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The Adolescent period is regarded as extending from 10 to 19 years of age. It is a time of accelerated biological, psychological and social maturation, which impacts identity, emotional regulation and interpersonal relationships. Social media are the digital platforms on which users create, share and engage with content and communities online. During the adolescent years, such platforms have become a vital part of a young person's life, used for communication, learning, and self-expression, but with increasing evidence suggesting a complex impact on mental health (Santos et al., 2023). The World Health Organisation estimates that there are about 14% of mental health problems among adolescents all over the world. Social media may enable individuals to feel socially connected and supported, and provide an avenue for self-exploration and identity exploration. Though it may also cause anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, poor sleep, and social comparison (Fassi et al., 2024). Adolescent development is influenced by the combination of biological maturation and environmental factors, and it is clear that both nature and nurture play a role in the outcomes for mental health. In this essay, the researchers critically use Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory to explore the potential impact of social media on adolescent mental health.
Existing research indicates that the connection between social media use and adolescent mental health is complex and is more a function of social and environmental factors and individual characteristics than the use of social media (Purba et al., 2023). There have been recent systematic reviews that found that social media can have positive psychological effects, including promoting social connectedness, peer support, identity development, and emotional support, especially for adolescents who face social isolation or who are part of marginalised groups, and that enhance people's access to health information and health education (Khalaf et al., 2023). 
On the other hand, elevated and inappropriate social media use has been linked to escalations in symptoms of anxiety and depression, feelings of loneliness, cyberbullying victimisation, sleep disturbances, body image concerns, social comparisons, and Fear of Missing Out (FoMO). Meta-analytic evidence shows that these relationships, while typically small in magnitude, are statistically significant and stronger in adolescents who have pre-existing psychological vulnerabilities, such as females and clinical populations (Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025). 
Importantly, though, results from the various studies remain inconclusive, as adolescents do not experience social media in the same way. Mental health outcomes differ by age, gender, personality characteristics, resilience, family support, parental monitoring, nature of Internet use (communication vs social comparison), and amount of time spent using social media. The amount of time spent online is thus not a sufficient measure of wellbeing, and the purpose, context and nature of engagement are also important. 
Adolescence is the developmental stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, as proposed by Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory, in which adolescents attempt to define their identity by experimenting with values, beliefs and roles in society (Erikson, 1968). Resolution of the crisis results in identity formation and psychological wellness, while failure to resolve the crisis can lead to psychological distress, low self-esteem, and confusion. Social media is a large context in which this developmental task occurs in today's digital world (Branje et al., 2021). 
Social media offers adolescents the chance to test out various identities and explore social interaction and content creation. By being active, they can foster self-expression, identity exploration, and social connectedness, in line with Erikson's idea that exploration is a necessary component of healthy psychosocial functioning. But new research indicates that the quality of social media interactions is what is more important than the time spent online. High self-concept clarity is correlated with authentic self-presentation, but idealised self-presentation and the frequency of comparison with peers are correlated with identity distress and low self-esteem. People can become more dependent on external validation from likes, comments and followers, and more inclined to adapt to social norms, and feel more vulnerable to anxiety and depression (Iwasa et al., 2023). 
Erikson's theory continues to be important because it accurately describes the adolescent period as a time of heightened susceptibility to peers' influence and of the ability for social media to either be a tool for identity exploration or exacerbate psychosocial issues. Yet, there are some important limitations to the theory. It was created long before the advent of digital technologies, and fails to account for the power of algorithmically-produced content, influencers, and platform architecture that continually reinforces social comparison and a cycle of online validation. The universal developmental framework may not fully capture the cultural variations in the process of identity development and lacks an explanation of biological factors, such as changes in neurodevelopment related to emotional regulation and reward sensitivity during adolescence. Therefore, it is important for users to consider Erikson's theory in light of current studies and other perspectives on social media and identity that recognise the interplay of developmental, biological and digital environmental influences, but his theory is best applied in conjunction with other complementary or contemporary research.
