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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.
It is without a doubt that there has been an increase in the growth of social media use among adolescents within recent years. A study from the World Health Organization (WHO) showed in 2022 that the rates of social media use among adolescents rose from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022 (World Health Organization, 2024). This study went on to further suggest that “More than 1 in 10 adolescents (11%) showed signs of problematic social media behavior, struggling to control their use and experiencing negative consequences.” (World Health Organization, 2024). From this it can be suggested that the impacts of social media on adolescents bear potential negative consequences. Throughout this essay I will be arguing that whilst the use of social media for adolescents has its upsides, overall, the impact it has on the day to day lives of individuals seemingly bears more consequences rather than benefits. I will be using Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory to analyze the positive and negative effects of social media. 
The positive effects of social media for adolescences can be mainly argued to form around how social media allows for individuals to connect with others and form social connections. In this manner it is highly convenient as it allows for individuals to not feel isolated and create further friendships, these can take place all over the world not simply in one location. It also creates a platform for individuals to exercise their self-expression as they please. Whilst these benefits may appear to create a community for adolescents, they are not without fault. All interactions that take place on social media between individuals are not automatically positive; the quality of interactions can differ from being positive or to being extremely negative and causing further complications down the line. This is especially dangerous for individuals who may be more vulnerable than others. 
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory explores the idea that everyone passes through 8 stages in which there is a psychosocial crisis that must be resolved for personality growth (McLeod, 2025). The key stage for adolescence is that of Identity v Confusion. It is here where adolescents create and form a sense of self. If successful a clear identity is formed, alternatively failure results in a state of confusion. Social media has become the primary platform in which individuals are able to freely explore and express themselves and receive social feedback through the means of likes, comments and follows. This may be seen as a potential positive to social media as it provides a platform for adolescents to explore about with who they are through cultivating self-expression. However, this may be a simplification of what the reality may look like for others. Through allowing individuals to express and show their lives on social media this opens a gateway for individual to compare their lives to the lives of others. As a result, this can put pressure on individuals to present a version of themselves to others that isn’t true to who they really are. This may be especially influential on individuals who may have a lower sense of self-esteem and may rely on external validation to form their identity. To feel affirmed by other such individuals “are more likely to transfer or repeat content that others contribute and less likely to contribute original content.” (Kane, 2012). This poses a potentially dangerous threat to the development of adolescents and their identities. Adolescents who choose to conform to the majority norms risk sacrificing their own identity exploration, whilst those who resist conformity in favor of individuality may instead find themselves marginalized as outcasts among their peers.  The use of cyberbullying can be viewed as a strong deterrent for allowing individuals to present themselves as whom they really are, or even serve as a repercussion for not following your peers. Overall, this social comparison can lend itself to detrimental effects on the mental health of adolescents. Rather than serving as a free platform for adolescents to discover who they are and their sense of self, this can completely backfire and cause them to conform for the sake of validation from their peers instead. 
This argument is strongly supported by the perspective of Elkind who created the concept of ‘The Imagined Audience’. This suggests that individuals tend to believe that they are the focus of other people’s attention, when this is typically not the case (Elkind, 1979). When linking this to social media use adolescents who are still trying to explore their identities may choose to instead shrink themselves to fit the standards of this ‘Imagined Audience.’ This can be argued to strongly impact adolescents as they are growing up and navigating issues surrounding body image. This tends to present itself as thinness for young girls and masculinity for young boys. Regular exposure to images and content that promote these ideals can have an adverse effect on individuals’ self-esteem and identity. A study in Australia has proven how there is a positive correlation between “thin-ideal internalization and muscular-ideal internalization” and that of social media use (Vuong et al., 2021). This is clearly convincing of the fact that social media has the potential to negatively impact the mental health of adolescents through their sense of body image. 
A potential weakness of Erikson’s theory may be that it presupposes that the formation of identity within adolescences follows the same linear structure. Social media platforms are used vastly different between adolescents, and so it cannot be assumed that for everyone there is a pressure to present themselves the way that social norms may demand them to. However, it cannot be ignored that this pressure does exist and that there is the potential for it to influence some. 
Bowlby’s Theory of Attachment looks at how the importance of emotional support given as a child can later go onto influence their future relationships and general emotional development (McLeod, 2025). Bowlby primarily focused on how children need a safe haven to whom they are provided security and comfort by in order to urge them to safely explore their surroundings. Assuming that this has been provided individuals will have a secure internal working model of themselves that they can later rely on and fall back on when trying to form future relationships. However, for individuals who do not have a secure internal working model they may struggle when navigating and interacting with others on social media. Adolescents with anxious attachment styles tend to be more prone to seeking constant reassurance from those around them. Applying this to social media may mean that such individuals are far more codependent on receiving validation from their peers on social media. Not receiving this validation may cause them to being left distressed if for example their messages are left on read, or if a post does not receive enough likes or comments for their taste. This is further supported by a study in China whereby it was shown that those with an anxious attachment style presented with signs of social media addiction (Fagan, 2022). This is a strong argument in showing how social media may have a negative impact on individuals who do not have a secure enough attachment style, as it often causes them to rely on their sense of self from the validation of others. This somewhat interlinks with Erikson’s theory as it shows that if a concrete sense of identity is not formed by an individual without the pressure or influence of others, problems tend to arise in the future surrounding the working relationships. 
In conclusion, whilst social media offers the potential for adolescents to connect with others and find a community, it is evident that there are negative effects which can have dampening effects on the mental health of adolescents. Through the perspectives of Bowlby and Erikson adolescents that do not have a strong sense of identity may crumble under the pressure of having to conform to the same opinions as their peers. Bowlby’s theory demonstrates how adolescents with a poor internal working model may depend too far on social media in validating themselves. Issues such as these can diminish the self-esteem of adolescents who are growing up and trying got navigate their own identities alongside the world. 
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