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 Adolescence is an important stage of human development characterised by major physical, emotional, cognitive and social changes. During this period, young people begin to develop their identity, form stronger relationships and gain greater independence. At the same time, digital platforms have become a significant part of everyday life, with social networking sites such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat providing opportunities for communication, entertainment and self-expression. Although these platforms can help young people maintain friendships, access information and feel connected to others, concerns have been raised about their possible effects on psychological wellbeing. Research has linked problematic online use with issues including anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body image concerns, sleep difficulties and cyberbullying. However, the relationship between social media and mental health is not straightforward, as its effects depend on factors such as how platforms are used, the content individuals engage with and personal circumstances. This essay will explore how social media can affect young people’s mental health during adolescence by applying Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory. These theories help explain why some young people experience positive outcomes from online environments, while others may be more vulnerable to negative psychological effects.
Digital platforms have changed the way young people communicate, develop relationships and express themselves. According to Ofcom (2024), social media use is widespread among young people in the United Kingdom, making online interaction a normal part of adolescent life. These platforms can provide several benefits, including opportunities to connect with friends, share interests and access supportive communities. For some young people, especially those who feel isolated or struggle to communicate face-to-face, online spaces can provide a sense of belonging and acceptance. Digital platforms have also improved access to mental health information and support networks, allowing young people to find advice and connect with others who have similar experiences. Odgers and Jensen (2020) suggest that online communication can be particularly valuable during times when face-to-face contact is limited, as it can help maintain relationships and reduce feelings of loneliness.
Despite these benefits, research has identified concerns about the relationship between social media use and mental health difficulties. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found that higher levels of social media use are associated with increased psychological distress among young people, particularly when online activity involves social comparison, cyberbullying or pressure to gain approval from others. Many platforms encourage users to share carefully selected images and information about their lives, which can create unrealistic expectations around appearance, popularity and success. Constant exposure to idealised content may cause some young people to compare themselves negatively with others, contributing to lower self-esteem and dissatisfaction with their appearance. In addition, the importance placed on likes, comments and followers may lead some individuals to depend on online approval to feel valued.
Another concern is the effect of online activity on emotional wellbeing and daily routines. Many teenagers spend time using their phones late at night, which can reduce sleep quality and affect concentration, mood and stress levels. Poor sleep has been linked to a greater risk of anxiety and depressive symptoms. Cyberbullying is also a significant issue because harmful comments, rumours and harassment can take place at any time through digital platforms. Unlike traditional forms of bullying, online abuse can continue beyond school or social environments, making it difficult for young people to escape. These issues highlight that the effects of social media are influenced not only by the amount of time spent online but also by the quality of interactions and experiences that occur (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
However, research also suggests that the relationship between digital technology use and wellbeing is not always negative. Orben and Przybylski (2019) found that the relationship between digital technology use and wellbeing is often influenced by individual circumstances, the type of online activity and how platforms are used. This suggests that social media itself is not necessarily harmful, but rather the way individuals interact with online environments can affect their experiences.
Erikson’s psychosocial development theory helps explain why social media may have a particularly strong effect during adolescence. Erikson (1968) suggested that individuals move through eight stages of development, each involving a specific psychological challenge. During adolescence, the main challenge is Identity versus Role Confusion, where young people explore their beliefs, values, interests and future goals to develop a stable sense of self. Successfully managing this stage allows individuals to develop confidence in who they are, whereas difficulties may result in uncertainty and insecurity.
Online platforms can influence identity development by allowing young people to explore different aspects of themselves and receive feedback from others. Through sharing opinions, photographs and personal interests, teenagers can experiment with how they present themselves and connect with people who have similar experiences. Positive interactions, such as encouragement from friends or supportive online communities, may strengthen confidence and help young people feel accepted. This can be particularly beneficial for individuals who feel different or who struggle to find support in their offline environments.
However, Erikson’s theory also helps explain why online environments may create challenges for identity development. Young people are often highly influenced by the opinions of others, meaning they may become sensitive to online feedback. If self-worth becomes connected to likes, comments or follower numbers, a lack of attention or negative responses may contribute to feelings of rejection and insecurity. Furthermore, comparing themselves with influencers or peers who present unrealistic versions of their lives may make some young people feel inadequate. Rather than developing an authentic identity, some individuals may feel pressured to create an idealised online image in order to gain acceptance. Although Erikson’s theory was developed before social media existed, its focus on identity formation remains relevant. However, it does not fully consider modern influences such as algorithms, online trends and constant access to digital communication. Despite this limitation, the theory provides a useful explanation of why adolescence is a sensitive period when online experiences can strongly affect self-esteem and emotional wellbeing.
Bowlby’s attachment theory provides another explanation for why young people may respond differently to online experiences. Bowlby (1988) argued that early relationships with caregivers influence emotional development and shape internal working models, which affect how individuals view themselves and others. These early attachment experiences influence emotional regulation, relationship patterns and coping strategies throughout life. Although attachment develops during childhood, it continues to affect behaviour during adolescence, when friendships and peer acceptance become increasingly important.
Young people with secure attachment relationships may be more emotionally resilient when facing challenges online. Because they have developed a sense of security and trust through supportive relationships, they may be less likely to rely on social media as their main source of reassurance. For example, receiving fewer likes or experiencing criticism online may be upsetting, but it is less likely to strongly affect their overall sense of self-worth. Instead, they may view online interactions as one part of their wider social life.
In contrast, young people with insecure attachment may be more vulnerable to negative online experiences. Individuals who have experienced inconsistent emotional support may seek reassurance and acceptance through digital interactions. As a result, online responses such as likes, comments and messages may become closely linked to their confidence and self-esteem. When these expectations are not met, experiences such as rejection, exclusion or cyberbullying may increase feelings of anxiety, loneliness and sadness. However, Bowlby’s theory has limitations because it focuses strongly on early childhood relationships and may not fully consider the influence of later experiences, including friendships, education and wider social factors. Nevertheless, it remains useful in explaining why different individuals can respond differently to similar online situations.
Considering both theories together provides a more complete understanding of the relationship between social media and mental health during adolescence. Erikson’s theory explains why young people may be particularly affected by online feedback during a period when identity is still developing. Bowlby’s attachment theory adds an understanding of how emotional security and previous relationships can influence resilience and coping. Together, they suggest that social media does not have the same effect on every young person. Instead, outcomes are shaped by a combination of developmental stage, relationships, personal experiences and the type of online interactions individuals encounter.
This understanding is important for health and social care professionals who work with children and young people. Professionals such as social workers, teachers, youth workers and mental health practitioners should recognise that social media is a normal part of young people’s lives and focus on encouraging healthy online behaviours. Support should include developing digital literacy, promoting positive coping strategies and helping young people build confidence that is not dependent on online approval. Understanding theories of development can also help professionals identify individuals who may be more vulnerable to negative online experiences and provide early intervention when needed.
In conclusion, social media has a mixed effect on mental health during adolescence. While digital platforms can provide opportunities for connection, self-expression and support, they can also contribute to difficulties such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and distress caused by cyberbullying or social comparison. Erikson’s psychosocial development theory highlights how online interactions can influence identity formation, while Bowlby’s attachment theory explains how emotional security affects the way young people respond to digital experiences. Together, these theories demonstrate that the effects of online platforms depend on the individual, their relationships and the way they engage with digital environments. For health and social care professionals, understanding these psychological influences is essential when supporting young people and promoting positive mental wellbeing.
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