The Attachment Theory, suggested by Bowlby, suggests that the initial relationships with caregivers have a lasting impact on the formation of internal working models that affect emotional regulation, relationship and coping patterns throughout life (Bowlby, 1969). Secure, anxious and avoidant are the typical types of attachment patterns. Securely attached adolescents are likely to be confident to seek assistance and healthy relationships, while anxiously attached adolescents are likely to fear abandonment and seek excessive reassurance, and avoidantly attached adolescents are likely to suppress emotions and avoid emotional closeness (Mahmood et al., 2025). 
Recent evidence indicates that attachment style significantly influences online behaviour. Teenage secure attachments to others are more likely to use social media to reinforce positive relationships and to communicate and manage emotions in healthy ways. However, anxious attachment types often seek reassurance online, constantly checking email, likes and comments for reassurance and emotional validation to quell their fears of rejection. This reliance on feedback on online platforms can lead to a heightened likelihood of forms of problematic social media use and to anxiety and depressive symptoms. Adolescents with avoidant attachment, on the other hand, may choose to interact online in ways that give them emotional distance. Due to their avoidance of seeking support, they may also feel isolated and struggle with negative online experiences. Also, insecure attachment is linked to higher rates of cyberbullying, poor emotional regulation, and problematic SNS use, given that online relationships might serve as substitutes for healthy attachment and relationship-building opportunities (Demircioğlu and Göncü-Köse, 2022). 
But there are some limitations to the theory. It was originally used to describe early caregiver-child relationships, and it does not focus much on social influences such as peer culture, family relations in adolescence, or rapidly changing technologies and digital environments. It also offers minimal clues about the technology-mediated communication, algorithmic engagement and platform-specific features that influence online behaviour. While Bowlby's theory does contribute to the understanding of the individual differences in adolescents' vulnerability and emotional reactions to social media, it needs to be combined with the current evidence and other developmental theories to gain a more holistic perspective on the mental health of adolescents in the digital world. 
Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory provide complementary, but different, explanations of the role of social media in adolescent mental health development. Erikson's main explanations of how adolescents construct identity, develop self-concept and seek peer acceptance during the Identity versus Role Confusion stage involve the use of social media. Focusing on emotional security, Bowlby's theory highlights the importance of emotional needs and interpersonal relationships, which will explain the differences in how adolescents react to online interactions, seek reassurance and feel rejected. In combination, these theories highlight the interaction between identity development and attachment security and indicate how they influence adolescent online behaviours and psychological well-being (Capella and Telzer, 2024). 
Both theories are also incomplete explanations of adolescent mental health, as development is shaped by the interplay of biological and environmental factors. Adolescence involves continued brain maturation, hormonal changes, greater sensitivity to reward, maturing emotional regulation, and greater sensitivity to social feedback and peer evaluation. At the same time, parenting, family dynamics, school settings, peer norms, cultural norms and the digital world influence the meaning adolescents give to and their reactions to digital experiences (Baker et al., 2025). 
Thus, an interactionist explanation is the most complete. Incorporating Erikson's theory of identity development, Bowlby's theory of attachment and the effects of biological maturation and environmental factors provides a more robust evidence-based approach to understanding how social media supports resilience and promotes positive development in some adolescents and psychological distress in others (Nagata et al., 2025).  
Knowledge about the psychological development of adolescents helps the practitioners of health and social care understand how social media affects the mental well-being of adolescents through identity, emotional regulation, and attachment processes. The theories of Erikson and Bowlby make it clear that adolescents react differently to social media interactions based on the stage of their psychological development and the patterns of their interactions (Llistosella et al., 2023). Therefore, social media may lead to either resilience or vulnerability to problems such as depression and anxiety.
In conclusion, there is both a positive and negative influence of social media use on adolescents’ mental health, depending on individuals. The theories by Erikson and Bowlby provide information regarding the effects of Internet interactions on identity formation and self-concept, and the influence of attachment security on emotional and interpersonal functioning. However, neither of the two theories provides a full understanding of the influence of physical maturation and environmental influences. Using theories of development together gives the most comprehensive understanding, and therefore, one of the main reasons why health and social care services provided to adolescents should be grounded in psychological practice. 
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