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The impact of social media on adolescence Mental Health

In today’s everyday life social media has now become one of the main ways adolescents communicate, access, share information, and maintain relationships. Social media refers to online platforms, and computer programs that allows young people to engage with others, exchange contents, share information, opinions, pictures, videos etc via the internet, especially on social networking websites (Cambridge Dictionary). These platforms can include Snapchat, TikTok, YouTube, and Facebook. Adolescence is from the ages 10 to 19, (WHO, 2024). It is the transition time between childhood and adulthood, and is a unique stage of human development, and an important time where the foundation of good health is laid. 

This is the time that adolescent mental health is an important issue as they experience major changes, physical rapid growth and psychosocial and emotional cognitive changes which affects how they think, feel, interact with the world around them and make decisions. They begin to discover who they are and where they belong (Cleveland Clinic). Difficulties with their mental health can develop during these changes which may affect relationships, education, behaviour and their overall wellbeing which can continue into adulthood. 
Adolescents are now increasingly exposed to social media, which makes it important to understand how their online experiences may influence their mental health.
This essay will use Bowlby's attachment theory and Erikson's theory of psychosocial development, to critically examine how social media may influence the psychological wellbeing of adolescents during this crucial developmental stage.

According to statistics from the World Health Organisation (2024), one in seven teenagers between the ages of 10 and 19 suffer from a mental health illness, highlighting the significance of understanding issues that can affect mental health during this time, and to explore how increased social media's exposure affects mental health, and is especially relevant since it has become more and more embedded in teenagers' daily lives.

Social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescents mental health. For example, a systematic review of 32 studies found that more than half reported a positive experience between social media use, and anxiety among adolescents, although the authors noted differences in how social media use and anxiety were measured (Kerr et al., 2025). Similarly, research examining problematic social media has found significant associations with depression, anxiety and stress in adolescents and young adults (Sampasa - Kanyinga and Lewis, 2022). These findings, however, should not be taken as evidence that social media directly causes mental health problems, as factors such as pre-existing mental health, social conditions, and usage habits can all influence the relationship. Social media can also provide opportunities for communication, social support and maintaining friendships. Therefore, it is important to consider the different experiences that adolescents may have online.

One key issue is how social comparison affects adolescents’ self-esteem and body image. Social media allows young individuals to see images and information about peers, celebrities, and influencers, which may lead to comparisons with others. Research has found an association between exposure to appearance-related content and poorer body image, suggesting that the type of content adolescents consume may be more relevant than the amount of time they spend online (Revranche, Biscond, et Husky, 2022). This can also be considered in relation to Erikson’s theory of psychological development. Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescence is characterised by the conflict between identity and role confusion. During this stage young individuals explore many different aspects of themselves and develop a better understanding of their identities. Adolescents can express their interests, opinions and personalities on social media, which may provide opportunities for this exploration. However, the desire for approval through likes, comments, and follows may put pressure on adolescents to present themselves in ways that they believe will be acceptable to others. When people believe they do not meet the standards presented online, this can contribute to feelings of uncertainty about their identity or negative self-esteem.

Therefore, Erikson’s theory can help explain and understand why social media may have a strong influence during adolescence. Young individuals are developing their sense of identity while also becoming increasingly influenced by their peers. Positive feedback from others can help an adolescents feel more accepted and confident, whereas criticism, exclusion and negative comparisons may contribute to feelings of low self-esteem. However, his theory does not suggest that using social media will necessarily result in poor mental health in adolescents. Instead, it provides a developmental explanation for why social approval and identity-related experiences may be important during adolescence.

Furthermore, Bowlby’s attachment theory provides another explanation for how social media can affect adolescents’ mental health. Bowlby (1969) proposed that early relationships with caregivers contribute to the development of secure and insecure attachments and influences how individuals understand relationships of others. A secure attachment is related with the belief that supportive individuals will be available when needed, whereas insecure attachments may involve increased worry about rejection or the availability of others. These concepts can be applied to adolescents’ usage of social media, as online communication has become an important way of maintaining friendships and seeking social connection.

Social media can provide extra opportunity for adolescents with supportive relationship to communicate with friends, maintain a sense of belonging, and receive emotional support. This can have a positive effect on wellbeing, especially if online relationships strengthen existing relationships. On the contrast, adolescents who may need reassurance, or who are mainly concerned about being rejected may be more sensitive to negative online experiences, such as receiving negative comments, being excluded from group conversations or see their peers socialising without them. These experiences can contribute to feelings of rejection, loneliness, or anxiety. Therefore, Bowlby’s theory helps to explain why social media experience may affect adolescents differently depending on their relationships and expectation of social support.

Sleep and cyberbullying are two other factors that may have an impact on adolescent wellbeing. It was observed that increased social media use was related to anxiety, poor sleep quality, depression, and low self-esteem among adolescents. Especially during the night, excessive use may disrupt good sleep patterns and affect their emotional wellbeing (Wood and Scott, 2016). Studies have estimated that 1 in 4 teens have been impacted in the past 12 months by cyberbullying, which takes place online. This type of bullying exposes them to repeated negative experience outside of their school environment and are put them at a high risk of lasting psychological health effects such as depression, poor or potentially harmful social relationship, anger, fear, stress, feelings of powerlessness, sadness, hopelessness, or suicidal behaviours. According to Erikson’s theory, negative peer experiences can interfere with adolescents developing a positive identity, while Bowlby’s theory suggest that rejection and social exclusion may damage a sense of belonging and security.

Overall Erikson’s and Bowlby’s Theories offer complementary explanations for the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Erikson’s emphasises
the importance of developing an identity, peer acceptance, and social comparison, whereas Bowlby’s theory focuses on relationship attachments and a need for emotional security. Both theories together suggest that it is unlikely that social media singularly can generally effect 
Adolescents mental health, but instead mental health outcomes may be influenced by stages of development, individual experiences, and the use of social media.

In conclusion the relationship between social media and adolescents’ mental health is complex, with evidence suggesting it can have both a positive and negative effect on their psychological wellbeing. According to research social media use may be linked to anxiety, sadness, low self-esteem, negative body image, cyberbullying, and sleep difficulties. On the other hand, Social media can also provide communication opportunities for adolescents to maintain friendships with others, receive social support, and develop a sense of belonging. This suggestion highlights that social media should not be considered as entirely harmful, as its impact may vary depending on how the individual uses it and the experiences they may have online. Ericksons theory of psychological development explains how social media might influence identity development during adolescents. Social comparison, peer pressures, and online influences all have the potential to affect how young people perceive and value themselves. This may contribute to feelings of insecurities and rejections. Bowlby’s attachment theory offers further insight on the importance of emotional security and social support. Adolescents with supportive relationship may use social media to develop and straighten connections, while negative online interactions can worsen emotional insecurities. Both theories overall show that adolescent growth and relationships are important when examining the effects of social media. Therefore, raising awareness of the use of healthy social media and supportive relationships may reduce potential risks while allowing adolescents to positively benefit from the opportunities that social media use can provide.
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