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​Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence


​Social media platforms have fundamentally reshaped the ecosystem of adolescent communication, identity negotiation, and peer engagement over the past decade. While these digital environments offer unprecedented opportunities for creative self-expression, identity exploration, and community building, a growing body of empirical research highlights their potential to compromise young people's psychological well-being. Increased rates of internalising symptoms, such as anxiety, depression, social distress, and diminished self-esteem, are frequently observed alongside heavy digital engagement. However, the psychological consequences of social media are neither uniform nor purely negative. To evaluate these complex outcomes critically, digital behaviours must be examined through robust developmental psychology frameworks. This essay analyses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development alongside John Bowlby’s attachment theory. By integrating these lifespan theories with contemporary empirical research, this discussion explores how online dynamics intersect with adolescent developmental vulnerabilities and details practical, evidence-informed interventions for health and social care practice.
​Adolescence represents a distinct developmental period characterised by profound neurological, social, and emotional transformations, alongside a heightened sensitivity to peer evaluation and social standing. Social media environments magnify these inherent developmental vulnerabilities through distinct psychological mechanisms, most notably upward social comparison, cyberbullying, and the fear of missing out (FOMO). Empirical studies demonstrate significant associations between high levels of screen time and 
 psychological distress. For instance, Twenge and Campbell (2018) reported an association between higher levels of screen time and lower psychological well-being among children and adolescents. Furthermore, a major systematic review and meta-analysis of over one million adolescents by Fassi et al. (2024) found a positive association between social media use and internalising symptoms in both community and clinical samples, although the authors highlighted important gaps in the evidence base.
​Exposure to highly curated, idealized peer representations encourages upward social comparison. While early foundational studies on social networking sites by Vogel et al. (2014) demonstrated this dynamic primarily within undergraduate adult samples, subsequent youth-focused research confirms its acute relevance to adolescents. Specifically, Nesi and Prinstein (2015) found that social comparison and feedback-seeking behaviours on social media were associated with depressive symptoms among adolescents, with particularly pronounced effects observed among female participants and youth experiencing lower peer popularity.
​Nevertheless, an objective evaluation requires recognising that social media’s impact is contingent on individual and environmental factors rather than being universally detrimental. A systematic narrative review by Best, Manktelow, and Taylor (2014) emphasised that digital platforms can offer vital social support, enhance social capital, and foster a sense of belonging among marginalised youth who struggle to find peer validation in their immediate offline environments. Modern public health advisories, such as the U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory on Social Media and Youth Mental Health (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2023), similarly affirm that while social media poses significant risks of harm, it also serves as a crucial space for identity expression and peer connection. Thus, social media functions as a double-edged sword; its psychological effects depend on how digital interactions interact with an individual adolescent's underlying developmental stage and relational security.
​Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development offers a highly relevant theoretical framework for interpreting these digital dynamics. Erikson posited that the central developmental task of adolescence is resolving the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, wherein individuals experiment with various roles, values, and social identities to construct a coherent sense of self (Erikson, 1968). In the contemporary context, social media can provide a persistent arena for identity experimentation. Adolescents curate public profiles, test self-presentations, and monitor peer feedback in the form of likes, comments, and shares to gauge their social acceptability. When digital feedback is positive, it can temporarily bolster self-worth and affirm developing identity commitments. However, an over-reliance on quantifiable, external validation often fosters a fragile, fragmented identity that remains excessively dependent on peer approval. Furthermore, experiencing online rejection or cyberbullying during this sensitive phase heightens the risk of role confusion, leading to social withdrawal and identity distress.
​While Erikson’s model possesses clear usefulness in explaining why adolescents are intensely motivated to seek peer validation online, it also exhibits structural limitations when applied to modern digital spaces. Conceived prior to the emergence of digital communications, Erikson’s theory does not explicitly account for the relentless, permanent, and algorithmically driven nature of contemporary digital platforms. Digital platforms can instead expose adolescents to persistent and potentially public peer evaluation, while previous self- expressions may remain accessible for extended periods.
