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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.

Adolescence is a time of major psychological, biological, and social changes. Young people between 10 and 19 experience rapid cognitive development, heightened emotions and a greater need to fit in with peers. These changes happen as social media becomes a key part of how teens communicate, explore who they are, and build relationships. Social media can help young people connect and express themselves, but research is showing more about its possible negative effects on their mental health. To understand these effects, it is important to look at developmental theories that explain why teens may be especially sensitive to what happens online. This essay examines how social media affects adolescent mental health, drawing on Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory to show how developmental tasks and attachment styles influence adolescents' responses to digital environments.


Mental health problems among young people have also increased over recent years. According to NHS England (2023), one in five children and young people aged 8–25 in England has a probable mental disorder, compared with one in nine in 2017. Although mental health difficulties have multiple causes, researchers increasingly recognise excessive or problematic social media use as one contributing factor alongside family, educational and socioeconomic influences.


Social media has become deeply embedded in adolescent life, with many young people using platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and WhatsApp daily. These platforms enable adolescents to maintain friendships, share experiences, and access information. Social media use among adolescents has increased dramatically worldwide. The World Health Organisation (2024) reports that around 11% of adolescents globally exhibit problematic social media use, characterised by an inability to control their online behaviour despite negative consequences. In the United Kingdom, the Office of Communications (2026) found that 99% of children aged 12–17 use the internet, while most access social media every day through smartphones. These figures demonstrate that digital platforms are now embedded in adolescent development, making it essential to understand both their benefits and their potential impact on mental health. However, they also expose young people to risks, including cyberbullying, social comparison, unrealistic beauty standards and pressure to present an idealised self. Research suggests that heavy social media use is linked to increased symptoms of anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. For example, Odgers and Jensen (2020) found that adolescents who spend more time on social media report poorer mental wellbeing, particularly when their engagement involves comparison or negative interactions. The Royal Society for Public Health (2017) similarly reported that image-based platforms contribute to body dissatisfaction, sleep disruption and feelings of inadequacy. These findings highlight the need to understand how developmental processes interact with digital experiences.

Erikson’s psychosocial theory offers a useful framework for understanding why social media can have such a strong impact during adolescence. According to Erikson, the central developmental task of this stage is resolving the identity versus role confusion crisis (Erikson, 1968). Adolescents seek to form a coherent sense of self while exploring different roles, values, and relationships. Social media platforms provide a space for this exploration, allowing young people to experiment with identity through curated profiles, photos, and interactions. Positive online experiences, such as supportive comments or a sense of belonging within peer groups, can strengthen identity development. However, negative experiences may contribute to confusion, insecurity, and emotional distress.

The pressure to present an idealised version of oneself online can heighten identity-related anxiety. Adolescents may feel compelled to conform to unrealistic beauty standards or social norms promoted by influencers and peers. Research shows that exposure to idealised images increases body dissatisfaction and depressive symptoms, particularly among girls (Fardouly et al., 2015). From Erikson’s perspective, this undermines the development of a stable identity by encouraging adolescents to rely on external validation rather than on internal self-acceptance. Constant comparison with peers’ curated lives can foster feelings of inadequacy, making it harder for adolescents to develop confidence in their own identity.

Erikson’s theory also emphasises the importance of peer relationships in adolescence. Social media intensifies peer influence by making social feedback immediate and visible. Likes, comments, and follower counts become measures of social worth, reinforcing the idea that others’ approval shapes identity. When adolescents receive negative feedback or are excluded online, this can damage self-esteem and contribute to anxiety. Research suggests that the severity of both bullying and cyberbullying is associated with an increased risk of suicidal ideation and suicide attempts among adolescents, highlighting the importance of early intervention and prevention strategies. Cyberbullying is a significant concern, with studies showing that victims of online harassment are more likely to experience depression, self-harm and suicidal thoughts (Hinduja and Patchin, 2019). Cyberbullying has become a significant global public health concern. United Nations Children's Fund (2019) reported that around one in three young people in 30 countries experienced online bullying, while one in five reported missing school because of cyberbullying or violence online. These findings illustrate that harmful online interactions affect millions of adolescents worldwide and may contribute to poorer psychological wellbeing.

