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Impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents








Social media has a profound effect on the mental health of adolescent teens. Adolescence is the stages of life that transitions from childhood into adulthood, from the ages of 10 to 19. Such young adults face growth ranging from physiological to physical and cognitive (WHO, 2026). According to the World Health Organisation 2024, more than 1 in 10 adolescents displayed signs of social media problematic behaviour, and more girls were experiencing| higher levels of this at 13% in comparison to boys at 9%. Benefits of social media can be found if used in moderation, but its negative impact outweighs this. The mental health of young people is proven to deteriorate over time whilst using social media in its improper manner, such that a recent social media ban has been put in place for under 16s. This essay will also highlight Erik Erikson's psychological theory, as it directly focuses on adolescence as well as John Bowly's Attachment theory which explores the effect of underdeveloped relationships.


Social media plays an integral part in the lives of many young adults. It allows individuals to connect with society and interact with others without distance being a barrier. This became particularly evident during the COVID-19 pandemic, where adolescents would stay connected via social media platforms, and were even associated with lower levels of depressive symptoms (Nagata et al.,2025). Furthermore, having a social media profile may also boost the self esteem of those youngsters with mental health issues, providing instant access to various social networks. For instance, a Parliament study, conducted in 2015 concluded that 99% of 13-18 year olds reported seeing posts which promoted phycological wellbeing. This However, the psychological harm of social media extends beyond emotional stress, linking to long-term mental health difficulties including depression and social isolation. Social media introduces significant risks in online abuse, with lasting effects stemming into adulthood as highlighted by Action for children, 2021. These risks include low self esteem, cyber bullying, unrealistic beauty expectations, and exposure to inappropriate content (Tariq Mari- zada et al, 2025).

Based on the statistic that 43% of cyber bullying occurs via social media, cyber bullying is more considered detrimental than traditional bullying due to its ability to leave behind a permanent digital footprint. Furthermore, according to the RSPH 2017, 7 in 10 admitted that they were facing cyberbullying and 70% of individuals reported an increase in anxiety over 25 years.


Erik Erikson argues that individuals face a series of crises in accordance with his psychosocial stages of development. These stages present challenges which one has to overcome, which range from infancy and progress to older adulthood. Whatever occurs in the first four stages, formats personality in adulthood. The teenage years, as highlighted in stage five, identity vs role confusion, are considered the most vital in establishing identity in early adulthood. If this stage is not developed completely, adolescents may develop confusion uncertainty, making it difficult to fit into society. At this stage, teens are attempting to piece together beliefs and goals in line with social and personal values. Adolescents are pressured to navigate between self identity and acceptance, making them vulnerable to turn towards addictive strategies to cope (New Vision Phycology). If these challenges remain unsolved, adolescents will fall into hardships during adulthood.

Erikson's theory is indirectly further supported by the social media ban which is being introduced for under 16s. This ban encourages teens and children to spend less time online having stranger communication and aims towards a cultural-social shift (GOV UK, 2026). By protecting children from having access to illegal or unhealthy content, the government aspires to fulfil the aims of the Online Safety Act 2023. This act necessitates a legal duty of care on platforms to safeguard adults and children from online abuse and harmful content. If young teens are less exposed to unrealistic beauty standards and the influencer culture, they are unlikely to be influenced into mental instability which is encouraged with social media use.

Stage six of Erikson's theory advances into the early adulthood stage, where adolescents now begin to develop feelings of intimacy. According to New Vision Psychology, individuals who are withdrawn and fear vulnerability or rejection experience isolation and loneliness. This stage serves as a support for the UK Government social media ban as it encourages the youth to develop relationships and build upon their character prior to reaching the ages of early adulthood. If this conflict is not resolved, young adults will fall into an addiction of social media, which when individuals seek social media to feel a sudden dose of dopamine. According to the UK Addiction Treatment Centres, in March 2020, 35% of youngsters admitted to feeling lonely, despite spending three hours on social media. Addiction to social media platforms is a sign of unresolved conflicts as described by Erikson.
Erikson's theory is significant to the impact of social media on adolescent mental health as it provides a lens in explaining why an adolescent may feel unfit in society and This is similar to John Bowly's, attachment theory, who explains attachment to be a "long-lasting connectedness between human beings." He emphasises the complete formation of relationships from an early age to prevent separation anxiety. NSPC 2021 expands on Bowly's phases of attachment, that the first two phases are the most significant as they set the base for future relationships which children form. This being underdeveloped affects their trust and interaction with others. Bowly, further expands into different types of attachment, one of them being insecure attachment. Newman, Sivaratnam and Komiti, 2015 argue that not receiving the ample support by the appropriate care giver leads to psychological, neurological and emotional damage, and misshapes the way a child forms relations with others. This becomes problematic as children begin their youth with a broken support system and this continues into the adolescent years, influencing the way young adults interact online. According to Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016 youth with a broken system become desire social and online validation due to the anxious attachment they hold, increasing feelings of low self-worth and anxiety. They depend on approval from likes, comments and followers and have high levels of sensitivity and liability to harm. On the other hand, adolescents who have a secure attachment are more resilient when using social media. Secure attachment boosts self-esteem encouraging healthier relationships (Bowly, 1988). These individuals are improbable to being vulnerable to the negative effects of online activity, as they are able to maintain an. optimal balance between relationships online and in person.

The limitations of Bowlby’s theory, however, is that he overly exaggerates a mothers role in forming bonds. A child may also be lacking support in other fields, or may resort to online addictions due to neglect or bullying he may be facing from school or society. Culture may also be a reason why a child is chronically online; he may be rejected from people from his own culture as he is navigating his identity during adolescence, leading to him then seeking support and advice from online, but Bowlby fails to mention culture in his theory which does affect an adolescent in many ways. Bowlby’s theory still is able to justify the negative impact of social media on adolescent mental health, as Erikson’s theory is vague in many points. Erikson mentions only age-related stages but critics argue that development is not only via ages as some may have advantages over others. Some cultures may also prioritise male experiences and have high expectations from females, which in turn leads to an increased psychological danger for women 

In conclusion, social media is able to provide a significant base for adolescents, allowing them interaction with those online and stayed connected with those who have a distance barrier. This is especially the case when young people have a developed social system in place, encouraging a healthy use of social media. Erikson’s emphasises the phase of identity vs role which is one of the most significant phases which he categorises, as this is the time where an adolescent develops into adulthood, and seeks the validation of others if he does not resolve any challenges he may face during this stage. A social media ban is in favour of Erikson’s ideas, encouraging low usage of social media. The period of adolescence is a vulnerable and one of the most important ages of young adults as they begin to pair together social and personal values. Conflicts which remain unresolved push an adolescent into pursuing an unhealthy addiction with what gives him a sudden dopamine high, which in this case, via social media. Bowlby shifts the blame to poor detachment levels from the primary caregiver, leading to decreased social interaction. 
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