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[bookmark: _Toc93045583]Introduction
Adolescence is defined by the World Health Organization (2024) as the developmental stage between 10 and 19 years, characterised by rapid biological, psychological, and social development. During this period, individuals develop identity, emotional regulation, and independence. At the same time, social media has become a central part of adolescent life, shaping communication, relationships, and self-perception.
Social media refers to online platforms that allow users to create, share, and interact with content. While these platforms can provide connection and support, they have also raised concerns regarding mental health outcomes, particularly in relation to anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and identity development.
This essay critically explores the impact of social media on adolescent mental health. It draws on psychological theories, including Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory, alongside wider psychological and ageing literature to provide a developmental and lifespan perspective on mental wellbeing (Erikson, 1968; Bowlby, 1969; Carlson, 2014; Stuart-Hamilton, 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc1893226025]Social Media Use in Adolescence
Social media use among adolescents has increased significantly, with platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, and Snapchat becoming central to everyday communication. Boyd (2014) describes young people as “networked teens,” highlighting how online interaction is embedded in identity and social development. It has become a way for the youth to communicate and express themselves.
From a psychological perspective, adolescence is a key stage of behavioural and cognitive development. Carlson (2014) explains that behaviour is shaped by environmental reinforcement, meaning that repeated social media engagement can strengthen habits such as constant checking and reward-seeking behaviour. Likes, comments, and shares act as positive reinforcement, encouraging repeated use.
Adolescents use social media for friendship maintenance, entertainment, and self-expression. However, excessive use may lead to reduced face-to-face interaction and increased emotional dependence on online validation (American Psychological Association, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc1569053186]Negative Effects of Social Media on Mental Health
Research consistently shows associations between high social media use and negative mental health outcomes. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found links between social media use and increased depression, anxiety, and psychological distress in adolescents.
One major psychological factor is social comparison. Adolescents compare themselves to idealized online images, which can lead to low self-esteem and body dissatisfaction. According to Carlson (2014), cognitive interpretation of external stimuli strongly influences emotional response, meaning that repeated exposure to curated content may distort self-perception.
Cyberbullying is another significant issue, contributing to emotional distress and social withdrawal. The Royal Society for Public Health (2017) reports that social media can negatively affect sleep, anxiety levels, and body image.
From a broader lifespan perspective, Stuart-Hamilton (2012) emphasizes that mental wellbeing is shaped by continuous interaction between biological, psychological, and social factors across life stages. In adolescence, heightened emotional sensitivity makes individuals more vulnerable to online feedback and rejection.
[bookmark: _Toc194567521]Positive Effects of Social Media
Despite concerns, social media can also support adolescent wellbeing. Odgers and Jensen (2020) argue that digital environments can provide meaningful social connections when used appropriately.


Social media enables adolescents to form supportive communities, particularly those experiencing isolation or identity-related challenges. It can also increase mental health awareness by providing access to educational content and support networks.
Ryan and Coughlan (2011) highlight that mental health outcomes are strongly influenced by social support systems. Online communities can therefore act as protective factors, reducing loneliness, and increasing emotional reassurance.
Additionally, adolescents use social media to maintain friendships and explore identity safely. From a behavioral psychology perspective, Carlson (2014) suggests that positive reinforcement from social interaction can enhance motivation and emotional wellbeing when experiences are supportive rather than harmful.
[bookmark: _Toc1441936525]Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory
Erikson’s theory identifies adolescence as the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion (Erikson, 1968). During this stage, individuals explore identity, values, and social roles.
Social media plays a significant role in this process by allowing adolescents to experiment with identity through posts, images, and online interactions. However, identity development may become influenced by external validation such as likes and followers.
Anderson (2017) explains in social psychology that identity is strongly shaped by social interaction and group comparison. This supports the idea that adolescents may internalize online feedback as part of self-concept formation.
The strength of Erikson’s theory is its clear explanation of identity development. However, a limitation is that it does not account for digital environments, where identity is constantly performed and evaluated in real time.



[bookmark: _Toc1029764414]Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory explains how early relationships influence emotional development and future interpersonal behavior (Bowlby, 1969). Secure attachment leads to emotional stability, while insecure attachment may lead to anxiety and dependence on external validation.
In the context of social media, securely attached adolescents are more likely to engage in balanced online behavior. In contrast, insecurely attached individuals may rely heavily on social media feedback for emotional reassurance.
Ryan and Coughlan (2011) support this view, noting that individuals with weaker emotional support systems are more vulnerable to psychological distress. This can be intensified by cyberbullying or online rejection.
The strength of Bowlby’s theory is its focus on emotional relationships. However, it does not fully explain modern digital communication or algorithm-driven social validation systems.
[bookmark: _Toc923968504] Discussion
Erikson’s theory is effective in explaining identity development in adolescence, particularly in relation to peer influence and self-concept. Bowlby’s theory provides insight into emotional dependency and attachment-based behavior online.
However, both theories have limitations in explaining modern social media use. Stuart-Hamilton (2012) argues that psychological development must be understood within changing environmental and technological contexts across the lifespan.
Social media introduces new psychological dynamics, such as algorithmic reinforcement, online identity performance, and constant social comparison, which are not fully addressed by traditional theories.
Therefore, while these theories remain useful, they must be combined with modern psychological research to fully understand adolescent mental health in digital environments (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc351462189]Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative impacts on adolescent mental health. Negative effects include anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, low self-esteem, and sleep disruption. However, positive effects include social support, identity exploration, discovering new information, connection, acceptance, and increased access to mental health information.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains identity formation during adolescence, while Bowlby’s Attachment Theory explains emotional dependency and relationship patterns. Wider psychological perspectives from Carlson (2014), Stuart-Hamilton (2012), and Ryan and Coughlan (2011) highlight that mental health is shaped by complex biological, psychological, and social influences across the lifespan.
Overall, social media itself is not inherently harmful, but its impact depends on usage patterns, emotional vulnerability, and social context. Support from parents, educators, and mental health professionals is essential in promoting healthy and balanced digital behavior.
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