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Introduction
Social media has become one of the most influential aspects of modern adolescent life, transforming how young people communicate, learn, build relationships and develop their identities. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and X (formerly Twitter) enable adolescents to share experiences, access information and maintain social connections with unprecedented ease. According to Ofcom (2024), almost all young people in the United Kingdom aged 12 to 17 use the internet daily, with social media forming a significant part of their online activities. Although these platforms provide opportunities for education, entertainment and social support, growing concern surrounds their impact on adolescent mental health. Researchers have linked excessive or problematic social media use with increased levels of anxiety, depression, poor body image, cyberbullying, sleep disturbance and reduced self-esteem (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Conversely, evidence suggests social media can promote emotional support, strengthen friendships and improve access to mental health resources when used appropriately. Thus, the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is complex rather than entirely positive or negative.
Adolescence is a critical stage of development characterised by rapid physical, emotional, cognitive and social changes. During this period, young people establish independence, build peer relationships and form personal identities. The teenage years are also when many mental health conditions first emerge, making adolescents particularly sensitive to environmental influences such as social media (World Health Organization, 2022). Understanding how social media affects mental health requires psychological frameworks that explain adolescent development. This essay evaluates the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying Erikson's theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby's attachment theory. These theories provide complementary explanations for how online experiences influence emotional wellbeing and psychological growth.
Mental health is defined by the World Health Organization (2022) as a state of wellbeing in which individuals recognise their abilities, cope with normal life stresses, work productively and contribute to their communities. Positive mental health enables adolescents to build resilience, maintain healthy relationships and achieve educational success. However, adolescence involves heightened vulnerability to emotional difficulties due to hormonal changes, academic pressures, family expectations and peer acceptance. Social media represents a significant environmental factor that can support or undermine psychological wellbeing depending on usage patterns. One of the main benefits of social media is its ability to facilitate communication and social connectedness. Adolescents feeling isolated due to geography, disability, or personal circumstances can use platforms to maintain friendships and find supportive communities. Best, Manktelow and Taylor (2014) found that online interaction can improve belonging and reduce loneliness when used in moderation. Social media also allows young people to express themselves, join educational discussions and access health information. Campaigns promoting mental health awareness have become increasingly visible online, encouraging help seeking behaviours and reducing stigma. During the COVID-19 pandemic, social media played a vital role by enabling adolescents to stay connected despite physical restrictions. Despite these benefits, concerns regarding the consequences of excessive social media use persist. A major issue is social comparison. Many users present curated images portraying idealised lives. Adolescents regularly comparing themselves to these portrayals may experience adequacy issues, dissatisfaction and low self-worth. Kelly et al. (2018) found that adolescents spending longer on social media reported higher depressive symptoms, particularly among girls. Exposure to edited photographs, beauty filters and influencer culture contributes to body dissatisfaction and unrealistic appearance standards. Because adolescents are actively forming their self-concept, they are exceptionally vulnerable to these social pressures.

The application of Erikson’s Theory in analysing the impact social media on mental health in Adolescence
Erikson's psychosocial development theory provides a vital framework for understanding why social media holds such influence during adolescence. Erikson (1968) proposed eight developmental stages, each involving a central conflict. Adolescence is defined by Identity versus Role Confusion, where young people seek a stable sense of self while exploring personal values and relationships. Successfully resolving this conflict fosters identity formation, self-assurance and psychological wellbeing, whereas failure leads to role confusion and lowered self-esteem. Social media provides an environment where identity exploration occurs, allowing adolescents to experiment with self-presentation through profiles and interactions. Positive feedback and supportive engagement can reinforce confidence and identity development. However, excessive reliance on likes and followers may cause adolescents to derive self-worth from external validation rather than internal values, increasing vulnerability to anxiety. Furthermore, Erikson's theory highlights the profound influence of peer relationships during identity formation. Social media amplifies this influence because peer approval is quantified through likes, comments and follower counts. For some adolescents, receiving positive online feedback strengthens confidence and encourages authentic self-expression. Young people sharing creative work or achievements can develop competence and belonging within supportive online communities. This demonstrates that social media is not inherently damaging but can offer constructive avenues for identity exploration when interactions are balanced.
