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Introduction
Nowadays, social media plays an important role in the life of majority of adolescents, for instance extremely high percentage of adolescents approximately 95% use social media platforms, such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat, (Young, 2024). Despite the opportunities to connect and express oneself, research has revealed negative psychological effects after the overuse of these platforms (Masri-zada, 2025). Social media use by adolescents is associated with an increase in anxiety and depression, thinking and attempts at suicide, where use of more than 3 hours has been found to increase the risk by 2-fold. These impacts are intricate and multifaceted, including some like cyberbullying, social comparison, disruption of sleep and searching for validation (Branch-Smith, 2026). Theories used to understand how and why adolescents' mental health might be affected by exposure to social media will be drawn on: Bowlby's attachment theory and Erikson's theory of psychosocial development. Bowlby's theory offers an understanding of how early relational experiences have an impact on vulnerability to social media-related distress (Bowlby, 1969), and Erikson's theory sheds light on the impact of social media on how identity formation processes are changed in the digital age (Erikson, 1968).
An analysis of the impact of social media on adolesent using Bowlby theory
Several important problems of adolescents' use of social media have been found. Cyberbullying is impacting around one third of young people worldwide and is linked to higher percentages of depression, anxiety and self-harm (Bansal, 2024). As online content can never be recalled, the victim suffers from repeated humiliation and social exclusion, which is hard to overcome. Another significant danger is social comparison, where adolescents compare themselves to the curated images of their peers' lives, leading to low self-esteem and body dissatisfaction (Bonfanti, 2024).  The brain experiences significant neurodevelopmental changes during adolescence that develop later in life than areas of the limbic system and its structures, which regulate emotional response and reward sensitivity (Ravindranath, 2024). This incongruence is ripe for both adolescent's attention and their susceptibility to immediate gratification, such as likes, but potentially less developed ability to evaluate consequences. Emotional reactivity/sensitivity to peer evaluation is heightened during the pubertal changes. Sleep/circadian development is also a factor: The adolescent biological clock is constellated such that sleep is initiated later; later activities involving social networking are problematic (Meneo, 2025). Social media, meanwhile, has many advantages. Peer support helps young people keep their friendships with peers and develop positive online relationships. This deep connection is achieved through shared interests, as in the case of marginalised populations, like LGBTQ+ youth, who settle into communities that offer them support and lessen their feelings of isolation (Vargas, 2022). Personalisation and reflecting who we are are promoted through various representations on platforms. In its active use, social media can be beneficial for well-being, as it can foster social engagement and connect people to mental health support.
Adolescent mental health requires an understanding of individual differences in relation to the impact of social media use, and this can be provided through the lens of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969). The internal working models, mental representations of self, others and relationships created as a result of early caregiving experiences, are proposed to affect how people manage their emotions and react to stress during their lifetime. Secure attachment requires caregivers' consistent responsiveness, which builds self-worth and trust in others. Anxious attachment is the result of caregiver inconsistencies, characterised by relationship preoccupation and fear of abandonment. Social comparison and Fear of missing out (FOMO)on social media were found to be positively linked with depression, and this was found to be moderated by attachment tendencies.  Adolescents with secure attachments were buffered from negative consequences – because of their internal sense of self-worth, the significance of social feedback in shaping their sense of self was lessened. 
When using social media, secure attachment affords protective resources. Adolescents who feel like they are significant will participate in platforms where mental health is not dependent on likes or comparisons. They are more likely to use social media in a way that is connected with real-world activities and interactions, not for seeking validation. On the other hand, young people with anxious attachments to others are likely to use social media as a means to fill a void of connection that they've previously experienced, falling into unhealthy patterns such as seeking excessive reassurance, passive use of social media, increased social comparison, and withdrawing from face-to-face relationships (Eichenberg, 2024). Social media can be a context for attachment where insecurely attached adolescents try to fill unmet relational needs and allow them to be able to establish relationships and self-regulate their emotions. This two-fold effect explains the diversity of responses to social media use among people. Bowlby's attachment theory proves to be useful because of its ability to account for differential vulnerability to negative outcomes of social media. It highlights the nature of the internal working model and what effects this may have on individuals in adolescence, and how some youth are more vulnerable to psychological harm than others. This has implications for practice: the interventions need to look at underlying attachment patterns and not just at a reduction in social media use. A caveat, though, is that attachment theory is derived from the relationships during early childhood, and some affordances of the algorithm of modern platforms like intermittent reinforcement via ‘likes’ are not fully explained by early caregiving experiences (Bakermans‐Kranenburg, 2021).
