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Adolescence is one of the most critical times for emotional, physical, and social changes. This stage of life, adolescence, is largely lived on social media. In this given youth culture, new digital platforms have continuously evolved to become a main part of their life. Because of this, engagement with social media is continuously increasing (Uktamovna, 2025). As per stats, adolescents spend an average of 4.8 hours per day on various social media apps, which include Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok. As per a study conducted in 2023, almost 93% of UK teenagers (aged between 12-15) spend their time on social media, with almost 45% of this adolescent group checking their social media accounts multiple times an hour (Sisters Hospitellers,2024). Adolescents often use social media to connect with their friends and to build identities. However, sometimes more than three hours a day on social media can cause health problems such as anxiety and depression (Parlak and Baskale, 2023). This essay will give a brief highlight of the impact of social media on the mental health of youth and will briefly discuss theories like Erikson's Identity Formation Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory and how they relate to adolescent mental health, which has been affected by exposure to social media.
Impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Problematic use of social media among adolescents has major impacts on their mental health, physical and social wellbeing of the individual. And due to excessive engagement of youth on social media platforms like Instagram, Facebook has often led to major problems like addiction, in which adolescents lose control over their use of social media; because of this, they often ignore many responsibilities. Their constant problems include fear of missing out (FOMO), which many times pushes them to check lots of updates and conversations, which many times increase their anxiety and stress. Many adolescents also try to match their given self-worth on Instagram, which increases the possibility of social comparison and very low self-esteem (Chemnad et al., 2023). 
As per the study led by the Cambridge medical council Congin and Brain Science Units (MRC CBU) analysed data from a survey of approximately 3,340 adolescents in UK which are aged between 11 to 19 years, reported that adolescents with any kind of mental health condition often report spending more time on social media as compared to those with mental health conditions which has led to increase of approximately 50 minutes extra on any typical day. It was reported by young people with mental health conditions have reported various instances of dissatisfaction, anxiety and depression. Excessive use of social media has often led to depression, PTSD, and ADHD. 
These conditions, like PTSD and ADHD, mainly occur because excessive use of social media often disrupts brain functioning and infinite scrolling and notifications often lead to constant release of dopamine. This overstimulation of dopamine often lowers attention span and often leads to exposure to cyberbullying and low esteem eventually causing depressive isolation (Help Guide ,2026).
Nighttime social media use for adolescents often exposes them to blue light, as many times phone and tablet screens emit blue light, and other mental stimulation, which many times suppresses the natural production of melatonin; it also many times delays their biological clocks and causes later bedtimes and also very shorter sleep duration and also increases trouble in falling asleep (Ogun, 2025). The impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents can be explained by theories like Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory
The given theory of mental health disorders can be easily explained by John Bowlby's Attachment Theory. According to this theory, this emphasizes major importance of very early emotional bonds, which are often between the child and caregiver. As per this theory emotions bonds are important between the child and caregiver, and these bonds are crucial for emotional development and survival, which often serves as a major foundation for future relationships. As per this theory, Bowlby believed that children are often biologically built to make attachments, which helps them to feel secure. John Bowlby's attachment theory tries to explain adolescent mental health outcomes on social media through internal working models.
Bowlby's attachment theory often provides a powerful way to completely analyse and understand the major impact of social media on adolescents. As per Bowlby's theory, early attachment experiences with caregivers often shape how an individual aims to find validation and security. Adolescents who have experienced secure attachment many times try to view online spaces as an extension of a safe place. They often try to use social media as a major platform for peer support and also help in building real-world friendships and for deep, meaningful connections.  These adolescents who have developed internal confidence, which is because of a responsive childhood, do not just rely on social media for validation; they treat social media as a tool rather than a medium to escape their loneliness (Fallah et al., 2022).
Adolescents who have experienced insecure attachments, like anxious attachment, are more likely to develop problematic social media use, as these platforms serve as their medium of emotional outburst and also provide them with emotional support they sometimes lack.
Anxious attachment often leads to urges and demand of fear and reassurance among adolescents. Social media often tries to increase it by providing feedback through likes, comments, and other messages. Adolescents, by continuously checking social media, Instagram and WhatsApp, try to relieve their anxiety and insecurities; this sometimes leads to the creation of patterns. Those suffering from avoidant attachment issues often try to use social media to maintain external connections, which often leads to avoiding deeper connections, and these affect their development of a healthy relationship. Bowlby’s theory effectively explains that many times attachment needs are not fulfilled in correct ways; adolescents often use social media platforms to escape reality and to get emotional comfort. This problematic use often leads to emotional distress and also leads to hindered psychosocial development of the individual (Hutchison, 2023).
Erikson's theory of psychosocial development tries to explain how personality and identity develop over an entire lifetime. As per this model, people often try to pass through eight stages which is from birth to old age. Each stage aims to focus upon various specific psychological and other social conflicts for the individual (De Carvalho and Veiga, 2022).
Erikson's stage of identity vs role confusion acts as a major critical time for adolescence, which often aims to build a critical time of self-development; this theory aims to explain how social media impacts adolescents. During this stage, adolescents actively aim to explore with whom they aim to achieve validation and also try to establish identity. Social media often becomes a major area for identity of self-exploration; this helps them to offer opportunities in which they experiment with how to present themselves and how to connect with peers and to get feedback about how they look. However, adolescents who rely heavily on social media platforms like Instagram, WhatsApp, or Facebook. Comparison to altered and tailored images may often lead to role-like confusion where they often try to struggle to completely distinguish between the ideal version that they want to create on social media and their actual selves. They often aim to seek external validation through likes on social media and comments, which many times makes them anxious, vulnerable, and with low self-esteem (Pérez-Torres, 2024).
Erikson's theory aims to explain that social media helps in supporting the development of identity, which is achieved by social media interaction and other self-expression, but many times it often risks disrupting and destroying the self-identity of an individual because of this; adolescents get trapped in a cycle of comparison and also fear of exclusion (Olajide et al., 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc236922808]Conclusion 
In conclusion, it has been identified that social media is generally now part of adolescent life, which is generally inseparable for them. For adolescents, social media is essential as it helps them to fulfil their psychological and fundamental needs win adolescents and for their self-exploration and for connection with their peers. Even though it helps them to self-explore themselves but it often leads to risks like self-depression, anxiety, and hindered psychosocial development. Theories like Bowlby's attachment theory help them to explore how early caregivers' bonds enable teens to get digital validation and also to acquire security. Whereas Erik Erikson's theories show how sometimes online interactions help, sometimes self harm adolescence for individuals. Erikson's Identity vs Role Confusion states how teens test their different versions of themselves on public platforms. Eventually, from this essay, it has been concluded that social media offers both its pros and cons. If social media is used mindfully, it helps in the development and establishment of stable growth and connection, but when it is misused, it sometimes leads to trapping the population of adolescents in a trap of comparison and insecurity. Hence, it is essential for adolescents for mindful engagement on social media, in which they get guided support from their caregivers, and knowledge of its impacts is very essential for them, as it ensures that social media becomes a platform for empowerment rather than just a platform for self-harm and constant comparison.
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