Erikson’s theory helps explain why these experiences are particularly harmful: they disrupt the formation of a secure identity and create confusion about one’s social role.

While Erikson’s theory highlight’s identity formation. Bowlby’s attachment theory helps explain how early relationships influence adolescents' reactions to social media. Bowlby argues that attachment patterns formed in childhood shape emotional regulation, self-worth, and interpersonal behaviour throughout life (Bowlby, 1969). Adolescents who demonstrate secure attachment are more likely to engage with social media in adaptive and constructive ways, seeking connection without becoming overly dependent on online validation. In contrast, those with insecure attachment may be more vulnerable to social media’s negative effects.

For example, teenagers with anxious attachment often turn to social media for reassurance. They might check their messages or posts often to feel accepted. This behaviour can heighten anxiety and increase sensitivity to negative interactions. Studies show that young people with insecure attachment are more likely to experience problematic social media use, including compulsive checking and emotional dependence on online feedback (Montag et al., 2021). Bowlby’s theory helps explain these patterns: insecure attachment can hinder emotion regulation and the formation of stable relationships, making adolescents more susceptible to the pressures of online environments.

Attachment theory also illuminates the effects of cyberbullying. Adolescents with insecure attachment may interpret negative online interactions as confirmation of their fears of rejection or inadequacy, thereby intensifying depressive symptoms and reducing resilience. Conversely, securely attached adolescents may be better able to cope with negative experiences because they have internalised a sense of worth and trust in supportive relationships. Bowlby’s theory therefore underscores the importance of early caregiving experiences in shaping adolescents’ navigation of social media.

Both theories also help explain the biological and environmental factors that influence adolescent mental health. Adolescence is a period of heightened neurological sensitivity, during which the brain’s reward system develops more quickly than the regions responsible for impulse control (Steinberg, 2014). Social media exploits this imbalance by offering immediate rewards through likes and notifications, making it particularly appealing. Environmental factors such as peer pressure, family relationships, and school stress further shape adolescents’ engagement with social media. When these factors combine with insecure attachment or identity confusion, the risk of adverse mental health outcomes rises.

Despite these concerns, social media can also support adolescent wellbeing when used constructively. It can offer opportunities for self-expression, social support, and community building. Adolescents who struggle with loneliness or marginalisation may find supportive online networks that enhance their sense of belonging. Erikson’s theory suggests that positive peer interactions can strengthen identity development, while Bowlby’s theory indicates that supportive relationships can promote emotional security. The impact of social media is therefore not universally negative; it depends on how adolescents use it and on the developmental context in which it occurs.

In conclusion, social media has a significant impact on adolescent mental health, shaping identity formation, emotional regulation, and social relationships. Erikson’s psychosocial theory explains how pressures related to identity and peer acceptance leave adolescents vulnerable to the effects of social media, while Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights how early relationships shape emotional responses to online interactions. Research shows that social media can contribute to anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem, particularly when adolescents engage in social comparison or experience cyberbullying. However, positive online experiences can support identity development and provide valuable social connection. Understanding these theories helps explain why adolescents respond differently to social media and underscores the importance of fostering healthy digital habits. Considering the widespread use of social media and increasing rates of adolescent mental health challenges, interventions should prioritise enhancing digital literacy, encouraging healthy online behaviours, strengthening family communication, and providing early psychological support for vulnerable youth. Schools, healthcare professionals, and parents each play a critical role in supporting adolescents to develop safe and balanced digital habits. Ultimately, social media affects adolescent mental health by interacting with key developmental tasks and attachment patterns, shaping how young people perceive themselves and relate to others.
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