[image: C:\Users\USER\Downloads\university-of-wales-trinity-saint-david-logo-vector.png]


Name
Elizabeth Olukemi Obafemi

Student ID
2517115

Module
Psychology in Health and Social Care (LCHS4010)

Lecturer
Peace Ukachukwu

Date of Submission
August 2026
The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Adolescence is a developmental stage marked by rapid biological maturation, evolving cognition, and an intensifying need to form a stable sense of self and secure relationships with others. Over the past decade, this stage has become inseparable from social media, with the overwhelming majority of young people now holding at least one social media account and engaging with these platforms daily (Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw, 2025). Research into the psychological consequences of this exposure has produced a genuinely mixed picture: some studies report only weak or inconsistent associations between social media use and mental health outcomes, while others describe more troubling links with depression, anxiety, poor sleep and body dissatisfaction (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022; Khalaf et al., 2023). Adolescence itself is defined by profound change: cognitively, young people are developing more abstract and self-reflective thinking; emotionally, they are more reactive to social reward and rejection than either children or adults; and behaviourally, they are oriented increasingly towards peers rather than parents as sources of guidance and validation. Rather than treating social media as uniformly harmful or benign, this essay argues that its effects on adolescent wellbeing are best understood through the lens of developmental theory, since the platforms interact directly with the psychological tasks that define this life-stage. Specifically, this essay draws 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, before critically evaluating the applicability of Erikson's theory to this contemporary context.
The Discourse
Empirical research consistently identifies several recurring issues associated with adolescent social media use. First, passive consumption, particularly scrolling through curated images of peers and influencers, has been linked to unfavourable social comparison and lowered self-esteem, especially among girls (Khalaf et al., 2023). Second, disrupted sleep is a frequently cited mechanism, as late-night use delays sleep onset and reduces sleep quality, which in turn predicts poorer emotional regulation and academic functioning (Khalaf et al., 2023). Third, cyberbullying and online conflict extend the reach of peer aggression beyond the school gates and into the home, removing what was once a place of respite (Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw, 2025). At the same time, reviewers caution against overstating these harms: umbrella reviews synthesising dozens of meta-analyses and systematic reviews describe the overall association between social media use and mental health as small and highly dependent on how platforms are used, by whom, and in what social context (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). Active, connection-oriented use, for example, can bolster perceived social support, whereas passive or compulsive use tends to correlate with poorer outcomes. This inconsistency in the evidence base is precisely why developmental theory is useful: it does not predict a single uniform effect but instead explains why the same platforms might support one adolescent's development while undermining another's.
Applying Erickson’s Psychosocial Theory to the Impact of Social Media on Adolescence Mental Health.
Erikson's theory of psychosocial development frames adolescence as the stage of identity versus role confusion, in which the central task is to integrate one's emerging sense of self, values and social roles into a coherent identity, achieved through exploration and eventual commitment (Erikson, 1968, cited in Pérez-Torres, 2024). Social media platforms function as an unusually visible arena for this exploratory work. Adolescents use profiles, posts and stories to experiment with self-presentation, to compare themselves against peers and idealised role models, and to receive continuous feedback from an online audience of friends and strangers alike (Pérez-Torres, 2024). When this process goes well, feedback can affirm a developing identity, allowing adolescents to try out different self-concepts and consolidate the ones that feel authentic, supporting Erikson's notion of identity achievement. However, the same mechanisms can also destabilise identity formation. Constant social comparison against filtered, idealised images invites adolescents to measure their unfinished, still-forming identities against others polished self-presentations, which can produce confusion, inadequacy and a fragmented rather than integrated sense of self (Pérez-Torres, 2024). Where feedback is scarce, inconsistent or hostile, as in cyberbullying, adolescents may struggle to resolve the identity crisis in a healthy way, drifting instead towards identity diffusion or an unstable, externally dependent self-concept. Erikson's framework therefore helps explain why the mental health effects of social media are so variable: the platforms amplify whichever direction the identity-formation process is already heading
Bowlby’s Theory and Adolescence Mental Health in the Context of Social Media
