Jodie Dickinson 
2309200
Psychology in Health and Social Care 
LCHS4010
Neale Haddon















 Discuss the Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
​The rapid evolution and widespread adoption of social media platforms have fundamentally altered the landscape of adolescent development and interpersonal communication. Adolescence represents a critical developmental period characterized by significant biological, neurological, and social transitions, during which individuals seek autonomy, establish identity, and form peer bonds. While digital platforms offer opportunities for connection, learning, and self-expression, growing concerns have emerged regarding their potential negative impacts on adolescent mental health, including increased risks of anxiety, depression, body dissatisfaction, and loneliness. To systematically analyse these effects, psychological research frequently applies theoretical frameworks to explain how digital interactions influence psychological well-being. This essay will draw on Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory to explain how and why adolescent mental health may be affected by exposure to social media platforms.
​Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development posits that adolescence is defined by the core conflict of identity versus role confusion (Boyd and Bee, 2019; Gillibrand, Lam and O’Donnell, 2016). During this stage, young people experiment with social roles, values, and peer associations to formulate a coherent sense of self. Social media platforms provide an expanded, highly public arena for identity experimentation; however, they also expose adolescents to constant online social comparisons and idealized representations of peers’ lives (Gross, 2020). According to Erikson’s framework, when adolescents repeatedly engage in upward social comparisons evaluating themselves against curated, unrealistic images their capacity to form a stable self-identity is disrupted. This continuous evaluation can yield feelings of inadequacy, low self-esteem, and role confusion, ultimately predisposing young individuals to depressive symptoms and heightened social anxiety (Griggs and Jackson, 2020). Conversely, when online environments foster authentic self-expression and supportive peer validation, social media can contribute positively to identity consolidation and psychological well-being (Snyder et al., 2016; Deaux and Snyder, 2018). Nevertheless, the prevalence of selective self-presentation on digital media frequently undermines this balance, increasing the likelihood of role confusion and associated emotional distress.
​In addition to identity formation, adolescent mental health is profoundly influenced by interpersonal relationships, a domain central to Bowlby’s attachment theory. Attachment theory asserts that early relational dynamics with primary caregivers form internal working models that guide expectations and behaviour’s in subsequent social relationships (Gillibrand, Lam and O’Donnell, 2016). In adolescence, attachment focus shifts toward peers as principal sources of emotional security and validation. Social media platforms significantly alter how attachment security is experienced and maintained within peer networks. Adolescents with secure attachment styles tend to use digital communication constructively to reinforce existing, high-quality offline friendships, leading to positive mental health outcomes such as enhanced emotional resilience and social support (Snyder et al., 2016). In contrast, adolescents exhibiting insecure attachment styles characterized by attachment anxiety or avoidance may interact with social media in ways that exacerbate psychological distress. Anxious attachment often manifests online as hypervigilance, excessive reassurance seeking, and heightened sensitivity to social rejection or perceived exclusion, commonly termed the “fear of missing out” (FOMO) (Deaux and Snyder, 2018). This pattern of interaction can heighten baseline anxiety and lead to compulsive social media monitoring, creating a cyclical stress response that impairs mental health.
​Furthermore, the structural features of modern social media platforms such as public metric feedback (likes, comments, and follower counts) interact directly with these theoretical dynamics. From a psychosocial perspective, public metrics quantify peer approval, effectively gamifying identity validation during a period when peer acceptance is paramount (Boyd and Bee, 2019). For adolescents navigating identity confusion, fluctuating peer approval metrics can precipitate emotional instability and self-worth contingency. Similarly, within attachment theory, delayed or absent digital feedback can be interpreted by insecurely attached individuals as social abandonment or rejection, triggering heightened distress and cognitive rumination (Gross, 2020). Empirical research corroborates that excessive screen time and active involvement in social comparisons correlate with heightened risks of interiorizing disorders, particularly among vulnerable user subgroups (Harris, 2022). Thus, social media platform mechanics exacerbate underlying developmental vulnerabilities outlined by both psychosocial and attachment perspectives.
​Drawing on the included information, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health depends significantly on individual developmental and relational factors, yielding both adaptive and maladaptive outcomes. Social media influences psychological well-being because, through Erikson’s psychosocial framework, exposure to idealized online environments can disrupt identity consolidation and induce role confusion and low self-esteem when self-evaluations are dominated by upward social comparisons. Simultaneously, through Bowlby’s attachment theory, digital interactions act through existing internal working models, where insecurely attached adolescents experience amplified anxiety, rejection sensitivity, and compulsive behaviour’s in response to online relational dynamics. Ultimately, social media is neither inherently harmful nor benign; rather, its impact on adolescent mental health is mediated by the individual’s developmental maturity, attachment security, and the psychological mechanisms governing online interaction.
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