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Influence of Social Media on Adolescent Mental Wellbeing
[bookmark: _Toc237678244]Introduction 
Social media is now a crucial aspect of teenagers’ daily life. Offering chances for interaction, education, entertainment, amusement, and personal expression. Apps like Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok allows youth to interact with peers, share experiences and access information. While social media offers many benefits, growing evidence indicates that overuse or negative use can greatly impact teens’ mental health well-being. Such as depression, anxiety, issues with body image, low self-esteem and online harassment (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Conversely, when used appropriately, social media can boost social support, improve interaction, enhance communication and provide access to mental health information (Odgers and Jensen, 2020).
Teenage years are crucial for forming identity and relationships.  Developmental theories explain adolescents’ responses to social media, which can have both negative and positive effects on mental health (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).
This essay will explore how social media effects teenagers’ emotional wellbeing. Drawing on Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969) and Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory (Erikson, 1968). It will examine how attachment relationships and identify development influence adolescents’ experiences of social media and their overall mental wellbeing. 
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Social media has become an integral part of adolescents’ daily lives, shaping how they communicate, learn, and interact with others. Platform such as TikTok, Facebook, and Snapchat enable young people to sustain peer relationships, express creativity, and access educational materials. These digital spaces can also nurture feelings of inclusion and provide emotional support through the online communities (Odger and Jensen, 2020).

Despite these benefits, studies indicate that overuse or improper use of social media can harm teenagers’ mental health. Young people who spend long periods online are more likely to experience anxiety, depression, poor sleep quality and reduced self-esteem (Kele, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). A major concerns in social comparison, where adolescents assess their looks, achievements or lifestyles with the carefully edited images and content shared by others. This can create unrealistic expectations, leading to body dissatisfaction and feeling inadequacy. In addition, cyberbullying has become a growing issue on social media, with online harassment contributing to emotional distress, loneliness and increased psychological difficulties among adolescents. The NHS (2023) highlights that too much social media use can lead to anxiety, stress and low mode in some adolescents.
Furthermore, it is essential to recognise that social media is not harmful by nature. The effect mainly relies on its usage, the quality of online interactions and the individual’s personal circumstances. Some adolescents benefit from supportive online communities, while others may become more vulnerable to negative experiences.  theories, such as Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory, which help explain why social media affects adolescents in different ways.
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Bowlby’s Attachment Theory suggest the emotional connection formed between a child and their main caregiver during early life has a great impact on their emotional, psychological, and social development (Bowlby, 1969). According to Bowlby, children who experience consistent care, love and responsiveness from their caregivers are more likely to develop a secure attachment. This secure attachment helps children develop emotional resilience, confidence and healthy relationships throughout their lives. In contrast, children who experience inconsistent care, rejection or neglect may develop insecure attachment, which can affect their ability to regulate emotion and trusts others.
Bowlby argued that these early experiences form an internal working model, which influences individuals view themselves and others in future relationships. During adolescence, these attachment patterns continue to shape emotional wellbeing and social interactions. Adolescents with secure attachments are generally better able to cope with stress and are unlikely to depend on social media for encouragement or acceptance. They may use social media to maintain friendships and communicate positively with others while maintaining healthy self-esteem. 

However, adolescents with insecure attachment may rely more excessively on social media or emotional validation through likes, comments and followers. They may become more sensitive to online rejection, criticism or cyberbullying increasing their risk of anxiety depression and low self-esteem. They may also engage in frequent social comparison, seeking approval from others to compensate for feelings of insecurity. This demonstrates how early attachment experiences can influence adolescents’ emotional responses to online interactions.
One strength of Bowlby’s theory is that it highlights the importance of early relationships in promoting emotional resilience and mental wellbeing. However, a limitation is that the theory concentrates mainly on early childhood experiences and might undervalue the influence of later life factors, such as friendships, school settings, and prevalent social media use during teenage years. Despite this limitation, Bowlby’s theory remains valuable in explaining why adolescents experience the effects of social media differently. “Therefore, Bowlby’s Theory clarifies why social media might negatively affects teenagers with insecure attachment more significantly”. 