Bowlby's attachment theory offers a complementary, and more relational, explanation. Bowlby proposed that early bonds with caregivers produce an internal working model, a set of expectations about whether others are trustworthy and whether the self is worthy of love and care, which subsequently guides relationships throughout life (Delgado et al., 2022). During adolescence, this attachment system is not discarded but is gradually extended from parents to friends and romantic partners, who increasingly serve as sources of proximity, comfort and a secure base (Delgado et al., 2022). Social media has become a central arena in which this transfer of attachment plays out, since it is now a primary channel through which adolescents maintain closeness with peers, seek reassurance and negotiate belonging. For securely attached adolescents, who generally trust that others are responsive and that they themselves are worthy of connection, social media can function as a straightforward extension of existing supportive relationships, reinforcing wellbeing (Delgado et al., 2022). For adolescents with insecure or anxious attachment patterns, however, the same platforms can become a site of compulsive reassurance-seeking, where the ambiguity of likes, delayed replies or being excluded from group interactions is interpreted through a lens of pre-existing relational insecurity, intensifying anxiety and lowering self-worth. Cyberbullying and peer exclusion online may be especially damaging for these adolescents, as it confirms fears about unreliable or hurtful attachment figures rather than offering a genuinely secure base. Attachment theory thus complements Erikson's identity-focused account by highlighting that it is not only what adolescents present about themselves online, but how safely and consistently their relational needs are met there, that shapes psychological outcomes.
Comparative Analysis of Erikson and Bowlby Theories
Considered together, these two theories also illustrate the interplay of biological and environmental influences, or nature and nurture, that characterises adolescent development. Puberty brings heightened sensitivity to social reward and peer evaluation, a biologically rooted shift that makes adolescents particularly responsive to likes, comments and comparison, which helps explain why social media has such an outsized emotional pull at this age. Environmental factors, including family attachment history, peer relationships, and the design of social media platforms themselves, such as algorithmic content curation that favours idealised or emotionally arousing material, then shape whether this heightened sensitivity translates into resilience or distress (Agyapong-Opoku, Agyapong-Opoku and Greenshaw, 2025). Neither theory alone captures the whole picture; identity formation and attachment security interact, since adolescents with a secure relational base are typically better equipped to weather the social comparisons inherent in identity exploration online.
Evaluating Erikson's theory specifically, its usefulness in this context lies in its focus on identity as an active, exploratory process, which maps naturally onto the self-presentation and social comparison behaviours so visible on social media, and it offers practitioners a recognisable vocabulary for understanding why adolescents are so preoccupied with how they appear to others online. However, the theory has notable limitations when applied to a digital context. It was formulated decades before social media existed and assumes a largely universal, linear progression through stages, which sits uneasily with evidence that identity development is more cyclical, culturally variable and shaped by intersecting factors such as gender, sexuality and ethnicity that Erikson's original model did not account for. Moreover, Erikson's theory describes identity outcomes but says little about the specific mechanisms, such as algorithmic amplification of comparison content, by which digital platforms accelerate or distort the identity process, meaning it needs to be supplemented by more contemporary, media-specific research to fully explain observed harms. A further limitation is that the theory was developed from a largely Western, individualistic conception of selfhood, which may not adequately capture identity processes in more collectivist cultural contexts, where online identity exploration may be more closely bound to family and community expectations than to individual self-actualisation. Despite these limitations, Erikson's framework retains value precisely because it is broad enough to accommodate new contexts of exploration, including digital ones, without losing its central insight that identity is actively constructed through social feedback, which remains directly observable in adolescents' online behaviour today.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media's impact on adolescent mental health cannot be reduced to a simple verdict of harm or benefit; the research evidence itself is mixed because the effects depend on how, why and by whom the platforms are used. Erikson's theory of psychosocial development explains this variability by showing how social media can either support or destabilise the exploration and consolidation of identity, while Bowlby's attachment theory explains it by showing how pre-existing relational security shapes whether online interactions are experienced as reassuring or threatening. Together, these theories suggest that adolescent mental health is shaped less by social media use in itself than by the developmental and relational context an adolescent brings to it, a conclusion with direct relevance for parents, educators and health and social care practitioners seeking to support young people navigating digital life.
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