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Social media has been a huge part of the lives of adolescents in recent years, with Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat serving as a core part of their social interactions and identity (Mabaso et al., 2024). There is an emerging link between social media use and mental health in adolescents, with some research pointing to positive aspects social connection and other research to negative aspects like anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. This essay aims to critically reflect upon the impact of social media upon adolescence's mental health; highlighting that this has now become an important issue for present day health and social care provision (Boustead and Flack, 2021). This essay will employ two important theories from psychology, relating to adolescence: Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development, with a particular emphasis on the formation of identity in this stage of life, and Bowlby's Attachment Theory, which centres on the human need for connection and security. 
	Adolescent social media users are a huge and rapidly expanding population today and most youth are using multiple platforms daily. Due to its massive exposure, this social media usage, its widespread effect on adolescent health & wellbeing has raised concern amongst researchers, professionals and school educators. Research indicates that a high degree of social media usage and exposure can lead to various negative psychological implications such as increased anxiety and depression, especially when youth constantly compare themselves with images and lives out pictured in society (Boustead and Flack, 2021).
One of the other frequently noted effects is low self-esteem, which can be attributed to idealised definitions of beauty and scaled-down or idealised success and happiness. Another considerable threat is cyberbullying, which can result in emotional harm and hurt to the adolescent's self-esteem and opinion of himself/herself. But, the use of social media isn't limited to adverse effects (O'Reilly et al., 2023). Many describe positive outcomes such as having more social connections, knowing peer support services in the community and being able to explore and express themselves as they discover their identity, often at a time of feeling excluded from social or family settings.
Adolescents’ brains are of particular interest biologically because they are undergoing a lot of development, especially in areas that focus on reward processing and impulse control. The brain of an adolescent is more susceptible to a rise in dopamine levels, especially when unlocked by social media activity like likes and comments and notifications (Holte and Ferraro, 2020).  This greater sensitivity to rewards can also lead to compulsive checking behaviours and impact susceptibility to emotional fluctuations of online validation. Alongside these biological factors, environmental influences are also significant in the development of adolescent's social media experiences (Popat and Tarrant, 2023). 
	Erik Erikson's Psychosocial Theory is another useful tool for understanding adolescence, and adolescent behaviours in general, especially when it comes to identity. Erikson states that during adolescence ages 12-18, there is a stage in psychosocial development, called the Identity versus Role Confusion stage (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). At this point, people are asked to build a clear personal sense of self, clarify different roles, values and beliefs to facilitate the formation of a stable personal identity (Erikson, 1968).
This construct is well aligned with how identity is being explored in the context of social media, with these platforms now serving as a major arena in which identity is explored. Adolescents are often experimenting with self-presentation on social media, choosing to present themselves as a particular kind of person and/or create content that will endorse that identity (Erikson, 1968). This identity process can come with a heightened awareness of social comparisons, however, and teens will be comparing their body, their own accomplishments, and their lives with others and internet stars. 
An Eriksonian approach could be used to interpret this as an aberration from normal identity development because it is reliant on online validation. This common pattern of validation-seeking behaviour has been shown to be associated with increased symptoms of anxiety, depression and decreased self-esteem levels.  The implication here being that use of social media might increase previously unresolved identity conflict, as understood by Erikson (Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn, 2023). Clear links exist, then, between Erickson’s theory and the psychological effects of social media on adolescent mental health, as there is a relationship between the originality of identity-building and what is actually evident within social media platforms, which tends to emphasize on performance and comparisons (Holte and Ferraro, 2020). 
According to John Bowlby's Attachment Theory, people have a natural need to bond with others in an intimate, emotional way to fulfil a sense of safety and security. Bowlby identified four common strands to attachment: secure, anxious, avoidant, and dismissive (Bowlby, 1969). Early experience with caregivers influences adult attachment patterns, and those patterns affect an adult's experiences of connection and reassurance. 
This is a theoretical framework that can be used to explore adolescent use of social media due to the emergence of social media as a space to meet and share interests with peers. Social media can serve as a source of finding reassurance and acceptance from peers and create a sense of security and belonging, particularly for insecurely attached adolescents (Boustead and Flack, 2021).  This often results in feelings of “fear of missing out” or FOMO when adolescents worry about being left out of a social gathering or experience being shared on-line (Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn, 2023).
This use of attachment theory has been supported by research, which has shown that teens with anxious attachment exhibit significantly greater levels of FOMO and problematic use of social media than those with secure attachment patterns. Likewise, studies show that people with insecure attachment tend to indulge more in reassurance seeking on the Internet, relying on the Internet to provide security and emotional support when lack of it occurs in their real relationships (Popat and Tarrant, 2023). In this regard, Bowlby's theory might be illuminated by the fact that some young people are more likely to have higher levels of anxiety, low self-esteem and emotional distress associated with the use of social media.  
The human need for security and connection is a key strength of Bowlby's Attachment Theory in opposition to social media and mental health of adolescents (Bowlby, 1969). This theory’s strength is in its capability of explaining how some adolescents exhibit different online behavior, that is how a group of people has higher levels of anxiety whilst accessing media in digital ways or how someone may develop such as tendencies as the “checking compulsions” within it, where the online media is being continuously visited by checking if there’s an update from various sources such as the social media (Boustead and Flack, 2021). These behaviours are linked to the theory's underlying psychological principles of attachment styles, which can help explain why some adolescents exhibit symptoms like fear of missing out and reassurance-seeking, a common trend in social media usage amongst these young people. 
The theory, however, has some obvious weaknesses. Bowlby's initial work focused on the infant--caretaker bond and has been expanded, albeit tentatively, to the connection between peers and adolescents and relationships with a disconnected "on-line" context. These implications have raised challenges to the ability of attachment styles to accurately predict adolescent online behaviours given the often complicated and rapidly changing nature of the online context (Charmaraman et al., 2025).
The theory works well in health and social care, but this is with limitations. Understanding attachment-related vulnerabilities helps practitioners to identify adolescents who may be more vulnerable to poor psychosocial outcomes associated with social media use and provide intervention that is more attuned to adolescents and more focused on both intervention and attachment (O'Reilly et al., 2023). This is especially important for adolescent mental health interventions in health and social care contexts where establishing healthy relationships and resilience is a key component. 
However, The Bowlby attachment theory that could utilise for helping Adolescent’s in a health & social care setting having issues concerning their mental health using social media. (Bowlby,1969). The theory highlights the significance of supportive, caring relationships in providing emotional stability, so strengthening adolescent-professional, family, and adolescent-adolescent relationships should be a priority. It's important to be open and non-judgemental about teen experiences online so adolescent feel that they're being understood and supported and are less likely to seek confirmation and reassurance from social media (Holte and Ferraro, 2020). 
Furthermore, professionals could set up digital wellbeing programmes that feature teaching on healthy reassurance-seeking practices, including healthily checking with an offline friend, and reinforcing the need for offline relationships to be used as an alternative source of support and authoritative guidance, whilst reducing check-ins and online approval-seeking practices (Plackett, Sheringham and Dykxhoorn, 2023). Adolescents in school-based or community-based peer support groups can also use these groups to form positive and supportive relationships outside the boundaries of social media. 
In conclusion, this essay examined the great influence social media has on the mental health of teenagers as well as the biological and environmental factors that affect this relationship. Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development provides an understanding that there is a need for adolescents to develop a proper self-identity, which is closely related to online self-presentation and social comparisons which now often leads to confusion and/or lack of self-worth. Likewise, the Attachment Theory of Bowlby explains that the human need for security and attachment of adolescents can result in seeking confirmation or fear of missing out, especially in insecure attachment relationships. 
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