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Currently, adolescents can communicate with other peers and share their thoughts and experiences using social media platforms. Nevertheless, it has been proven that the excessive use of social media can affect the development of different mental disorders including depression, anxiety, body image issues, and sleeping disorders (Shannon et al., 2022; Valkenburg et al., 2022; Agyapong-Opoku et al., 2025).
Adolescence (aged from 12 to 18) is a time when biological, psychological, and social transformations take place. Due to the development of the prefrontal cortex and limbic system, teenagers become very sensitive to any feedback and cannot control their impulses (Orben et al., 2022). The innate human desire to belong to a group is combined with nurturing from parents, peers, and gadgets.
The current paper will focus on the implementation of perspectives of Erikson and Bowlby on the problem. Besides the discussion of empirical data and perspectives' comparison, the cultural aspect will be discussed. There will be some recommendations made as well.
Based on the longitudinal and meta-analysis research, it was found that adolescents, spending more than three hours on social media, have twice the risk of developing depressive and anxious symptoms independent of their initial mental state (U.S. Surgeon General, 2023). For each extra hour of being online, there is a 13% increase in the risk of depression (Liu et al., 2022). Factors that can be attributed to include the effect of cyberbullying, effects of the influence of toxic content, fear of missing out, social comparison, and blue light interference with sleep. Passive use of the platform is related to low self-respect whereas active use of the platform provides social support but, simultaneously, leads to addiction (Shannon et al., 2022; Valkenburg et al., 2022).
Also, it is possible to find a gender difference: adolescent girls are more likely to associate information about beauty with body image issues, eating disorders, and depression (Khalaf et al., 2023; Kerr et al., 2025). To be culturally competent is to understand the contextual dependency of the problem discussed. Social media can intensify the need for personal identity in an individualistic culture and the need for family/community in a collectivistic one.
In Erikson's fifth psychosocial stage (ages 12-18), the key issue is identity formation. The successful solution contributes to the formation of fidelity and identity, while the unsuccessful – to role confusion (Agarwal, 2024). They help in exploring values, interests, and roles, accelerating identity accomplishment especially for socially marginalized groups such as LGBTQ+ adolescents.
On the other hand, performative nature of social platforms leads to upward social comparison, identity diffusion, and decreased life satisfaction. Notably, though Erikson's framework successfully helps to understand the reason for strong correlation between excessive use of these platforms and internalizing symptoms, it was developed in pre-digital era and does not take into consideration specifics of algorithmic feedback.
Bowlby's attachment theory states that interactions with caregivers at an early age develop internal working models of emotional regulation, self-concept, and relationships. Being securely attached allows people to develop resilience, while insecure styles of attachment make people vulnerable. In adolescence, these internal working models expand to peers and "digital attachments".
Anxiously attached adolescents tend to be compulsive users who constantly crave validation, which causes them increased anxiety in the absence of feedback from others. Avoidantly attached ones may create superficial online connections, what leads to depression. Securely attached adolescents are more likely to use platforms in healthy way (Perpétuo et al., 2023; Jasper et al., 2026).
Here nature-nurture interaction is obvious. Limitations of this theory relate to its focus on dyadic relationships. Strength is its applicability in practice.
Both theories point at vulnerability of adolescents but have different emphasis: Erikson highlights identity experimentation, while Bowlby focuses on relational security. Intersection is possible as insecure attachment makes adolescents prone to maladaptive social media use, thus increasing identity confusion and creating feedback loops (moderate correlation r ≈ 0.27-0.35; Shannon et al., 2022; Valkenburg et al., 2022).
Empirically, there are bidirectional influences, where individual differences moderate the results. Combined, they suggest person-centered approaches. Culturally, both approaches benefit from being expanded from Western-centric assumptions.
Health and social care professionals need to include the social media use assessment in routine mental health screens. Nurses and counsellors can provide brief interventions aimed at encouraging mindfulness in using the media. Social workers and youth workers can conduct family sessions for enhancing attachment. Schools play an important part by providing digital literacy and prevention programs. Suggestions need to be adapted: for instance, attachment-oriented family work within the counselling or school-based programs on balanced digital habits.
Social media can help with identity development and socialization but is often one of the causes of mental problems that arise because of interactions with the processes described in Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories. They allow people to explore themselves but often exacerbate comparisons, insecurities, and dysfunctional behaviors.
Some practical recommendations are to restrict recreational use to 2–3 hours per day, develop digital resilience, prevent cyberbullying, improve family attachments, engage in mindfulness of identity exploration, and focus on face-to-face interactions. The platforms themselves need to introduce protective measures.
· Parents need to practice healthy habits and communicate openly.
· Schools must introduce media and mental health education.
· Nurses, counsellors, social workers, and youth workers should integrate screening, culturally sensitive interventions, attachment-based interventions, and family involvement into health and social care practices.
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