Conversely, Erikson's theory explains why negative online experiences can deeply affect mental health. Adolescents receiving limited engagement, facing rejection, or observing unrealistic lifestyles may question their self-worth. Constant comparison with influencers encourages perfectionism and dissatisfaction, as online content is frequently edited to depict idealized realities. This dynamic contributes to anxiety, depression and poor self-esteem, especially among vulnerable youth. Research by the Royal Society for Public Health (2017) indicated that image focused networking sites were associated with increased body dissatisfaction, fear of missing out (FOMO), and anxiety symptoms among young people. Erikson's theory highlights why identity seeking adolescents are more susceptible to these pressures than adults. While Erikson's theory remains relevant, it exhibits limitations. Developed before digital technology, it does not account for virtual identities or online relationships. Modern adolescents navigate multiple online personas, making identity formation more fluid than Erikson described. Additionally, the theory assumes sequential development, whereas contemporary research views identity formation as an ongoing process shaped continuously by culture, education and life events. Nevertheless, Erikson's framework clarifies why adolescents are uniquely sensitive to digital validation and peer comparison.

The application of Bowlby’s Theory in analysing the impact social media on mental health in Adolescence
Bowlby's attachment theory offers an alternative perspective on social media's impact on adolescent mental health. Bowlby (1969) posited that early relationships with primary caregivers shape emotional development via internal working models. Children experiencing secure attachment generally develop trust, emotional security and relationship confidence. In contrast, insecure attachment can foster anxiety, rejection sensitivity and emotional dysregulation. These attachment patterns persist into adolescence, influencing responses to digital environments. Attachment theory explains individual variation in online experiences. Adolescents with secure attachment typically view social media as a supplement to their broader social lives rather than their primary source of emotional validation. They maintain healthy offline relationships and bounce back from occasional online exclusion or criticism. Consequently, securely attached youth can enjoy the benefits of social media such as maintaining friendships and joining supportive groups without experiencing significant mental health detriments.
By contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment may rely heavily on social media for constant reassurance and validation. They frequently monitor notifications, experience distress over delayed responses, or excessively compare themselves to peers. This dependence heightens emotional vulnerability when expectations go unmet. Receiving few likes or being excluded from online groups can reinforce underlying feelings of rejection. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) affirmed that problematic social media use correlates consistently with anxiety, depression and psychological distress, particularly when usage becomes emotionally dependent. Attachment theory also clarifies the psychological impact of cyberbullying. Cyberbullying differs from traditional bullying because harmful content spreads rapidly and remains accessible indefinitely. Victims face public humiliation and struggle to escape harassment due to constant smartphone access. Adolescents with insecure attachment find these experiences particularly damaging, as they often possess fewer emotional coping mechanisms and may interpret online rejection as validation of negative self-beliefs. The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC, 2024) identifies cyberbullying as a severe risk factor threatening adolescent self-confidence and mental health.
Despite its explanatory power, Bowlby's theory has limitations. Focusing heavily on early childhood, it may understate the influence of subsequent experiences, such as school environments, friendships and digital culture. Many adolescents with insecure attachment histories cultivate effective coping strategies through supportive mentors or peers later in life. Furthermore, secure attachment does not guarantee immunity to psychological distress when exposed to severe cyberbullying or intense social comparison. Thus, attachment theory should be interpreted as one of several interacting factors shaping mental health outcomes. Whilst combined Erikson's and Bowlby's theories provide a comprehensive view of social media's impact on youth mental health. Erikson explains the developmental drive for identity and sensitivity to peer feedback, while Bowlby explains individual differences in emotional resilience based on relational histories. Together, these frameworks show that social media is neither universally harmful nor entirely benign. Its impact hinges on developmental timing, attachment security, individual usage habits and offline support networks.
Current research advocates for a balanced approach to digital technology over total restriction. Parents, educators and healthcare professionals play vital roles in fostering digital literacy, critical thinking and healthy boundary setting. Educating adolescents to recognise curated content, cultivate resilience and prioritize face to face relationships mitigates digital risks. Furthermore, ensuring young people can identify cyberbullying and access mental health resources is paramount. By building these protective mechanisms, adolescents can leverage social media's positive dimensions while mitigating potential psychological harm.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has become a powerful influence on adolescent development and mental health. While it offers important opportunities for communication, learning, creativity and emotional support, excessive or unhealthy use can contribute to anxiety, depression, poor self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, sleep disruption and cyberbullying. Erikson's psychosocial development theory demonstrates how adolescents' search for identity makes them particularly sensitive to online comparison and external validation, while Bowlby's attachment theory explains why differences in early relationships influence emotional responses to social media experiences. Although both theories have limitations, together they provide valuable insight into the complex relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Overall, the evidence suggests that social media is not inherently harmful. Rather, its effects depend on how it is used, the developmental needs of the adolescent and the presence of supportive family, peer and educational environments that encourage healthy digital behaviours.
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