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Introduction 




Adolescence is a key period of human growth and development that takes place between childhood and adulthood, usually from the ages of 10 to 19 years (World Health Organization, 2024). Throughout this stage, individuals experience major physical, emotional, intellectual and social changes as they develop their sense of identity and become more independent. In today’s society, social media platforms including TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat and Facebook have become an important part of many adolescents’ daily lives, allowing them to communicate, express themselves and build relationships with others. However, the growing use of social media has created concerns about its potential impact on young people’s mental wellbeing. Studies indicate that social media can produce both positive and negative outcomes, with advantages such as increased social support and a sense of connection, but also disadvantages including anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, reduced self-confidence and body image issues (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Psychological theories provide insight into how adolescents may experience and respond to social media differently. This essay will examine the effects of social media on adolescent mental health through the application of Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby’s Attachment Theory, while considering their strengths and limitations in a health and social care setting.



Main discussion 
Social media has significantly influenced the way adolescents communicate, interact and form relationships with others. For many young people, online platforms provide an environment where they can maintain friendships, exchange ideas, share personal experiences and access a wide range of information. Social networking sites can help adolescents develop a sense of connection, particularly for those who may experience loneliness or difficulties forming relationships in their offline lives. Online communities can offer opportunities for emotional support, allowing young people to communicate with others who may understand similar experiences or challenges. These interactions can have a positive influence on mental wellbeing by encouraging feelings of acceptance, inclusion and belonging.
However, social media does not always have a positive impact on adolescent mental health. Although online platforms can provide support and connection, excessive or unhealthy use may contribute to psychological difficulties. Research has identified an association between high levels of social media engagement and increased mental health concerns among adolescents, including symptoms of anxiety and depression (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). These negative impacts are often connected to experiences such as cyberbullying, pressure to maintain an ideal online image and constantly comparing oneself with others. The way individuals present themselves on social media can create unrealistic expectations, which may influence how adolescents view themselves and their personal worth.One important concern relating to adolescent mental health is the impact of social comparison. Social media platforms frequently display edited photographs, carefully selected achievements and images of lifestyles that may not accurately represent reality. Adolescents who regularly view this content may compare their own appearance, abilities or achievements with those of others and develop feelings of inadequacy. This can contribute to reduced self-confidence, lower self-esteem and dissatisfaction with body image. In addition, online popularity measures, such as the number of likes, comments or followers received, may influence how some young people evaluate their own value. When adolescents receive less online attention than expected, they may experience feelings of rejection or exclusion. These experiences are particularly significant during adolescence because this developmental stage involves exploring personal identity, gaining independence and seeking approval from others.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory helps explain why adolescents may be especially affected by social media experiences. Erikson suggested that human development occurs through eight stages, with each stage involving a specific psychological conflict that individuals must successfully manage. According to Erikson, adolescence is linked to the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion (Erikson, 1968). During this period, young people begin to explore their beliefs, values, interests and future goals in order to develop a clearer understanding of who they are. Successfully resolving this stage can lead to a strong and stable identity, whereas difficulties may result in uncertainty and confusion about the self.
Social media can influence adolescent identity development by creating opportunities for self-expression and exploration. Through online platforms, young people can share their interests, communicate their opinions and connect with groups where they feel accepted. This can support identity formation by helping adolescents develop confidence and a sense of belonging. For example, online communities may allow young people to find support from others with similar interests or experiences, which can strengthen their understanding of themselves. However, social media may also create challenges during identity development. Adolescents may become dependent on online approval through likes, comments and followers, causing their self-esteem to become influenced by external validation. The pressure to appear attractive, successful or socially accepted online may create difficulties in distinguishing between their authentic identity and the image they create on social media.












Bowlby’s Attachment Theory offers a valuable perspective on how emotional connections and relationship experiences may affect the way adolescents respond to social media. Bowlby suggested that early interactions with caregivers contribute to the development of attachment styles, which can influence emotional growth and the formation of relationships throughout life (Bowlby, 1988). Adolescents who experience secure attachment are generally more likely to develop confidence in their relationships, regulate their emotions effectively and seek support in appropriate and positive ways. However, those who develop insecure attachment patterns may experience greater challenges with managing emotions and may have an increased desire for reassurance and approval from others.
When applied to social media use, attachment experiences may shape how adolescents interact with online platforms. Young people with secure attachment may be more likely to use social media in healthy ways, such as keeping in contact with friends, developing relationships and communicating openly with others. In comparison, adolescents who experience insecurity within relationships may depend more on online attention, including likes, comments and followers, as a way of gaining validation and acceptance. As a result, negative experiences online, such as exclusion, judgement or cyberbullying, may have a greater emotional effect on some individuals. This highlights the importance of considering personal relationships and life experiences when examining how adolescents are affected by social media. Bowlby’s theory is valuable as it emphasises the role of emotional support and relationships in adolescent psychological development. It is relevant to health and social care practice because it encourages professionals to consider the wider emotional and social influences affecting young people’s wellbeing. However, a limitation of the theory is that it places significant emphasis on early childhood attachments and may not fully consider the impact of digital communication, friendships and online environments in modern adolescence.
Erikson’s theory is valuable because it helps explain why adolescence is a significant stage for developing personal identity and why feelings of acceptance and social approval can have a strong impact on young people’s confidence, choices and behaviours. This makes the theory relevant when examining the psychological influence of social media on adolescents. However, one limitation of Erikson’s theory is that it was created before the development of modern digital technologies and online platforms, meaning it does not specifically address how social media interactions may affect identity development. In addition, adolescent experiences are shaped by various influences, such as cultural background, family relationships, friendships and personal circumstances, which may not be fully accounted for within a fixed stage-based approach to development.

From a health and social care viewpoint, professionals play a significant role in assisting adolescents who may experience harmful effects linked to social media use. Schools, healthcare practitioners and families can encourage digital wellbeing by teaching young people about responsible online behaviour, ways to prevent cyberbullying and the importance of creating a healthy balance between digital activities and face-to-face interactions. Mental health professionals can provide support for adolescents experiencing difficulties such as anxiety, depression or reduced self-esteem through early support, guidance and the development of effective coping methods. Applying Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories allows professionals to better understand how identity formation, emotional security and relationships can affect the way young people experience and respond to social media.











Conclusion 
In conclusion, social media has a considerable influence on adolescent mental health, presenting both positive and negative effects for young people. Digital platforms can offer adolescents opportunities to develop and maintain social connections, share their experiences, communicate their emotions, explore their identities and find supportive online communities. However, excessive, harmful or uncontrolled use of social media can also create mental health concerns, including increased anxiety, depression, experiences of cyberbullying, lower levels of self-esteem and dissatisfaction with body image. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory helps explain the role social media may play in shaping adolescent identity development, particularly during the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion. The theory emphasises that acceptance and a sense of belonging are important during adolescence, although its application is limited as it was established before the emergence of modern digital platforms. Bowlby’s Attachment Theory further contributes to understanding how emotional relationships and attachment experiences may affect the way adolescents engage with and respond to online interactions. However, the theory does not fully address the impact of virtual relationships and digital forms of communication. Overall, the effects of social media depend on individual circumstances and patterns of use rather than being entirely positive or negative. Health and social care professionals play an important role in helping adolescents develop healthier online behaviours and accessing support when mental health difficulties arise.
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