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Adolescence is a crucial period of development, whereby it has immense biological, emotional, cognitive and social transformation processes, where young individuals gain their identity, independence, as well as their social relationships (de Carvalho and Veiga, 2022). The rising popularity of digital technologies has changed the social life of adolescents, and Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook have become valuable places to communicate, express yourself and build social connections. Although social media could potentially provide or improve social connectedness, emotional support, and identity exploration, the literature demonstrates that such negative or excessive use of the social media tool may induce negative mental health outcomes (anxiety, depressive symptoms, low self-esteem, abnormal sleep patterns, body dissatisfaction, loneliness) (Yue and Rich, 2023). To capture these effects, this essay uses Erikson's theory of psychosocial development that explains identity development among adolescents and the attachment theory put forward by Bowlby that emphasises the role of emotional security and relationships. In this essay, the author will provide an argument as to how social media will have a positive or negative impact on the mental health of adolescents, depending on the type of online experiences, personal vulnerabilities and the quality of social bonds.

[bookmark: _Toc235006361]Growth of Social Media Use and Adolescent Vulnerability
Social media has been a big resource in the lives of adolescents, where young people are affected in how they communicate, retain friendships and also attempt to gain societal acceptance. Social media such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat and YouTube are now known to comprise the centre of the teenager experience and empower teenagers to share content about themselves, define an online identity and interact with a wider social network (Senekal et al., 2023). In the UK, one of the biggest consumers of online platforms is the teens, with social media consuming a large percentage of their day-to-day online life. However, adolescence is a risky period of development, as young people are only learning to identify themselves, regulate emotions, and trust social interactions. Consequently, online experiences may have a strong impact on self-image and affectiveness. The problematic or excessive use of social media has been linked to heightened depressive symptoms, anxiety, decreased life satisfaction and emotional troubles, especially when teenagers witness the effects of social comparison, cyberbullying or pressure to win over by use of social media (Mabanja and Puspitasari, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc235006362]Negative Effects of Social Media on Self-Esteem and Identity (Erikson’s Theory)
In the theory of psychosocial development, adolescence is an identity versus role confusion stage when adolescents establish their identity, values, and social identity. Peer acceptance is very strong at this age that influences self-image and confidence. Social media can also amplify these pressures and subject young people to idealised images, lifestyles and achievements (Pazer, 2024). As an example, the constant exposure of young people to the photo edits of influencers or peers on Instagram can lead to a negative view of themselves and make them feel dissatisfied with their bodies, as well as experience decreased self-esteem. Online validation can also be promoted through social media because popular measures (likes, comments and follower counts) might be used as indicators of popularity and self-esteem. The deletion of a post because of getting fewer likes by a teenager shows the impact that external approval may have on identity development. Also, fear of missing out (FOMO) due to seeing social activities of other people can add to the causes of feeling excluded. Hence, overdependence on digital endorsement might deny the adolescent a chance to attain an authentic and safe identity (Senekal et al., 2023).
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Although social media may lead to strain in teenage mental health, it can also play a beneficial role in identity formation, as it provides an opportunity to express oneself, explore, and connect. The stage of identity versus role confusion by Erikson focuses on enabling adolescents to experiment with their interests, beliefs and values of an individual to build a stronger sense of self (Orenstein and Kaur, 2026). This can be enhanced with the social media platform where youths can join communities depending on their interests, such as music, sports, creative activities or social causes. For example, a teenager who is concerned about the environment can join some online groups promoting sustainability and making them feel a part of them. Likewise, adolescents who experience loneliness in the real world might need to embrace nurturing communities, which make them feel improved and understood (Yue and Rich, 2023). Confidence can be bolstered by positive interactions, positive feedback and being exposed to various views and perspectives can enable adolescents to experiment with various facets of their identity. Thus, the way social media influences identity formation is not in its nature but in the quality of online experiences, relationships, and content that young users will have on the platform (Ferguson, 2024).
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The attachment theory created by Bowlby emphasises the value of early attachment to the caregivers in the development of the emotional state, specifically, the capacity of an individual to trust others, manage emotions and develop constructive relationships. This theory suggests that adolescents who form secure attachments would be more confident in relationships and would resort to support in case of problems, and their insecure attachment patterns can lead to their anxiety, fear of being rejected, and a higher need to be assured (Khadka, 2022). These disparities may affect the form of interaction of the youth with social media. As an example, a teenager having a supportive family and good relations with offline friends can sign up on Instagram or Snapchat to be in touch, share experiences and have emotional support. Conversely, an insecurely attached youngster can be addicted to the virtual world in the pursuit of free security via likes, comments and messages. In case they feel rejected online, excluded from the peer groups or cyberbullied, they will feel more emotionally, as the feelings will support the initial fear of being excluded or feeling harmed (Manzoor et al., 2026). Thus, social media does not cause any connection problems directly, but may improve or reveal the existing emotional weaknesses in relation to the experience of relationships and psychological maturation of an adolescent.
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Social media may impact adolescent mental health through feelings of belonging, acceptance and emotional security. Cyberbullying has become a topic of concern since Internet harassment may include persistent negative messages, humiliation or posting of damaging information in public, which can lead to anxiety, symptoms of depression, and negative self-esteem (Manzoor et al., 2026). Social media makes harmful interactions persist out of school and further reach a broader audience as opposed to traditional bullying. In adolescents whose patterns of attachment are insecure, online rejection or ostracism might be especially troubling since the adolescent might already be more sensitive to abandonment and negative judgment. Moreover, besides offering a chance to get connected, overuse of social media, i.e., going through the feed multiple times without engaging in any communication, may make people feel lonely and socially ungrateful (McAlister et al., 2024). However, the theory developed by Bowlby as well reveals the significance of relationships, and relations within online communities can occasionally be emotional, just like real relations. Adolescents who experience isolation can alleviate loneliness by using or belonging to different digital groups that support them. Thus, the effect of social media will depend on the strengthening or weakening of emotional security through online interactions.
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The problem of social media and its impact on adolescent mental health is a complex one since the internet can lead to both positive and negative psychological outcomes (Ferguson, 2024). Social media in itself does not necessarily hurt people; it, of course, is relative to the amount of time spent in front of the screen, the kind of material that is seen, the peculiarities of personality and the quality of relationships in the offline world of an adolescent. As an illustration, time spent on the internet on unrealistic beauty standards or harsh comments can become a contributor to emotional difficulties, but social media can aid in maintaining friendships, communicating with support groups, or discovering personal interests, which may make people feel better (Senekal et al., 2023). Adolescents should be educated through digital literacy to be more discerning of what they observe online and produce their practices online in a healthier fashion. Parents and caregivers can also assist the youth by coaxing them to use technology in moderation and also have open communication instead of restricting them too much. Building offline relationships is critical towards enhancing emotional security and resilience.
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Social media plays a major role in altering adolescent mental health, both providing opportunities and posing challenges to an important phase of their development. Positive or negative over-the-top treatment of online activities may help in forming anxiety, depressive symptoms, low self-esteem, and loneliness, especially when teenagers are addicted to online validation or face rejection. This theory by Erikson shows that Instagram can impact identity formation as the crucial consideration in the development of an adolescent is the assessment that is carried out by peers and the social acceptance they experience in the process of identity formation. Likewise, the attachment theory developed by Bowlby describes the differences that might be exhibited by adolescents with varying emotional security levels in online experiences. Social media, however, is also capable of fostering connectedness, emotional support and exploration of identity. Hence, social media cannot solely be considered bad or good, and its influence relies on how an individual consents to use it, personal psychological peculiarities, and the presence of supportive relations.
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