needs, identity formation, attachment security and supportive relationships can contribute to positive psychological development or to vulnerability to poor mental health when these interactions occur through the lens of social media. Therefore, it is important to encourage good social media use, while fostering digital literacy, healthy relationships with peers and family support for protecting and supporting adolescent mental wellbeing.
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