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Adolescence is a progression stage that bridges childhood and adulthood, typically occurring between the ages of 10 and 19 years. It is characterised by speedy physical, cognitive, emotional, and social changes that considerably influence an individual's identity, relationships, and overall wellbeing. During this period, youths increasingly rely on peer communication and outside influences to create their sense of self, making them especially sensitive to environmental factors. One of the most powerful aspects of modern adolescent life is social media, which refers to internet-based platforms and applications that enable users to create, share, and interact with content and communicate with others in virtual communities. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook have become essential to adolescents' daily lives, providing chances for social connection, entertainment, self-expression, and information sharing.
Although social media offers several benefits, including increased social support, educational opportunities, and improved communication, accumulating evidence suggests that extreme or negative social media use may contribute to poorer mental health outcomes among adolescents. Research has associated problematic social media use with increased levels of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body disappointment, sleep disturbances, and cyberbullying (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020; Odgers and Jensen, 2020). Adolescence is already recognised as a period of increased vulnerability to mental health difficulties because of ongoing brain development, hormonal changes, and the increasing importance of peer acceptance and personality formation. Consequently, understanding how social media influences adolescent mental health has become an important focus for researchers, educators, healthcare professionals, and policymakers.
Psychological theories provide precious frameworks for explaining why adolescents reply in another way to social media experiences. Bowlby's Attachment Theory (1969) suggests that early attachment relationships shape emotional security and person to person functioning, persuading how adolescents seek confirmation and form relationships both offline and online. In contrast, Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory (1968) proposes that adolescence is controlled by the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, during which young people actively explore their identities and develop a stable sense of self. Social media may therefore either support or hinder successful identity development depending on the nature of online communications and experiences.

Social media has become an important element of adolescent life, offering opportunities for communication, entertainment, learning, and self-discovery. However, research has also highlighted several concerns regarding its impact on young people's mental health and wellbeing. Adolescents who spend excessive amounts of time on social media may experience increased levels of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body disappointment, cyberbullying, sleep disturbance, and fear of missing out (FOMO). While social media can support a cause, social connection and access to support networks, the way it effects mental health can be better understood through psychological theories such as Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory.
Attachment Theory, developed by John Bowlby and expanded by Mary Ainsworth, suggests that early relationships with caregivers forms an individual's expectations of relationships throughout life. Secure emotional and psychological bonding develops when caregivers are responsive and consistent, whereas I confident attachment (anxious, avoidant, or disorganised) develops when care is inconsistent or careless. These attachment styles influence how adolescents seek comfort, cope with stress, and form relationships, including online.
Research suggests that adolescents with insecure attachment may be more vulnerable to the negative effects of social media. Those with anxious attachment may rely heavily on social media for proof through likes, comments, and followers. When this validation is absent or inconsistent, they may experience feelings of rejection, anxiety, or low self-worth. They may also be more likely to compare themselves with others, contributing to poorer body image and depressive symptoms. Conversely, adolescents with secure attachment are generally more resilient and are more likely to use social media as a tool for maintaining healthy relationships rather than depending on it for emotional security.
Attachment Theory also helps explain why cyberbullying can have particularly harmful effects. Adolescents with insecure attachment often have fewer effective coping skills and may perceive online rejection more intensely than securely attached peers. However, secure attachment can act as a safeguarding factor because supportive family relationships encourage open communication and emotional control, reducing the psychological impact of negative online experiences.
Erik Erikson proposed that adolescence is characterised by the psychosocial stage of Identity versus Role Confusion. During this period, young people explore their beliefs, values, interests, and social roles to develop a stable sense of identity. Successfully resolving this stage leads to a strong sense of self, while difficulties may result in confusion, insecurity, and lower self-esteem.
Social media has a significant influence on this developmental stage because it provides adolescents with opportunities to express themselves, experiment with different identities, and connect with peer groups. Positive interactions online can promote confidence, belonging, and identity development. For example, adolescents may find supportive communities that encourage self-expression and provide emotional support, particularly those who may struggle to find acceptance offline.
However, Erikson's theory also explains the potential risks associated with social media. Adolescents are particularly sensitive to peer approval during identity formation, making them vulnerable to social comparison and the pressure to present an idealised version of themselves online. Exposure to carefully edited images and lifestyles can lead young people to develop unrealistic expectations about appearance, success, and popularity. This may contribute to body dissatisfaction, anxiety, and reduced self-esteem if they believe they do not measure up to others.
The need for social acceptance can also encourage adolescents to seek external validation through likes, shares, and comments. When online feedback becomes closely linked to self-worth, identity development may become dependent on peer approval rather than internal values, increasing the risk of role confusion and emotional distress.

Both Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory provide valuable explanations for how social media affects adolescent mental health, but they concentrate on different aspects of development. Attachment Theory emphasises how early caregiver relationships influence emotional regulation, self-esteem, and responses to online interactions. In contrast, Erikson's theory focuses on the developmental task of moulding a personal identity during adolescence and explains why peer relationships and social comparison are particularly influential during this life stage.
Together, these theories suggest that social media itself is not inherently harmful. Instead, its impact depends on individual psychological development and existing relationships. Adolescents with secure attachments and a strong sense of identity are generally better fitted to manage the pressures of social media, whereas those with insecure attachments or unresolved identity issues may be more unprotected to its negative effects. These theoretical outlooks highlight the importance of supportive family relationships, positive peer connections, and education on healthy social media use in promoting adolescent mental wellbeing.
Altogether, the evidence recommends that social media has a significant impact on adolescent mental health, with both positive and negative effects depending on how it is used and the individual's psychological development. While social media can provide opportunities for social connection, self-expression, and access to support, excessive use and negative online experiences such as cyberbullying, social comparison, and the pursuit of online validation have been associated with increased levels of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and poor body image.
Attachment Theory explains these outcomes by suggesting that adolescents with secure attachments are more likely to use social media in healthy ways because they have stronger emotional regulation and self-worth. On the other hand, those with insecure attachment styles may become overly reliant on online approval and be more vulnerable to rejection, cyberbullying, and social comparison, increasing the risk of poor mental health.
Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory further explains these findings by highlighting that adolescence is a vital period for identity formation. Social media provides chances to explore identity and build relationships; however, it can also intensify pressures to conform to unrealistic standards and seek peer approval. When adolescents base their self-esteem on online feedback rather than developing a secure sense of identity, they are more likely to experience role confusion, reduced self-esteem, and sensitive distress.
In conclusion, both theories demonstrate that the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is influenced by basic developmental and psychological processes rather than social media alone. Together, Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory show that helpful relationships, secure emotional development, and a positive sense of identity can protect adolescents from the harmful effects of social media while enabling them to benefit from its opportunities. Therefore, promoting healthy online actions alongside strong family and peer support is essential for improving adolescent mental health and wellbeing.
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