Name: Kelly Browning
Student Number: 2506500
Module Code and Title: LCHS4010 Psychology in health and social care
Lecturers Name: Helen Parsons
Assignment Title: Adolescents and social media use



The impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.
Introduction
Adolescence typically defined as the period between the ages of 10 and 19, is a critical development stage marked by profound physical, cognitive, emotional and social change. Today, this stage is a very digital world. Recent data shows that 87% of UK adolescents muse social media daily, with many spending over 3 hours a day on platforms such as Facebook, TikTok, Instagram and snapchat (Ofcom,2023).
This widespread use has sparked intense debate amongst researchers and families about whether social media supports or harms young peoples mental health. While some studies highlight opportunities for connection, self expression and access to information, growing evidence links heavy or problematic use to higher risks of anxiety, Depression, low self esteem and body image distress (Oreilly,2020).
To fully understand these impacts, it is necessary to examine them through established developmental frameworks, as adolescence involves unique psychological processes that shape how young people interpret and respond to digital experiences. This essay will draw on two foundational theories: John Bowlbys attachment theory and Erik Eriksons theory of psychosocial development. It will explore how these theories explain why social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health, and how individual developmental differences shape these outcomes.
Main Body
Bowlby’s attachment theory provides a valuable foundation for understanding how social media influences adolescent relationships and emotional well-being (Hodge and Gebler-Wolfe, 2022). First Developed in the mid-20th century, attachment theory posits, that humans are born with an innate biological system that drives them to speak with proximity to trusted care givers, or attachment figures for safety, comfort and emotional regulation (kraemer,1992). Early interactions with caregivers lead to the development of internal working models – mental frameworks of oneself as worthy or unworthy of care, and of others as reliable or untrustworthy – that shape expectations and behaviours in relationships throughout life (Bretherton et al, 2008). While attachment relationships evolve during adolescence, as young people gradually seek greater independence from parents and turn increasingly to peers, the need for secure emotional bonds remains central to healthy development (Allen et al, 2005). Social media fundamentally alters how adolescents build, maintain and experience relationships and these effects are deeply shaped by their existing attachment patterns.
For adolescents with a secure attachment, social media often acts as a supportive tool that strengthens existing bonds and expands social networks. Securely attached young people, who view themselves as valued and others dependable, tend to use platforms to stay connected to family members when apart, share positive experiences with close friends and seek or offer support during difficult times (Venta et al, 2019). Research by Stockdale et al. (2018) found that securely attached adolescents reported lower levels of loneliness when using social media, as they were able to leverage digital communication to maintain the emotional closeness they rely on for comfort. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment patterns, either anxious, who fear abandonment and crave constant reassurance, or dismissive-avoidant, who avoid closeness to protect themselves from perceived rejection, are more vulnerable to social medias potential harms. Anxious adolescents may feel compelled to seek validation through likes, comments, and shares, interpreting low engagement as proof they are unliked and undervalued, reinforcing their existing fears of rejection. A study by Yang et al. (2023) found that young people with high attachment anxiety were significantly more likely to experience anxiety and low self esteem linked to social media use, as they constantly monitored interactions for signs of disapproval. For avoidant adolescents, the superficial nature or many online interactions may confirm their belief that others cannot be trusted, leading them to withdraw further and feel more isolated, rather than building meaningful connections. Chopik,( 2023) Attachment theory also helps explain the impact of negative online experiences such as cyber-bullying. Young people without a secure base of trusted relationships are less able to cope with distress and are more likely to internalise harmful messages, leading to long term mental health difficulties.
While attachment theory focuses on the quality of relationships and their emotional foundations, Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development illuminates how social media shapes the core developmental tasks of adolescence. Erikson researched by strupp (1951) proposed that human development progresses through eight sequential stages, each defined by a conflict between two apposing outcomes. The central conflict of adolescence is identity versus role confusion, young people must explore different values, roles and social groups to form a coherent sense of who they are, their place in the world and their beliefs or else face uncertainty and a lack of purpose. Success In this stage builds the virtue of fidelity: the ability to stay true to oneself and others, while unresolved difficulties can lead to long-term emotional and social challenges. Adolescence is also the precursor to the next stage of intimacy versus isolation, making the ability to form close, reciprocal relationships a key priority (Erikson, 1968). Social media presents both unique opportunities and significant obstacles as young people work through these developmental tasks.
On one hand social media can support healthy identity formation by offering a space to explore interests, connect with like-minded people and express parts of themselves that may be difficult to share offline. For marginalised young people, including those who identify as LGBTQ+, those with disabilities or those from minority cultural groups, platforms can provide access to supportive communities that may not exist locally, helping them feel seen and accepted as they explore their identity (Lucero, 2017) this aligns with Eriksons view that identity  is shaped through social interaction and exposure to diverse perspectives. On the other hand, social media often creates significant barriers to forming a stable, authentic sense of self. The pressure to present a polished, idealised version of themselves and the constant exposure to curated, unrealistic images of success, beauty and happiness, can lead young people to compare themselves unfavourably to others, creating a gap between their actual self and the self they feel they should be (fardouly & Vartanian, 2016). This can intensify role confusion, as adolescents struggle to distinguish between their true-identity and the persona they perform online. Research by Twenge and Campbell (2019) found that heavy social media use was linked to high rates of identity confusion, particularly among girls, who face greater societal pressure to conform to narrow appearance and behaviour standards. Furthermore, the focus on external validation, such as likes and followers, can shift the focus away from internal values and personal growth, which are central to developing a strong, healthy identity (Wong, 2024). Erikson’s theory also highlights how these challenges spill over into the ability to form genuine intimacy, when relationships are defined by performance, comparison or superficial connection, young people may struggle to build deep, reciprocal bonds needed to move successfully towards the next stage of development, increasing the risk of loneliness and emotional distress (Domahidi, 2018).
When considered together, the two theories reveal that social media does not have a universal effect on adolescent mental health, instead, its impact depends on how it interacts with each young persons existing development needs and patterns. For an adolescent with secure attachment who is exploring identity in supportive ways, platforms can be a valuable resource for connection and growth. For someone with insecure attachment who is already struggling to define their sense of self, the online environment can amplify existing vulnerabilities, increasing the risk of anxiety, depression and low self-worth. Research supports this interaction, a large longitudinal study by Orben et al (2019) found that while social media use alone had only a small direct effect on mental health, its impact was far more significant for young people with pre-existing emotional difficulties or less supportive social environments.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a complex, multifaceted impact on adolescent mental health, acting as both a source of harm, depending on individual circumstances and developmental characteristics. Bowlby’s attachment theory shows that social media shapes mental health by altering hoe young people experience and build relationships. It can strengthen bonds for those with secure foundations but deepen insecurities or isolation for those with anxious or avoidant patterns. Eriksons psychosocial development theory further demonstrates how platforms intersect with the core task of forming a stable identity. While they can offer safe spaces for exploration and connection, they also create pressure to conform, encourage inauthentic self-presentation and prioritise external validation over genuine self-understanding, hindering healthy development for many. Together these theories highlight that social medias effects are not inevitable but are shaped by the developmental needs and resources of each young person. This suggests that interventions to support adolescent mental health should focus not only on restricting use, but also on strengthening secure relationships, supporting healthy identity formation and teaching young people to engage with digital spaces in ways that align with their developmental wellbeing.
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