


Introduction
Social media has become a central part of adolescent life, shaping how young people communicate, explore identity, and interact with peers (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). While digital platforms offer opportunities for connection and self-expression, concerns have grown about their impact on adolescent mental health, particularly in relation to anxiety, depression, self-esteem, cyberbullying, and social comparison (Kelly et al., 2018; Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Adolescence is a sensitive developmental stage during which identity formation and emotional regulation are still developing, making young people especially vulnerable to online pressures. To understand why social media affects adolescents’ mental health in diverse ways, this essay draws on Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory, which together help explain how identity needs and attachment patterns influence emotional responses to digital environments. This essay argues that social media can both support and undermine adolescent mental health, depending on individuals’ attachment experiences, identity development, and patterns of online engagement.
Erikson: Identity formation and vulnerability to online pressures
According to Erikson (1968), adolescence represents a critical stage of psychosocial development during which young people seek to establish a coherent and stable sense of identity. As adolescents explore their values, beliefs and future roles, they become increasingly influenced by social interactions and feedback from others. Supporting this view, Nesi (2020) found that adolescents who frequently engage in online social comparison report higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms. These findings suggest that social media can intensify the identity formation process described by Erikson by exposing adolescents to constant opportunities for comparison and evaluation. Research further highlights the powerful role of digital interactions in adolescent development. Valkenburg et al. (2022) demonstrated that online feedback can significantly affect emotional wellbeing, with negative comments or a lack of engagement increasing feelings of vulnerability. Likewise, Fardouly et al. (2015) found that appearance-focused content on social media lowers self-esteem among adolescent girls. In addition, experiences such as cyberbullying can undermine adolescents' sense of competence and belonging, increasing the likelihood of identity confusion. At the same time, positive online feedback may enhance self-esteem and support the development of a more secure identity. Overall, contemporary evidence supports Erikson's argument that adolescence is a period of heightened sensitivity to social evaluation. In today's digital environment, social media has become a considerable influence on how adolescents perceive themselves, shape their identities, and experience mental wellbeing.
Critical Perspective on Erikson
Although Erikson’s theory provides a valuable framework for understanding identity development during adolescence, it has some limitations when applied to contemporary social media use. Developed long before the rise of digital technologies, the theory does not address factors such as online anonymity, algorithm-driven content, constant connectivity, or the public nature of online interactions (Odgers and Jensen, 2020). These features can shape adolescents’ experiences in ways that differ significantly from traditional face-to-face social environments. Nevertheless, Erikson’s emphasis on identity exploration remains highly relevant. Social media offers young people new opportunities to experiment with self-presentation, explore various aspects of their identity, and seek feedback from peers (Valkenburg et al., 2022). At the same time, these digital spaces can increase social comparison, exposure to negative evaluation, and pressure to maintain a desirable online image (Valkenburg et al., 2022). Therefore, while Erikson could not have anticipated the influence of social media, his theory continues to provide a useful foundation for understanding how adolescents navigate identity development in the digital age.
Bowlby: Attachment patterns and emotional responses to digital interactions
Bowlby’s attachment theory provides a useful framework for understanding why social media affects adolescents in diverse ways. According to Bowlby (1982), early attachment experiences shape individuals’ expectations of relationships and influence how they seek reassurance, interpret social cues, and regulate emotions. Adolescents with insecure attachment styles may be particularly vulnerable to the challenges of social media, as they are more likely to perceive rejection and seek external validation. Supporting this view, Twenge (2019) found that emotionally vulnerable adolescents report higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms when exposed to negative or ambiguous online interactions. These findings suggest that social media may amplify attachment-related concerns, making experiences of exclusion or limited online engagement especially distressing.
In contrast, adolescents with secure attachment are better able to regulate their emotions and maintain supportive relationships, which may allow them to use social media in more positive ways. For example, online platforms can strengthen friendships and provide access to social support. Kelly et al. (2018) found that heavy social media use was associated with poorer mental health outcomes among adolescents, although the impact may vary depending on an individual's ability to manage emotional responses and social pressures. Taken together, these findings support Bowlby’s argument that attachment patterns influence how adolescents experience and interpret social interactions. In digital environments, social media can therefore become either a source of support or a source of emotional distress depending on the quality of an adolescent’s attachment relationships.
Critical perspective on Bowlby
Nevertheless, Bowlby’s theory also has limitations when applied to digital environments. The theory places considerable emphasis on early childhood relationships and does not fully account for the influence of peer relationships, online communities, or digital culture. Adolescents today navigate complex social media platforms where experiences are shaped not only by attachment histories but also by algorithms, social norms, and group dynamics. As a result, attachment patterns alone cannot fully explain adolescents’ online experiences. However, when considered alongside contemporary research, Bowlby’s theory remains valuable for understanding why some young people are more emotionally vulnerable to online interactions than others. Building on the perspectives of both Erikson and Bowlby, recent research suggests that adolescents’ experiences on social media are influenced by a combination of identity-related and emotional factors. Odgers and Jensen (2020) found that heavy social media use is associated with increased anxiety and depressive symptoms, particularly among adolescents who frequently engage in social comparison. These findings suggest that constant exposure to idealised content and peer evaluation may contribute to difficulties in both self-perception and emotional wellbeing.
Further evidence highlights the impact of online interactions on adolescent mental health. The Royal Society for Public Health (2017) identified Instagram and Snapchat as the platforms most strongly associated with anxiety, depression, and body image concerns. Similarly, Fardouly et al. (2015) found that appearance-based social comparison can lower self-esteem, indicating that digital environments may intensify pressures related to self-image and social acceptance. In addition, Kowalski et al. (2014) reported a strong association between cyberbullying, emotional distress, and self-harm behaviours. Adolescents who are more sensitive to rejection or negative evaluation may be particularly vulnerable to these experiences, resulting in higher levels of psychological distress.
Overall, the evidence suggests that social media influences adolescent mental health through multiple interconnected processes. Erikson’s theory highlights the importance of identity formation and social evaluation, whereas Bowlby’s theory helps explain why adolescents differ in their emotional responses to online experiences. Together, these perspectives provide a more comprehensive understanding of how social media can contribute to both positive and negative mental health outcomes during adolescence.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is shaped by the interaction between identity development, attachment patterns, and online social experiences. Erikson’s theory helps explain why adolescents are particularly sensitive to social comparison, cyberbullying, and pressures related to self-presentation. Bowlby’s theory, meanwhile, highlights why some young people are more emotionally affected by online interactions than others, particularly when seeking validation or coping with rejection. Although neither theory fully reflects the realities of modern digital environments, together they provide a useful perspective for understanding how social media can influence mental health. While online platforms can encourage connection, support, and opportunities for self-exploration, they may also increase anxiety, low self-esteem, and emotional distress when social pressures become overwhelming. Ultimately, understanding both identity and attachment processes is essential for helping adolescents develop healthier relationships with social media and protecting their overall wellbeing.
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