[image: ]

Name: UFUOMA PEACE ADJUYA
Student ID: 2511147
Module Code: LCHS4010
Module: Psychology in Health and Social Care
Lecturer: Shepherd Ziko
Title: The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence








The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence

Introduction
The World Health Organization (WHO) defined adolescence as the period of age 10–19, a time of important identity development, social relationship development and emotional regulation (WHO, 2021). Such processes are increasingly taking place within digital environments, with 97% of adolescents reporting access to a smartphone and 96% using social media (UK’s Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). Social media can help adolescents communicate, express themselves, share information and get social support, but it can also expose them to social comparison, cyberbullying, sleep disruption and problematic use. Therefore, its connection with mental health is complex instead of being positive or negative. There is now evidence that social media use is associated with depression, anxiety, and lower wellbeing, but the effects differ depending on the characteristics of the individual and their usage patterns (Ahmed et al., 2024). Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory are used to critically discuss these effects in this essay. It is argued that social media interacts with identity, belonging and relationships, and individual and environmental factors.
A key starting point is to differentiate social media use from problematic social media use. The decline of adolescent mental health is often directly attributed to increased use of social media, but recent evidence casts doubt on this assumption. An umbrella review, which looked at 72 systematic reviews and meta-analyses, discovered that ordinary social media usage does not have a consistent or strong correlation with either wellness or distress while problematic social media usage has a more definite correlation with poor mental health outcomes (Tølbøll, 2026). In line with this finding, Agyapong-Opoku et al. (2025) note that preoccupation, lack of control and withdrawal behaviors are very important factors in problematic usage. That distinction is important because the experience of an adolescent who uses social media often to maintain supportive friendships may be very different than that of an adolescent who compulsively seeks online validation. Therefore, time spent online alone is an insufficient explanation of mental health outcomes. Indeed, there is some evidence that social media can reduce isolation and provide social support, especially for adolescents who may have limited opportunities for face-to-face interaction (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). Therefore, the impact of social media can be understood better through the interaction between the type and purpose of engagement and developmental features of adolescent life.
Erikson's psychosocial theory offers a useful framework for explaining these circumstances. Erikson proposed that adolescence is marked by the psychosocial crisis of identity versus role confusion. During this time, individuals form a more cohesive sense of self, their beliefs and how they interact with society. The development of identity remains a central developmental task in adolescence (Branje et al., 2021). This developmental process has consequently become an important environment in which social media functions. Adolescents can experiment with self-presentation, communicate interests, receive feedback, observe role models and explore different social identities (Pérez-Torres, 2024). Positive online experiences may bolster identity development by allowing adolescents to identify communities where they feel accepted. This is especially important for young people who may feel isolated in their immediate social environment.
However, the same mechanisms can lead to psychological risks. Adolescents are increasingly sensitive to the evaluation of peers and social media offer them constant opportunities for comparison and feedback. Adolescents may compare themselves against unrealistic standards created by carefully curated images of appearance, accomplishments and lifestyles. Choukas-Bradley et al. (2022) point to the significance of social comparison concerning physical appearance and how social media can amplify developmental vulnerabilities during adolescence. Similarly, Agyapong-Opoku et al. (2025) link problematic social media engagement with adverse psychological outcomes. From an Eriksonian viewpoint, social media can thus serve as a developmental “mirror” where adolescents can repeatedly check whether they are accepted, successful or desirable. Where self-worth becomes excessively dependent upon likes, comments or followers, identity development may become externally rather than internally grounded, potentially increasing vulnerability to anxiety, low self-esteem and depressive symptoms.
Nonetheless, this interpretation requires caution. Erikson’s theory was developed before the era of digital communication and therefore does not explicitly consider algorithmic content recommendation, influencer culture, or the permanent and quantifiable nature of online feedback. Moreover, identity development is not necessarily linear, progressing through predetermined stages. Current reseish on identity suggests social media and identity development are a two-way street: adolescents’ existing identities influence what they post and consume, and online experiences may in turn reshape those identities (Pérez-Torres, 2024). It would therefore be reductionist to argue that social media causes confusion of identity. Rather, what is useful about Erikson's theory is that it accounts for why adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to social evaluation, but it needs to be complemented by contemporary explanations of digital behaviour.
Bowlby's attachment theory offers a complementary viewpoint, focusing on relationships and emotional security. Bowlby (1969) argued that early interactions with carers lead to internal working models of the self and others, which influence expectations about whether others are dependable, and whether the self is worthy of care. People with secure attachment are usually more confident in seeking support and regulating their emotions. People with insecure attachment may have more difficulty trusting others and regulating their emotions. While Bowlby's original theory was heavily focused on early carer relationships, its concepts are still relevant to adolescence because relationships continue to play an important role in emotional development.
