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Introduction
Social media is a big part of everyday life for many young people. Adolescence is an important stage of development between childhood and adulthood, commonly defined between 10 and 19 years that is when people build their identity, confidence, and relationships. Research shows that social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. Positive effects include social support and communication, while negative effects include anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying, and poor sleep. This essay will use Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory to explain how social media may affect adolescent mental health.

Impacts of social media on adolescent mental health 
 Social media is an important part of many adolescents' daily lives. Research suggests that it can have both positive and negative effects on mental health, depending on how it is used and the individual using it. Therefore, social media should not be viewed as entirely harmful or entirely beneficial. 
One concern is that frequent social media use has been linked with higher levels of anxiety and depression. Adolescents may compare themselves with unrealistic images or carefully edited posts, which can lower self-esteem and increase negative feelings (Keles, McCrae and Grealish,2020). Cyberbullying is another important issue. Young people who experience bullying online are more likely to report symptoms of anxiety, depression and emotional distress (John et al.,2018). Poor sleep has also been associated with using social media late at night, which may affect mood, concentration and overall wellbeing (Kelly,2018).
However, social media can also provide positive experiences. It allows adolescents to stay connected with friends and family, express themselves and find supportive online communities. These positive interactions can increase feelings of belonging and reduce loneliness, particularly for young people who may struggle with face-to-face communication (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014).
Researchers also suggest that social media does not affect every adolescent in the same way. Factors such as personality, family relationships, resilience and the amount of time spent online can influence whether the experience is positive or negative (Odgers and Jensen,2020). Most studies show an association between social media use and mental health rather than proving that social media directly causes mental health problems. 
 
Theory 1: Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory 
Erikson’s psychosocial development theory explains that people develop through eight stages across their lifespan. During adolescence, the main stage is identity versus role confusion. At this stage, young people explore their beliefs, values and interests to develop a clear sense of who they are. Successfully resolving this stage leads to a strong identity and greater confidence. However, if adolescents struggle to develop their identity, they may experience role confusion, low self-esteem and emotional difficulties.
Erikson’s theory helps explain how social media can influence adolescent mental health because many young people use online platforms to explore their identity. Social media allows adolescents to express their opinions, share their interests and connect with others who have similar experiences. Positive feedback, supportive friendships and online communities can help increase confidence and strengthen a young person’s sense of belonging. Research suggests that positive online interactions can provide emotional support and improve wellbeing for some adolescents (Best, Manktelow and Taylor, 2014).
However, Erikson’s theory also explains the negative effects of social media. During identity development, adolescents are more sensitive to the opinions of others. Social media encourages comparison with influencers, celebrities and peers who often present unrealistic lifestyles or edited images. This may cause some young people to question their appearance or abilities, leading to lower self-esteem, anxiety, or depression (Keles, McCrae and Grealish,2020). Cyberbullying and negative comments may also make it harder for adolescents to develop a positive identity because they can damage confidence and increase emotional distress.
A strength of Erikson’s theory is that it recognises adolescence as a unique stage of development where identity formation is especially important. This makes it useful for understanding why social media may have a greater impact on adolescents than on adults; the theory also explains both the positive and negative experiences that young people may have online. 
However, a limitation is that Erikson developed his theory before social media existed. As a result, the theory does not consider modern digital influences such as algorithms, online popularity or the amount of time spent using social media. It also assumes that identity develops in clear stages, whereas many researchers believe identity development is more complex and influenced by cultural, family, personality and individual experiences. Therefore, while Erikson's theory provides a useful explanation of identity development, it cannot fully explain all the factors that influence adolescent mental health in today's digital world.


Theory 2: Bowlby’s Attachment Theory  
John Bowlby’s attachment theory suggests that the relationships children develop with their main caregivers influence their emotional and social development throughout life. Bowlby believed that children who develop a secure attachment are more likely to feel safe, valued and confident in relationships. In contrast, insecure attachment may make individuals more vulnerable to anxiety, low self-esteem and difficulties trusting others. Although Bowlby's theory focuses on early childhood, attachment patterns continue to influence behaviour during adolescence.
Bowlby’s theory provides a different explanation from Erikson’s theory. Erikson focuses on identifying developmental stages during adolescence, whereas Bowlby focuses on how early relationships affect emotional wellbeing and relationships with others. This means Bowlby’s theory helps explain why some adolescents respond differently to social media even when using the same platforms.
Adolescents with secure attachments may use social media to stay connected with friends, maintain supportive relationships and seek advice when needed. These positive online experiences can increase feelings of belonging and emotional support, which may improve mental wellbeing. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment may rely more heavily on social media for reassurance and acceptance. They may become upset if they receive few likes or comments, and compare themselves with others or feel rejected when excluded from online conversations. These experiences may increase anxiety, loneliness and low self-esteem. Cyberbullying may also have a greater emotional impact on adolescents who already struggle with insecure relationships because they have fewer coping strategies and may find it harder to seek support.
A strength of Bowlby’s theory is that it highlights the importance of secure relationships in protecting adolescents' mental health. It helps explain why social media does not affect every young person in the same way and recognises that family relationships can influence how adolescents cope with online experiences. 
However, a limitation is that Bowlby’s theory places strong emphasis on early attachment and pays less attention to other influences, such as personality, peer relationships, culture, and the design of social media platforms. It also does not fully explain how positive online experiences can help adolescents build confidence and supportive friendships later in life. Therefore, while Bowlby’s theory is useful for understanding emotional differences among adolescents, it cannot account for all the factors that influence mental health in the digital age.   

Comparison of Erikson’s and Bowlby’s Theories
Erikson's psychosocial development theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory both help adolescents' mental health, but they focus on different areas. Erikson focuses on identity development, while Bowlby focuses on relationships and emotional security. 
Erikson’s theory is useful for understanding how social media can affect adolescents' identity. During adolescence, young people explore who they are and develop their values and beliefs. Social media can support self-expression and connection. However, social comparison, negative comments and unrealistic identity confusion.
Bowlby’s theory focuses on attachment and relationships. Adolescents with secure attachments may cope better with negative online experiences, while those with insecure attachment may seek reassurance through social media. 
Overall, Erikson helps explain identity and self-esteem, while Bowlby helps explain relationships and emotional wellbeing. Using both theories gives a broader understanding of why social media affects adolescents differently. 

 Conclusion
Overall, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. It can help young people build friendships, feel connected and express themselves. However, negative experiences such as cyberbullying, social comparison and pressure to receive online approval may contribute to anxiety, low self-esteem, and emotional distress. Erikson’s theory helps explain how social media may influence identity development during adolescence, while Bowlby's attachment theory highlights the importance of relationships and emotional security. Together, the theories show why adolescents may respond differently to social media. However, social media does not directly cause mental health problems in every adolescent, as individual, family and social factors can also influence mental health. 
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