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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence

Teenagers are finding it harder to imagine life without social media. Social media may be a new factor to consider, and practitioners are required to be able to evaluate risk. Teenage and professional attitudes have a significant impact regarding the perception of the relationship between mental health and social media, despite the lack of empirical data to back the notion (Khalaf et al., 2023). While many teenagers believe social media makes them feel closer to their peers, 1 in 5 claim it has a detrimental impact on their mental health, which adds to the growing number of young people with poor mental health. According to 48% of teenagers, up to 32% of individuals in 2022 were harmed by social media. Teenage girls are more likely to say they have encountered positive and negative aspects of social media (Faverio, 2025). This essay aims to communicate data and statistics on mental health of teenagers and then discuss this through Erikson’s psychosexual theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory.

The psychologist and psychiatrist Erik Erikson developed the theory known as Erikson's Stages of Psychosocial Development in the 1950s (Orenstein and Lewis, 2022). Following Erikson's theory, there are eight phases of psychosocial development throughout the course of a person's lifetime. Each stage is characterised by a fundamental conflict whose resolution affects social functioning and personality. Erikson emphasised environmental influence (nurture) rather than biological influences on our behaviour (nature). He suggested that humans go through several phases in order to create a healthy personality, each of which is marked by a central conflict or psychological crisis that must be overcome. (McLeod, 2025). According to Erikson, development continues from early childhood into the older life. There are stages because of the epigenetic principle, which suggests that growth happens in a set order each stage builds on the one prior to it (McLeod, 2025). There is a main struggle in each of the eight stages. Social media plays a big part during adolescence in the conflict between ‘identity versus role confusion’.

Erikson’s theory focuses on unresolved conflicts, and how environmental factors can shape teenager’s social functioning and well-being. Not many studies concentrate on teenagers with clinical mental health symptoms, despite the increasing connection between social media use and teenage mental health. This restricts our comprehension of the differences in social media use among mental health characteristics. Adolescents with mental health disorders reported using social media more frequently and were less satisfied with the quantity of friends they had online, as was predicted. (Fassi et al., 2025). Social media can promote learning, creativity, and interpersonal relationships, but it can also lead to continual comparison, overstimulation, and digital stress, all of which are detrimental to mental health. Wellness advice and educational materials are freely accessible. Campaigns for mental health raise awareness and lessen stigma; online tools include methods for mindfulness, stress reduction, and personal development. 

A case study in 2019 shows teenagers who use social media extensively have higher levels of anxiety and sadness, 2020 Meta-Analysis Active participation is linked to good mental health, while passive scrolling is linked to bad emotional consequences. Mindful usage, posting with purpose, and considering the topic lessens its detrimental effects and the benefits of digital detox. Taking regular pauses enhances state of mind, concentration, and mental resilience. (Urvi Vadher, 2025). A case study comparison on Instagram caused anxiety and low self-esteem in a teen. Their confidence and attitude increased after they structured their feed, reduced daily usage, and practiced thoughtful contemplation. (Urvi Vadher, 2025). Erikson’s theory can help us to understand this because at this age teenagers might be looking to build their identity and self-esteem through these external sources. While Erikson’s theory considers the whole of the lifespan and how social relationships influence us at every stage. Erikson’s theory can be criticised for being gender-biased and culture-biased. It might also be out-dated because society has changed a lot. 

Edward John Mostyn Bowlby, a British psychiatrist, psychoanalyst, and developmental psychologist known as the founder of the attachment theory. He emphasised the vital role of the mother-child link in emotional and social development and saw attachment as an inbuilt survival strategy, influenced by work with maladjusted children, wartime studies of separation, and ethology. His trilogy of attachment and loss has a significant influence on contemporary parenting and psychology (van Dijken, 2019). According to Bowlby theory, children's innate biological and evolutionary need to form emotional bonds with others is a fundamental survival strategy his theory shows that there is a critical window of time, mainly the first 2.5 years of life, during which failing to form a relationship could lead to long-term problems. (Anon, n.d.). Our close relationships are shaped by the attachment theory, examining the science underlying how relationships in adulthood are influenced by early interactions with carers. According to Bowlby these early relationships set out ‘internal working model’ which then acts as a blueprint for our future relationships with others. 

Applying Bowlby’s attachment theory to how teenagers use and engage with social media helps to explain why virtual online relationships are so important for adolescents. If young people are unable to form meaningful relationships in the real-world, they may use social media to help them build connections. For a young person having lots of followers might help to make them feel secure. It might also feel safer for them because they are able to leave the relationship at any time if they do have attachment issues. If they fear abandonment, they can sever the connection before the other person does. However, this also means that the relationships that they have might be superficial and ultimately contribute to feelings of loneliness and isolation which will harm their mental health in the longer term. 

These issues with attachment may be particularly because emotional and social scaffolding that was previously in place is put to the test throughout adolescence. It is a time of substantial development and rapid growth. Supporting young people during adolescence can bring about a positive change since the brain is, according to experts, "plastic" meaning that the experience of social connections can reshape and modify the brain. However, it is far more difficult for young people to achieve this kind of change than it would have been if they had received the proper support at the right stage in their early lives, as well as for those who work with and support them and their families. A child's development by 22 months is an effective measure of educational outcomes by the age of 26, and over half of the attainment gap at the age of 16 already exists before children enter school. However, Bowlby’s focus on the first couple years of life might not fully reflect all the influences on a person’s development. For example, other relationships aside from the one with their primary caregiver can influence a child’s self-esteem. Another weakness of Bowlby’s theory is that it may be outdated because child-rearing is very different today than in the 1950s when Bowlby was writing, especially as his society was one without the influence of social media. 

Parents’ and teens’ views about social media vary by race and ethnicity and significant racial and ethnic differences also exist. This may mean that Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories are too simplistic to reflect the complexities of how teenagers experience social media in the modern world and has this is influenced by their different identities. Teen mental health is a major concern for seven out of 10 Black parents. This is greater than the percentages of Hispanic (52%) and white (55%) parents. Concerns regarding adolescent mental health are particularly prevalent among Black teenagers. Compared to 39% of Hispanic teens and a much lower percentage of White teens (31%), half of Black teens say they are extremely concerned. Fewer teenagers feel comfortable discussing their mental health with their parents, compared to most parents. Compared to 52% of teenagers, eight out of ten parents think they would be extremely or very comfortable doing so. At least 40% of teenagers believe social media platforms negatively impact their productivity (40%) and sleep quality (45%). Only a small percentage of people—roughly 10% or less—say social media sites assist with these issues. Additionally, almost one-third claim that these platforms are neither beneficial nor detrimental (Faverio, Anderson and Park, 2025).

In conclusion, social media is a tool, and its consequences depend on how it is used; it is neither simply beneficial nor malicious. Maintaining mental health requires deliberate boundaries, self-awareness, and mindful interaction. Users can gain from social media without damage to their mental health by using it intelligently, creating a healthier digital-life and well-being. Both Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory can help us to understand how teenagers use social media. Erikson’s theory emphasises its use for teenagers finding their identity while Bowlby’s theory looks at how it facilitates relationships and help young people to feel connected. They do compliment each other and show the importance of young people having a healthy sense of self-esteem which is important for mental health. Both psychological explanations show how experiences in adolescence can shape the remainder of our lives and social media can have both a positive and negative impact on this.
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