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Erikson’s Psychological Development Theory suggest that individuals progress through eight psychological stages, each involving a challenge that must be resolved to support healthy psychological growth (Erikson, 1968). During adolescence, the central stage is identify versus role confusion, where young people explore their beliefs, values, and future aspirations. Successful resolution fosters confidence and clear sense of self, whereas unresolved conflict can lead to uncertainty and low self-esteem.
Social media has become an important part of identity development for many adolescents. Platform like TikTok, Instagram and Snapchat allow young people to express themselves, share personal experiences and connect with others who have similar interests. Positive interactions, encouragement from peers and access supportive online communities can strengthen self-confidence and provide a sense of belonging. For some adolescents, particularly those who feel isolated, social media can offer valuable emotional support and opportunities to explore their identity in a safe environment.
However, social media can also create challenges during this stage of development. Adolescents are often expose with unrealistic images, carefully edited content and pressure to present a perfect online identity. Thise may lead to frequent social comparison, body dissatisfaction and reliance on external validations through likes, comments and followers. As a result, some adolescents may experience anxiety, low self-esteem, depression if they feel they do not meet these perceived expectations. Cyberbullying and fear of missing out (FOMO) can further affect emotional wellbeing and increase feelings of isolation.
A strength of Erikson’s theory is that it highlights the importance of identity development during adolescence, making it highly relevant to understanding young people’s experiences of social media. However, a limitation is that the theory was developed before the digital age and does not specifically consider the influence of online environments. Despite this, Erikson’s theory remains valuable in explain how social media can both support and challenge adolescents as they develop their identity and mental wellbeing.
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Both Bowlby’s Attachment Theory Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory offer important perspective on how social media can affect teen mental health focusing on different development areas. Bowlby, (1969) highlights the significance of early attachment with caregivers, suggesting that secure attachments help young people develop confidence, emotional resilience and healthy coping strategies. Teens with strong attachments tends to use social media in a balanced way and are less dependent on online approval for their self-worth. In contrast, those with insecure attachments may be more vulnerable to cyberbullying, social comparison and the need for constant reassurance through likes and comments.
Erikson (1968), however, focuses on adolescence as a period of identity formation. His theory explains how young people actively explore their beliefs, values and sense of self during the stage of Identity versus Role of Confusion. Social media can support this process by allowing adolescents to express themselves and connect with others. However, it can also increase pressure to meet unrealistic expectations, leading to self-doubt, body image concerns and poor mental wellbeing when online acceptance becomes closely linked to self-esteem.
Together, these theories provide a broader understanding to adolescent mental health. Bowlby’s theory explains why some adolescents maybe more emotionally vulnerable based on their early attachment experiences, why Erikson’s theory explains how social media influence’s identity development during adolescence. Although both theories were developed before the rise of social media, they remain relevant because they help explain why adolescents respond differently to online experiences. Understanding both perspectives can help parents, educators and healthcare professionals provide appropriate support to promote positive mental health in the digital age.
Understanding Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory helps health and social care professionals support adolescents affected by social media. These theories explain how relationships and identity influence emotional wellbeing. By recognising young people’s needs, professionals can provide early support, encourage healthy coping strategies, and work with families and schools to reduce the negative effects of social media use.
Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescents’ mental health. While it can promote communication, social support and self-expression, it can also contribute to anxiety, low self-esteem, depression and cyberbullying. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory explains how early attachment relationships influence adolescents’ emotional resilience and their ability to cope with online experiences. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory highlights the importance of identity development during adolescence and explains how social media can either support or challenge this process. Together, these theories demonstrate that adolescents’ responses to social media are influenced by both their early relationships and their stage psychological development. Understanding these theories can help health and social care professionals, parents and educators support young people in developing healthy social media habits and promoting positive mental wellbeing.
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