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Adolescence involves many changes in a young person’s life. At this stage, young people become more independent, begin to develop a stronger sense of identity and often place greater importance on relationships with other people. Social media is now a normal part of life for many adolescents. It can help young people communicate, express themselves and feel connected to others. However, it can also create problems such as social comparison, cyberbullying, poor sleep, low self-esteem, anxiety and depression. Research shows that the relationship between social media and mental health is complex. Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) found that evidence was often weak or inconsistent. These findings suggest that adolescents may respond to social media in different ways. This essay will discuss the impact of social media on adolescent mental health using Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory. It will also consider biological and environmental factors and the usefulness and limitations of these theories within health and social care.
Erikson’s psychosocial theory explains human development through different stages across the lifespan. Erikson (1968) believed that each stage has a particular challenge that a person needs to manage. For adolescents, Erikson identified the key conflict as identify versus role confusion. At this age, young people explore their beliefs, values and sense of who they are, while also trying to understand their place in society. Social media can support this process because adolescents can share interests and opinions and communicate with people who have similar experiences. This may help them feel accepted and understood. Social media can also provide access to supportive communities that may not be available in everyday life.
However, social media can also make identity development more difficult. Adolescents may compare themselves with people who appear more attractive, successful or popular online. Much online content is carefully selected or edited, but it can still affect how young people feel about themselves. Blanchard et al. (2023) found associations between social media use and depressive symptoms, body dissatisfaction, anxiety and disordered eating symptoms. From Erikson’s perspective, this is important because adolescents are still developing their identity and may depend strongly on feedback from others. Likes, comments and follower numbers can become measures of popularity or self-worth. Negative feedback or lack of attention may therefore increase insecurity and role confusion. Erikson’s theory is useful in explaining why online comparison and feedback may have a particularly strong emotional effect during adolescence.
Bowlby’s attachment theory provides another explanation. Bowlby (1969) argued that early relationships with caregivers influence how people understand themselves and their relationships with others. Reliable and supportive care can help a child develop a sense of security. During adolescence, relationships with friends and peers also become increasingly important. Social media can support these relationships by allowing young people to stay in contact with friends and receive emotional support. It can therefore have positive effects and should not automatically be viewed as harmful.
On the other hand, attachment theory can help explain why online rejection may be difficult for some adolescents. A young person who worries about rejection may become anxious when a friend does not reply, when they are excluded from a group chat or when they see friends meeting without them. They may repeatedly check their phone or seek reassurance online. Cyberbullying may increase this distress because harmful messages can reach a young person even at home. From Bowlby’s perspective, the effect of social media may therefore depend more on the relationships a young person experiences online than simply on how long they use it. Two adolescents may spend the same amount of time on social media but experience it very differently.
Research supports a connection between social media and mental health difficulties, although the evidence should be considered critically. Alfredson et al. (2024) reviewed 19 studies examining social media use and depression, anxiety and psychological distress in adolescents. Most reported at least one positive association, although results differed depending on the group and how social media use was measured. Similarly, Kerr et al. (2025) reviewed 32 studies and more than half reported a positive association between social media use and anxiety. Associations were particularly common when problematic use or screen time was measured.
However, an association does not prove that social media causes anxiety or depression. An adolescent who already feels anxious or lonely may use social media more often or depend more strongly on online communication. It can therefore be difficult to determine whether social media contributes to poor mental health or whether existing difficulties change the way social media is used. This supports the findings of Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022), who identified weak or inconsistent evidence across previous reviews. Individual circumstances must therefore be considered.
Sleep is another important issue. Ahmed et al. (2024) found small but significant associations between general social media use and depression and anxiety. Problematic social media use was also associated with poorer wellbeing and sleep problems. Adolescents may stay awake checking notifications, messages or online content. Poor sleep can affect mood, concentration and emotional control. This demonstrates how problematic social media use may affect wellbeing both directly and indirectly.
Biological and environmental factors should also be considered. Adolescence includes puberty and continuing brain development, which can influence emotions, behaviour and responses to stress. At the same time, environmental factors such as family relationships, friendships, school experiences and online experiences can influence psychological development. This interaction between nature and nurture means that social media is only one part of a wider picture. For example, an adolescent with low self-esteem may be more affected by negative online comparison, while supportive relationships may help another young person manage similar experiences. Health and social care professionals should therefore consider both individual development and the young person’s environment rather than assuming that social media alone causes mental health difficulties.
These theories can help health and social care professionals understand individual experiences and develop practical support. Erikson’s theory can help a practitioner explore how online experiences affect identity and self-esteem. Rather than simply telling an adolescent to stop using social media, a professional could discuss how particular accounts, comments or comparisons make them feel. Young people can be encouraged to build confidence through offline interests, achievements and positive relationships. Education about edited images and unrealistic online content can also help them understand that social media does not always represent real life.
Bowlby’s theory highlights the importance of supportive relationships. Parents, carers and professionals should provide opportunities for adolescents to discuss online experiences without immediately judging them. This may make it easier to disclose cyberbullying, exclusion or unwanted contact. Practical strategies could include reducing unnecessary notifications, setting healthy boundaries around phone use and limiting social media before sleep. Support should be based on the individual adolescent because the same strategy may not be appropriate for everyone.
Both theories have strengths and limitations. Erikson’s theory is useful because it explains the importance of identity development and peer feedback during adolescence. However, it was developed before social media and does not directly explain algorithms, influencers, notifications or public numbers of followers and likes. Bowlby’s theory highlights emotional security and relationships, but originally focused mainly on relationships between children and caregivers. It does not fully explain the wider technological environment of modern adolescence. Mental health is also affected by biological development, family life, school, personality and existing difficulties. Neither theory should therefore be used alone. They are more useful when combined with current research and an understanding of the individual young person.
In conclusion, social media may support adolescent mental health in some situations while creating difficulties in others. It can help young people communicate, receive support and explore their identity, but it may also increase social comparison, anxiety, low self-esteem, cyberbullying and sleep difficulties. Erikson’s theory highlights the role of identity and feedback from peers, while Bowlby’s theory helps explain why relationships, rejection and feelings of security can affect young people’s online experiences. Current research identifies associations between social media and mental health difficulties, but these relationships are complex and do not prove that social media is the only cause. Biological and environmental factors should also be considered. In health and social care practice, professionals should therefore consider how and why each adolescent uses social media and provide individual support through open communication, healthy boundaries, positive relationships and good sleep habits.
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