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Use of social media has affected the lives of adolescents, in the sense that different applications such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, and Facebook have become their major modes of communication around the globe (International Institute for Digital Wellbeing, 2026). Latest research shows that most adolescents spend some hours daily on social media platforms, using social media in an effective way in their lives and representation. Adolescence is one of the significant periods of development of a human being when one goes through many physical, emotional, intellectual and social changes, and which contributes to the formation of their personalities and wellbeing. Use of social media has many benefits for the users such as connectivity with distant peers, opportunities for creativity, information and availability of support groups. But along with these benefits, social media has become a cause of serious mental health concerns, which have been found to be related to problematic use of social media, including high risk of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyber bullying, body image concerns, sleep disorder and loneliness (Roberts, Martinez and Khan, 2025).
The present paper will be devoted to the impact of social media on the psychological well-being of adolescents from the perspective of Psychosocial Theory and Attachment Theory by Erik Erikson and John Bowlby respectively. The Psychosocial Theory by Erik Erikson stresses the importance of the identification process which occurs during adolescence stage of development. The Attachment Theory by John Bowlby puts an accent on the importance of the secure attachment as the foundation for psychological well-being at all stages of people's life. The two theories offer a comprehensive analysis of the impact of social media on the mental well-being of adolescents.
There are eight development stages throughout the whole life span of a person based on the Psychosocial Theory by Erik Erikson. Each of those stages involves a psychosocial crisis that should be overcome. Adolescence takes place within the period of age from 12 to 18 and includes the problem of "Identity versus Role Confusion" (Erikson, 1968). The young people at this stage try different ways of self-identification by exploring diverse ideas and values. Positive resolution leads to the emergence of an identity and values; failure leads to confusion about one's place in society and his/her qualities. Erikson underlined the significance of identity development as a social process. It is accomplished through social interaction.
As per the theory of attachment developed by John Bowlby, there exists a basic human need for attachment with the object of attachment, which normally are the parents or the caretakers (Bowlby, 1969). The attachment relationship formed during the period of infancy remains all throughout the lifespan and defines how people behave in future relationships. In case of secure attachment, the individual develops the same on account of sensitive and consistent behavior by the caregiver; therefore, developing a positive internal working model, where the self is valued and trustworthy of other people. Whereas insecure attachment is developed because of lack of availability and inconsistency of the caregiver resulting in the formation of negative internal working model with anxiety or avoidance.
The process of identity development through social media can be viewed through the framework of Erikson's theory. The use of social media provides an opportunity for young people to experiment with different identities and obtain instant reactions from their peers (Anderson, Silva and Chen, 2025). This stage is essential for normal identity formation and provides an opportunity to establish relationships with individuals who share similar ideas to overcome the crisis of identity versus role confusion (Erikson, 1968). At the same time, the excessive use of other people's reaction in terms of likes and comments on one's posts hinders the development of an identity. Identity formed based on other people's reaction does not have internal consistency.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory is one theory that helps understand various key elements that relate to the impact of social media on the quality of relationships as well as attachment security in adolescents. Adolescents have many friends that they can interact with via social media, which in turn leads to increased social support and reduced social isolation. When adolescents manage to develop a secure attachment style during their early childhood interactions with their caregivers, the use of social media becomes a way of developing healthy peer relationships and getting emotional support when needed (Patel, Thompson and Williams, 2024). However, the theory of attachment focuses on the negative aspects of digital connections compared to the ones in person. First, the process of developing a secure attachment entails physical presence, non-verbal signs, such as facial expression and body language, as well as synchronicity to develop an interactive and reciprocal process. All of these are completely absent from interactions through social media platforms and do not fit the criteria required by Bowlby to consider them as part of a healthy psychological development. Adolescents who had insecure attachments because of the inconsistent or rejecting parental experience in childhood could use social media improperly because of the necessity for excessive posting and production of content as a means of constant validation, distress in case of rejection, shown by reduced social media activity, and problems with emotion regulation in case of cyberbullying and social exclusion (Bowlby, 1988).
The intricate connection between Erikson's theory and Bowlby's gives great insight into why the effect of social media is complicated on the mental health of adolescents. Formation of secure attachment is the critical component needed for building a good psychological foundation to enable identity development. Young people who had gone through secure attachment experiences have been found to be more autonomous in terms of identity development as well as being more confident in trying out different kinds of identities (Anderson, Silva and Chen, 2025). Insecure attachment is characterized by identity diffusion, which can be intensified further via the use of social media.
It seems that the topics of social comparison and cyberbullying have a certain relevance when considered from both theories simultaneously. Based on Erikson's theory, the negative response of peers during the identity formation stage will just exacerbate the person's difficulties of role confusion and identity ambiguity and lead to low self-concept and depressive symptoms. The theory by Bowlby means that cyberbullying is a form of relational trauma, which endangers one's attachment security and causes attachment anxiety behaviors (Roberts, Martinez and Khan, 2025). Recent research has proved the existence of the connection between problematic usage of social networks and psychological disorders, especially among adolescents with insecure attachment style.
Recent studies have shown that it is becoming increasingly important to understand these theories through the digital age. There are studies showing that young people who develop attachments securely are better at coping with negative impacts that come from the use of social media and can form healthy identities on the Internet (Patel, Thompson and Williams, 2024). Additionally, intervention programs that have considered the theory of identity development by Erikson and the theory of attachment by Bowlby have been quite successful in reducing the risk factors of problematic use of social media.
In conclusion, it is possible to state that the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents is rather complex and depends mainly on two factors: the process of identity formation and relationship formation. According to the theory of Erikson, it is important to have a favorable social environment to form proper identity. Speaking about the theory of Bowlby, it is vital to have secure relationships because it has significant long-term impact. Thus, it is possible to state that the impact of social media will be negative if it hinders this process. And therein is the problem with the continuous global and time-honored interaction via social media, which neither of the two theories had accounted for. However, psychological theories remain relevant and useful in adolescent psychology and development. Adolescents require mental wellness and need to develop healthy identity and relational skills, which are affected by social media, but cannot replace the online interactions and emotional awareness necessary for developing a secure attachment. Future interventions of social media among adolescents should include the ability to critically reflect on the effects of social media on their self-perceptions and identity development.
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