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Discuss the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents

In the modern-day social media has an impact on the mental health of adolescents. Teenagers face a huge problem currently by using social media it can destroy their mental health without them realising. The ‘Health Behaviour in School-aged Children’ study found, on average, that 11% of respondents engaged with social media in a challenging way in 2022 - compared to 7% in 2018 (BBC, 2024). The report say the findings "raise urgent concerns about the impact of digital technology on the mental health and well-being of today’s youth". This essay will be looking at Bowlby’s theory of attachment and Erikson’s psychosocial theory of development which includes eight stages of lifespan development. Both theories will be applied to show how they work in modern times and provide some evaluation of these. 

Adolescence is a period of fundamental change, with identity, independence and friendships becoming more critical. These elements can influence how teenagers use social media and how online habits affect confidence, self-esteem and mental wellbeing. An international study found that there has been a clear increase in what it calls "problematic" social media use among young people since Covid. Researchers asked almost 280,000 children aged 11-15 years across 44 countries about their attitudes. The report does not say that time spent online is always negative. Rather, teenagers who use social media regularly said it helped them access support from peers and build social networks. But for a small number of teenagers it was found that social media use was linked to addiction-like symptoms such as neglect of other tasks, frequent disagreements about using it and deception about time spent online, as well as withdrawal when not using it. The report also includes worries about the amount of teenagers vulnerable to "problematic gaming" (approximately 15% of teenagers in England) and this might impact girls less than boys. The average proportion of boys who playing online every day was 46%, but this number was bigger in England (52%) and higher still in Scotland at 57% (BBC, 2024).

John Bowlby’s Attachment Theory emphasises the importance of early emotional bonds between a child and their caregiver. Bowlby (1969) proposed that there is a critical period which is a crucial window exists, primarily the first 2-3 years of life, during which a failure to develop a bond may result in permanent difficulties later in some cases. Children may be deprived of attachments which will have a long-lasting negative impact. This explains that continual disruption or prolonged separation from the main caregiver can result in significant long-term cognitive, social, and emotional challenges for the child. Looking at Bowlby’s attachment theory there is a clear link to teenagers who are looking to social media for acceptance (Young Minds, nd). Applying Bowlby’s theory there are many connections why do so many teenagers need reassurance from social media? Is there emotional instability in their home life teenagers are addicted to social media not being able to disconnect from digital environment. This means that they will be unable to concentrate on schoolwork and always wanting to be on mobile phones.

It has been a concern to parents and schoolteachers in recent years that more teenagers are struggling with mental health issues with body image. Constant images of the perfect body in social media affecting more teenage girls leading to a negative outlook on life putting immense pressure on themselves to achieve a perfect body at such a young age and feeling pressurised to look skinny. Exposure to unrealistic lifestyles, appearance-focused content, misinformation, harmful trends or upsetting news can affect some young people's wellbeing. Looking at John Bowlby’s theory there is a link to emotional challenges teenagers face in modern society. The modern world has become digital, and teenagers spend a huge amount of time on their mobiles and iPads to connect to social media. There are many negative points to using social media such as addiction to screen time unable to concentrate on schoolwork and not being interested in other people even their own family members being upstairs in the bedroom for long periods of time. Teenagers may not be joining in with mealtimes and constantly snacking which leads to poor diet which is also bad for teenagers’ health and not taking part in physical exercise again leading to feeling tired and lethargic. Social media has this effect on a lot of teenagers.

The correlation between social media and young people’s mental health is complicated Research in this area is still growing, but currently the results suggest that its impact depends on how social media is used, the content teenagers are exposed to, and their personal circumstances (Mental Health UK, nd). Factors such as social isolation or big life events can influence how social media impacts an individual. Additionally, individual personality and coping skills will also have a role to play. Some adolescents may be more resilient to online threats, while others may be more sensitive to negative comments, comparison or social exclusion. If they have poor mental health some young people who are already experiencing challenges such as anxiety or feelings of low self-worth may be more harmed by online experiences. Teenagers may be more susceptible to social feedback and the need for approval by others as they are still gaining their sense of self identity.

The UK government has recently proposed plans to make online safety for children and young people have started restrictions on social media access for under-16s. adding on to the Online Safety Act 2023, the proposals aim to reduce young people’s risk to seeing harmful content, online experiences, and covered use that may negatively affect their mental health and welfare. The England’s Official Measurements into child and teenagers’ mental health carried out three national studies so far which involved over 9,000 children and young people aged 2 to 19 years in 2017 (NHS, 2025). In 2020 and 2021 the considerations focused on life during the pandemic. The survey collected information around health and wellbeing, social media use, provision use besides available support, education and resources, feeling about body and consumption, practises during the coronavirus pandemic

Cyberbullying is when harassment persecution and mistreatment occur online. It can happen in a diversity of online settings such as on social media platforms, throughout or after social networking events, Cyberbullying can contribute to depression, low self-esteem, anxiety, and even more permanent and severe issues, such as suicidal thoughts’ (Choosing Therapy.com, 2025). The consequences of cyberbullying can leave a teenager feeling separated and unsure on how to ask for help but talking about feelings with a parent, teacher or therapist can be a good way to start the recovery process. There is lots of support available through NHS England. online support forums and charities who specialise in these areas. Self-harm can go back to the feelings of low self-esteem, despair, and unhappy thoughts. Not feeling like they have anyone to turn to while dealing with cyberbullying can be overwhelming. Self-harm can also come from feeling low in mood like they are not enough and having the desire to “feel connection. Self-harm can be dangerous, but support is available. 

Erikson’s (1980) psychosocial theory is a theory of lifespan development. He proposed that everyone passes through eight stages over the course of the lifespan. The fifth stage covers adolescence which is called ‘Identity v. Role Confusion’ and is all about how a teenager develops their identity and sense of self. During adolescence, the transition from childhood to adulthood is most important. According to Erikson children are becoming more independent and looking at the future regarding careers, relationships, families. The individual wants to belong to a society and fit in. This is still the case decades after Erikson’s theory and it is very relevant in today’s world with social media and the idea of teenagers wanting to fit in. According to Erikson, this is important to form a strong identity and developing a sense of direction in life, social relationships given the importance of social relationships during this stage, it’s crucial for adolescents to have supportive social networks that encourage healthy exploration of identity. However, there are many positive points to social media regarding teenagers’ mental health 

Social media can help build a community to keep in touch with friends and family, find local groups or activities, and meet new people who share interests and aspects of their identity. If teenagers are going through a difficult time, for example bereavement they might find comfort in meeting others who’ve been through something similar or in reading about their experiences. This may be especially true for teenagers who live in rural areas and also during the Covid pandemic where otherwise they would be isolated and lonely. These are all important to teenagers’ mental health as Erikson theory clearly stated. These are the positive ways social media can influence teenagers.

In conclusion, there are clearly both positive and negative aspects of social media. In some ways social media can help teenagers to feel connected and help to increase their self-esteem. On the other hand, social media might increase young people’s anxiety and low mood because of things like cyberbullying. Both Bowlby’s attachment theory and Erikson’s psychosocial theory can be used to help explain why social media is so popular with young people because it can be used to build and maintain relationships as well as help them build their sense of identity. Ultimately using ideas from both of these theories can help health and social care professionals support teenagers who may be struggling with their mental health and utilise the positive elements of social media. 
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