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Adolescence is a period when young people think many physical, mental and social changes. At this stage, they expand their identity and learn how to build relationships that can affect them later in life (McLeod, 2025). Social media is now a big part of young people's daily lives. It can help them stay connected with others, communicate themselves and get support from friends. It has also been linked to higher levels of unease, depression and low confidence in some young people (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). To know why social media affects some teenagers more than others, it is helpful to use psychological theories. This essay uses Erikson's theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby's attachment theory to explain how social media can affect adolescent mental health. It claims that social media can have both positive and negative effects, depending on an adolescent's identity, relationships and ability to handle online experiences.
Latest research shows that social media use is connected to mental health problems in adolescents. A review of thirteen studies found that spending more time on social media, checking it very repeatedly, becoming emotionally attached to it and using it in an addictive way were linked to higher levels of depression, anxiety and emotional distress in adolescents (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Another recent review also found that online discrimination, comparing yourself with others, searching for approval through social media and cyberbullying were linked to poorer mental health in adolescents and young adults (Corke et al., 2025). However, researchers also point out that most studies cannot verify that social media directly causes these problems. Teenagers who already have mental health difficulties may be more likely to spend time using social media. (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). This indicates that social media is not always the direct cause of poor mental health. Instead, it may make existing problems worse or affect teenagers in different ways depending on their life experiences, family relationships and emotional wellbeing. This suggests that personal differences, such as how a teenager develops their identity and the quality of their early relationships, helps explain why social media affects some young people more than others.
Erikson's theory of psychosocial development explains that adolescence is the stage when young people try to develop a sense of who they are and where they belong. During this time, they develop their identity by exploring their appearance, beliefs, relationships and future goals (McLeod, 2025). Erikson believed that teenagers need time to try different roles and ideas before building a clear identity (McLeod, 2025). Social media gives teenagers another place to explore their identity by sharing their thoughts, interests and experiences online. This can be helpful when they feel able to share their thoughts and feelings. However, social media also exposes them to continuous feedback through likes, comments and followers. Negative comments, low numbers of likes or the need to fit in can make teenagers lose confidence in themselves and become confused about who they really are. This may help explain why comparing appearance and fame on social media can be harmful to mental health, because it affects the important task of building a healthy identity during adolescence (McLeod, 2025).
Bowlby's attachment theory helps explain how early relationships can affect teenager’s use of social media. Bowlby suggested that children's early interactions with their caregivers create an internal working model, which is the way they think about themselves, other people and relationships (McLeod and Guy-Evans, 2025). Teenagers who have secure and supportive relationships with their caregivers are more likely to trust others, manage their emotions and have good self-esteem. Studies indicate that secure attachment to parents is linked to closer friendships with fewer conflicts in adolescence (Delgado et al., 2022). In contrast, teenagers with insecure attachment may find social media more difficult to manage. Some may depend on likes, comments and messages to feel accepted and become upset if they do not receive them. Others may avoid building close relationships and instead spend time in less meaningful online contacts. Bowlby also believed that, although teenagers become closer to their friends as they grow older, they still need support from parents or trusted adults while exploring the world (McLeod and Guy Evans, 2025). If this support is missing, some teenagers may rely on social media to feel accepted, making them more weak to cyberbullying, comparing themselves with others and seeking approval online, which are linked to poorer mental health (Corke et al., 2025).
Biological changes during adolescence also help explain why social media can have a strong effect on mental health. During the teenage years, the part of the brain that responds to emotions and develops faster than the part that controls decision making, which continues to develop into the mid-twenties (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2024). Because of this, teenagers enjoy likes, comments and notifications on social media, while finding it harder to control their behaviour online (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2024). These biological changes work together with the ideas explained by Erikson and Bowlby. For example, teenagers who are still developing their identity or searching for acceptance may be more affected by online feedback and approval. This shows that teenager’s use of social media is not only about self-control, but also about how their brains are developing during adolescence.
Of the two theories, Erikson's theory is more useful for understanding adolescent mental health because it focuses on identity, which is one of the main challenges teenagers face. This makes it helpful for understanding problems such as body image, self esteem and questions about gender or sexuality. It also reminds health and social care professionals that it is normal for teenagers to feel confused and try different roles while developing their identity, instead than seeing these behaviours as symbols of mental illness. However, the theory also has some limits. Erikson developed it before social media existed, so it does not directly explain how online experiences affect young people today. It has also been criticised because it suggests identity develops in separate stages, while research shows that many people continue developing their identity into early adulthood (McLeod, 2025). In addition, the theory is mostly based on Western cultures, where personal choice is often rated more than family expectations. This means it may not fully explain the experiences of teenagers from other cultures (McLeod, 2025). Even with these weaknesses, Erikson's theory is still a useful way for health and social care professionals to understand and support teenagers experiencing identity related problems linked to social media.
These theories can help health and social care professionals support teenagers in functional ways. Erikson's theory suggests that teenagers need safe chances to explore who they are without feeling judged. Professionals and teachers can help by teaching media literacy, so young people learn to question edited images on social media. They can also encourage activities and hobbies away from social media, where teenagers can develop their identity without pressure from likes or comments (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Bowlby's theory shows that support from parents and trusted adults is also important. Encouraging open communication about social media and online experiences can help teenagers feel supported and help them become less reliant on online approval (Delgado et al., 2022). Schools and health and social care professionals can also work together to provide mental health education, promote responsible social media use and identify young people who may be struggling with online pressures at an early stage. Together, these approaches support both healthy identity development and strong relationships. This suggests that helping teenagers in the digital age means supporting both their growing sense of self and the secure relationships that help them deal with the tensions of social media.
In conclusion, social media does not affect every teenager in the same way. Its impact depends on a teenager's stage of development and the quality of their relationships. Erikson's theory shows that social media can help teenagers explore their identity, but it can also be confusing when they feel judged by others online. Bowlby's theory explains that teenagers with secure and kind relationships are often better able to cope with the pressures of social media, while those with insecure relationships may seek approval online, compare themselves with others or experience cyberbullying. These theories show that social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. They also suggest that support should include teaching media knowledge and encouraging strong relationships with parents and other trusted adults to help adolescents use social media more healthily. As social media continues to play an important role in young people's lives, understanding both psychological development and supportive relationships will remain essential for protecting adolescent mental health.
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