Adolescent social media use should be consistently evaluated by health and social care personnel – both in terms of time spent, types of platforms utilised and the emotional experience of social media use. It is absolutely vital to screen for behaviours used to bring attention to oneself (validation-seeking behaviours) and behaviours related to FoMO. The family relationship assessments identify the patterns of attachment that impact family members' use of social media. Practitioners need to be alert to issues that may indicate that the children and young people are being safeguarded, including self-harm and online grooming. The time of a referral to mental health services should be used only as a result of identified distress. Practitioners should take ownership alongside caregivers to educate youth about adolescent development, openly discuss online content, and help facilitate positive digital routines that allow for youth autonomy while keeping them safe. Another valuable theory is that of Erik Erikson's psychosocial development with an emphasis on the developmental tasks of the adolescent. Erikson (1968) believed that the major psychosocial crisis in this stage of development is "identity versus role confusion. In this phase, it is important that adolescents are able to develop a clear sense of self by trying out various roles, values and beliefs before making commitments. Social media is a key factor in how adolescents meet the challenge of development. Social media is an integral part of the way adolescents engage in this developmental challenge. Erikson's theory came out of a time when identities were being formed through family, school and community interactions, but the identities of today's youth are formed in a digital space where visibility and feedback loops play a role, and where content is filtered by algorithms. As adolescents use social media, they can engage in several self-presentations through different social media. The feedback they receive directly affects their self-concept; it can either validate or invalidate it. This digital space can be empowering and disabling to identity formation. Social media provides new opportunities for exploration for adolescents, enabling them to explore aspects of their identity through self-presentation. The algorithmic aspect of this, however, makes the whole exploration/commitment process more rapid, so that the exploration of the Eriksonian Slow Crisis is compressed into a series of experiments, validations and rejections.
Erikson's stage-based assumptions are misinformed regarding the development of identity: it does not end with fidelity attainment; it extends beyond adolescence. The theory does not adequately deal with the digital environment in which identity is explored, does not recognise cultural diversity and the variation of developmental paths across cultures, nor does it account for the non-linear nature of identity formation and its process into adulthood. Social media provides adolescents with unprecedented opportunities for exploration, giving them room to try out characteristics of identity by acting out through self-presentation (Pérez-Torres, 2024). The algorithmic aspect, however, speeds up the process of exploration-commitment, making the gradual crisis of Erikson more frequent cycles of experimentation, validation, and rejection (Erikson, 1968). Adolescents can also fall into a "moratorium" in which they experiment without commitment, while at the same time being subjected to "foreclosure" because they prematurely assume rigid identities that these communities online offer (Vankerckhoven, 2022). The "perfection" and "social comparison" of social media directly impede the process of identity development. Adolescents who use platforms mainly for comparison have increased identity confusion and decreased self-esteem. Feedback dependence of social media inevitably leaves the sense of self constantly open to external evaluation, and disturbs the integrated, stable identity that Erikson (1968) thought necessary for healthy psychosocial development.
The theoretical understandings have implications for several strategies that can be implemented in order to help adolescents' mental health in practice. Making sure that the caregiver is engaged in forming secure attachments, promoting trusted offline attachments, helping to break any patterns of seeking reassurance and supporting with a relationship-based approach should be considered to help improve attachment vulnerabilities related to social media use. Interventions should facilitate healthy exploration of identity (Erikson's theory). Digital literacy programmes need to equip adolescents with the ability to critically analyse online content and refrain from setting their own standards for online perfection, instead using social media to help with the authentic exploration process (Tambe, 2023). The extracurricular activities, such as sports, arts and volunteer work, present opportunities for identity development in ways not seen online, as they provide real-world contexts for competence and belonging that curated online environments can't provide (Wang, 2024). It is important for mental health practitioners to examine adolescent social media habits and discuss the impact of social media on adolescent identity and self-concept in a routine manner. Most importantly, these strategies must be implemented in a collaborative way, engaging adolescents in the design of solutions, as research shows that adolescents are more likely to be engaged with interventions that take their autonomy into account.
Conclusion
Cyberbullying, social comparison, sleep disturbance, fear of missing out and validation-seeking behaviour are harmful aspects. According to Bowlby's attachment theory, the experiences of early relationships affect an individual's vulnerability, with a secure attachment offering protective internal resources and resilience to negative effects, while anxious and avoidant patterns intensify feelings of distress. Citing the psychosocial development theory by Erikson, the author emphasises the role social media plays in shaping the process of identity formation, which is now becoming more dependent on external approval. Both theories show that there exists a mediation of developmental context, relational history, and support systems in the impact of social media.
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