Social media can have different interactions with attachment processes in many ways. Adolescents that possess secure relationships may use social media primarily to maintain their relationships, while those who are insecure and lonely may be relying more heavily on websites as a source of reassurance. Veneziani et al. (2024) argue that insecure attachment is linked to reassurance-seeking behaviour and problematic online patterns. In this sense, the availability of likes, comments, and messages can fulfil the immediate need for acceptance without meeting deeper needs for secure relationships. In this way, social media can start a reinforcing cycle during which insecurity motivates people to seek reassurance and feedback online while inconsistent or negative feedback subsequently intensifies insecurity.
This interpretation further clarifies the positive aspects of social media. Communication online may promote relationships and provide individuals with a sense of connection, particularly in cases of teens who are part of a supportive network. Thus, the issue is not that social media takes over real-life relationships but that it may lead to the absence of meaningful connections. Ahmed et al. (2024) found associations between social media use, depression, anxiety and sleep difficulties, although the authors' findings should not be interpreted as proof of a simple causal relationship. Indeed, adolescents who already have anxiety or loneliness may turn to social media more often to cope. This suggests the possibility of reverse causality, with poor mental health being a cause rather than a consequence of problematic social media use. Such findings demonstrate why correlation should not be confused with causation.
Cyberbullying serves as another way in which social media can negatively damage psychological wellbeing. In contrast to traditional bullying, online victimization may happen outside of school boundaries and may remain accessible via personal gadgets. Unfavourable social experiences that happen on a regular basis can jeopardize one’s feelings of belongingness and self-valuing, which are extremely important during growing years specified by Erikson and Bowlby. Therefore, the U.S. Surgeon General (2023) emphasizes the fact that cyberbullying and harmful online content belong to severe problems of social networking among teenagers. However, it should be noted that the emphasis on adverse content might lead to failing to recognize the positive impact of online communities. The psychological impact of an online experience is likely to depend on whether it leads to acceptance or rejection, support or hostility, and meaningful connection or compulsive validation-seeking.
The two theories can thus lend themselves towards the general biopsychosocial framework. Erikson discusses identity development while Bowlby speaks about security in relationships and emotional regulation. The two processes may interact since the adolescent lacking secure relationships may rely more on virtual validation from the outside world and vice versa. Biological development may also impact these processes. The adolescent stage is characterized by continuous brain maturation including changes in emotional regulation processes that can bring about higher sensitivity to peers' approval (Dadi, Dachew and Tessema, 2024). There is also the influence of environment, for example, family relationships, socioeconomic conditions, social expectations, online skills and access to mental health services (Dadi, Dachew and Tessema, 2024). Therefore, social media should not be regarded as the only reason for one’s poor mental health, but rather as the factor that interacts with other already existing cues.
This wider interpretation of social media has significant ramifications on the practices of health and social care. According to the WHO (2024), there has been an increase in social media-related behavioural issues among adolescents rising from 7% in 2018 to 11% in 2022 (WHO, 2024). However, problematic social media use is defined by issues in controlling use and challenges arising rather than the number of hours spent online. Thus, implementing interventions based on reducing screen time may be inappropriate. Instead, health and social care specialists should address the underlying reasons behind adolescents’ use of social media, their emotional state, relationships, sleep, instances of cyberbullying, as well as their capacity to control their online activities. Various family approaches may develop supportive parental supervision and positive technology role modelling, and digital literacy may promote their ability to recognize unrealistic nature of the information shared online (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2022). Social-emotional learning may also enhance their ability to manage emotions and develop critical comprehension of technology (Setia, Tichy and Gilbert, 2024). They are more consistent with the findings from scientific research due to the reasons behind the possible impact of social media use on health rather than the assumption that every usage is harmful.
Bowlby’s theory is more useful in practice, as it draws attention to the need to improve supportive relationships. Erikson’s theory suggests that adolescents require opportunities to develop positive and internal based identities. But there are limits to both theories. Attachment theory may underestimate the importance of algorithms, commercial platform design, parasocial relationships and socioeconomic influences (Fox, 2024). Erikson's pre-digital framework is inadequate to capture the distinctive characteristics of modern online environments. However, the joint use is helpful because it shows that adolescent responses to social media are influenced by relationships, identity and individual vulnerability rather than exposure alone.
In conclusion, the relationship between social media and adolescents is complex. Recent findings suggest that it is problematic usage of social media that is associated with mental health issues instead of just mere usage of social media. Erikson’s theory depicts how social comparison, feedback and self-presentation affect identity formation, whereas Bowlby’s theory speaks about the value of secure relationships and emotional regulation. Nevertheless, none of the theories addresses fully technological, biological and sociocultural impact of the issue. Health and social care responses should therefore promote secure relationships, positive identity development, digital literacy, emotional regulation and balanced social media use, while recognising its potential benefits.
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