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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence.


The widespread use of social media has transformed the way adolescents communicate, develop relationships and form their identities. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Facebook and Snapchat provide opportunities for social interaction, self-expression and access to information, however, growing evidence suggests that excessive or negative experiences on social media can have a significant impact on young people’s mental health. Adolescence is a crucial stage of development in which individuals experience rapid emotional, psychological and social changes, making them particularly vulnerable to external influences. While social media can promote a sense of belonging and pee support, it has also been associated with increased levels of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body image concerns and cyberbullying. Understanding why these effects occur requires consideration of developmental theories that explain how relationships and identify develop during adolescence. The increasing influence on social media has created new challenges for professionals working within health and social care. Practitioners are now required to recognise the ways in which digital environments can affect young people’s emotional wellbeing, behaviour and social development. Adolescents may present with difficulties linked to online experiences, including social comparison, fear of missing out (FOMO), disrupted sleep patterns and reduced self-confidence. These factors can contribute to emotional distress and may negatively affect educational achievement, relationships with family, peers, and overall quality of life. As a result, it is important for health and social care professionals to understand the relationship between online activity and adolescent development to provide effective support. Although social media is often associated with negative outcomes, it is important to acknowledge that its effects are not experienced equally by all young people. Individual differences, including personality, resilience, family relationships and existing mental health, influence how adolescents respond to online experiences. For some, social media provides opportunities to access mental health information, develop supportive friendships and participate in communities where they feel accepted. These positive experiences may strengthen confidence and reduce feelings of isolation. However, when online interactions become harmful or excessive, the potential risks may outweigh the benefits, particularly for adolescents who already experience emotional or psychological vulnerabilities. Development theories provide useful framework for understanding why social media can have a significant impact during adolescence. Erikson’s psychosocial theory highlights the importance of identity formation during this stage of life, while Bowlby’s attachment theory emphasises how early relationships continue to influence emotional security and interpersonal connections. Applying these theories allows a deeper understanding of how online interactions may shape self-esteem, relationships and mental wellbeing. This essay will discuss the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory. It will examine how these theories help explain the influence of online interactions on emotional wellbeing, identify formation and interpersonal relationships, while considering the implications for health and social care practice. 
Erikson (1968) identified adolescence as the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, were individuals attempt to develop a clear sense of who they are. During this period, young people often seek approval and acceptance from their peers. Social media can support identity development by allowing adolescents to express themselves creatively, connect with others who share similar interests and access supportive online communities. Positive interactions may improve confidence and encourage a sense of belonging, particularly for those who struggle with face-to-face communication. However, Erikson’s theory also suggests that difficulties during this stage may lead to uncertainly and low self-esteem. Social media platforms often encourage comparison through carefully edited photographs, achievements and lifestyles. Adolescents may begin to compare themselves with unrealistic images, leading to dissatisfaction with their appearance or abilities. In addition, the number of likes, comments or followers can be more linked to self-worth, increasing feelings of anxiety or inadequacy if expectations are not met. Research has shown that excessive social media use associated with higher levels of depression, anxiety and poor body image among adolescents (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). From Erikson’s perspective, these experiences may interfere with healthy identity formation and contribute to role confusion.
Bowlby’s attachment theory also provides an explanation for the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Bowlby (1969) argued that early relationships with caregivers influence an individual’s emotional security and future relationships. Adolescents who have developed secure attachments are generally more confident in forming healthy friendships and are more likely to use social media as a way of maintaining positive relationships rather than seeking constant reassurance. They may be better equipped to cope with negative online experiences, such as criticism or exclusion.
In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment patterns may rely heavily on social media to gain validated and acceptance from others.  They may become distressed when receiving online attention or experience increased anxiety if they feel ignored by friends. Cyberbullying, online rejection and fear of missing out (FOMO) may have a greater emotional impact on individuals with insecure attachments because they are more sensitive to perceived rejection. Bowlby’s theory suggest that these young people may struggle to regulate their emotions effectively, increasing their vulnerability to poor mental health outcomes.
Although both theories explain different aspects of adolescent development, together they demonstrate that the impact of social media is influenced by individual psychological development and early life experiences. While social media can strengthen friendships and provide emotional support, excessive use, unrealistic comparisons and negative online interactions may disrupt identify development and increase emotional destress. understanding these theories enables health and social care professionals to recognise why some adolescents are more vulnerable than others and highlights the importance of promoting healthy online behaviours alongside strong supportive relationships. 
In this conclusion, the evidence discussed throughout this essay suggests that social media has a significant influence on adolescent mental health, with both positive and negative effects depending on how it is used and the individual circumstances of the young person. While social media can encourage communication, social support and self-expression, excessive or unhealthy use has been associated with increased levels of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and social comparison (Odgers and Jenson, 2020). Adolescence is a critical stage of emotional and psychological development, meaning that experiences during this period may have lasting effects on wellbeing.
Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development provides a useful explanation for why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to the influence of social media. During the stage of identity versus Role Confusion, young people are developing a sense of who they are and where they belong in society (Erikson, 1968). Social media can support this process by allowing adolescents to explore interests, communicate with others and express their identities. However, it can also create pressure to seek approval through likes, comments and followers, leading some young people to base their self-worth online validation rather than developing a secure sense of identity. Exposure to unrealistic images and constant comparisons with others may contribute to feelings of inadequacy and confusion, particularly for adolescents who are already experiencing low confidence or emotional difficulties.
Bowlby’s attachment theory also helps explain differences in how adolescents respond to social media. According to Bowlby (1969), early relationships with caregivers influence emotional security and the ability to build healthy relationships later in life. Adolescents who have developed secure attachments may be more resilient when faced with online challenges because they are more likely to have supportive relationships and effective coping strategies. In contrast, those with insecure attachment pattern patterns mat rely more heavily on social media for reassurance, acceptance and emotional support. This dependence can increase vulnerability to cyberbullying, social rejection and anxiety if their expectations are not met. The quality of early attachment therefore continues to influence emotional wellbeing during adolescence, including experiences within digital environments. 
When considered together, Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories demonstrate that adolescent mental health is influenced by BOTH developmental processes and early life experiences. Social media itself is not solely responsible for poor mental health outcomes; instead, its effects are shaped by individual resilience, family relationships, peer support and patterns of online engagement. This highlights the importance of helping young people develop healthy digital habits while also strengthening supportive relationships at home, school and within their communities.
Overall, promoting digital literacy encouraging balanced social media use and providing access to trusted adults and mental health support can reduce potential risks while allowing adolescents to benefit from the positive aspects of online communication. Understanding adolescent development through Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory provides valuable insight into why some young people are ore affected by social media than others. Applying these theories can help health and social care professionals recognise risk factors, provide appropriate interventions and support adolescents in achieving positive mental health outcomes. 
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