​Complementing Erikson’s structural focus on identity, John Bowlby’s attachment theory provides vital insights into the emotional security and relational behaviours of adolescents online. Bowlby proposed that early interactions with primary caregivers shape internal working models cognitive representations of self and others that guide interpersonal relationships throughout life (Bowlby, 1982). During adolescence, relationships with peers become increasingly important alongside continuing attachment relationships with parents, as young people seek sources of a "safe haven" and" secure base" within important relationships (Bowlby, 1982; Armsden and Greenberg, 1987). Social media facilitates continuous connectivity with these peer attachment figures. However, digital communication may lack some of the non-verbal cues, emotional depth, and physical co-presence that can contribute to attachment security. Consequently, adolescents with insecure attachment patterns may be at greater risk of digital distress. Those with anxious attachment styles may engage in hyper-vigilant online behaviours, compulsively checking messages to ward off perceived rejection and experiencing intense anxiety when responses are delayed. By contrast, adolescents with avoidant attachment tendencies may show lower levels of online engagement or openness, although evidence for these patterns in adolescent populations remains limited.
​Evaluating the evidence supporting attachment theory in digital spaces requires critical methodological nuance. While foundational research on digital attachment behaviours, such as Oldmeadow, Quinn, and Kowert (2013), provided valuable insights into how attachment styles influence social platform usage, these early studies examined adult populations, limiting their direct generalizability to adolescents. More recent research specifically focused on adolescents, such as Ekinci and Akat (2023), found associations between anxious-ambivalent attachment, social appearance anxiety, and Instagram addiction, highlighting the importance of relational and individual factors in adolescents’ social media experiences. Nevertheless, a broader theoretical limitation of Bowlby's framework in this context is its tendency to focus predominantly on early relational history, sometimes underestimating powerful socio - cultural, environmental and platform - related factors that shape adolescent digital habits regardless of their underlying attachment security.
​Integrating Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories demonstrates that social media does not impact young people in a vacuum; rather, it interacts dynamically with identity formation and relational security. Erikson highlights what adolescents are striving to achieve online (identity consolidation and social recognition), while Bowlby clarifies how they navigate digital relationships based on internal emotional security. Together, these theories suggest that the psychological effects of social media may interact with pre-existing developmental vulnerabilities rather than operating independently of them.
​For health and social care practitioners working in youth services, schools, and mental health settings, these theoretical insights provide a strong foundation for practical, evidence-informed interventions. Rather than relying on blanket restrictions based solely on time spent online, practitioners should implement targeted strategies that enhance digital literacy and emotional resilience. Utilizing Erikson’s framework, practitioners can help adolescents decouple their self-concept from quantifiable online metrics, guiding them toward offline activities that build authentic self - esteem and stable identity boundaries. Applying Bowlby’s attachment concepts, social care workers can explore young people's broader relational patterns to understand whether compulsive social media use reflects underlying fears of abandonment or social isolation.
​Practitioners can also facilitate parent child communication workshops to strengthen offline attachment security, providing young people with a genuine "secure base" at home so they rely less on superficial digital validation. Furthermore, professionals in healthcare and educational settings should consider assessing not only the quantity of social media use but also the qualitative nature of digital engagement (e.g., social comparison, exposure to cyberbullying, feedback-seeking and problematic use) alongside peer relationships and safeguarding considerations. Differentiating between normative, protective digital engagement and problematic, compulsive usage enables practitioners to deliver individualized support tailored to each adolescent's developmental needs. This holistic approach ensures that early identification strategies effectively address systemic and relational stressors before severe psychological distress emerges.

​




In conclusion, social media exerts a complex, multifaceted influence on adolescent mental health, offering substantial opportunities for connection while presenting real risks to psychological well- being. Applying Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development illustrates how digital environments reshape identity consolidation, frequently shifting the balance from internal self-reflection towards external, quantifiable peer approval. Concurrently, Bowlby’s attachment theory explains why young people seek constant connectivity and why those with insecure attachment patterns may experience heightened vulnerability to digital anxiety and social isolation. Recognising both the utility and limitations of these lifespan theories enables health and social care professionals to design nuanced, practical interventions that promote digital resilience, strengthen real-world relationships, and support healthy adolescent development within an increasingly digitised world.
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