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Introduction
Social media has become an everyday part of adolescent life, influencing how young people communicate, present themselves, compare experiences and seek support. Adolescence is also a stage in which identity, relationships and emotional regulation are still developing, so online experiences may have a stronger psychological effect than they might in adulthood. Research suggests that the relationship between social media and mental health is complex, rather than simply harmful or beneficial. For some adolescents, social media can provide connection, information and peer support; for others, it may increase anxiety, low mood, loneliness, poor sleep, body dissatisfaction or fear of missing out. This essay discusses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health through two developmental theories: Erikson’s psychosocial theory, particularly identity versus role confusion, and Bowlby’s attachment theory. These theories are useful because they help explain why adolescence is sensitive to social feedback, belonging, validation and emotional security. However, they must be applied critically because they were developed before digital platforms became central to everyday social life.

Main Body
A key issue in the literature is that social media use is not a single behaviour. Time spent online, passive scrolling, active messaging, posting images, receiving feedback and comparing oneself with others are all different forms of engagement. Fassi et al. (2024) found small but significant associations between social media use and internalising symptoms, such as anxiety and depression, in both community and clinical adolescent samples. This does not prove that social media directly causes mental health problems, but it does suggest that online engagement can be connected to emotional difficulties. Similarly, recent reviews argue that the impact of social media depends on individual vulnerability, the type of content viewed, the quality of online interactions and wider social circumstances (Orben et al., 2024). Therefore, it is more accurate to ask how and when social media affects adolescents, rather than assuming the same effect for everyone.
Erikson’s psychosocial theory is especially relevant because adolescence is described as the stage of identity versus role confusion. During this stage, young people explore values, appearance, friendships, sexuality, interests and future roles in order to develop a coherent sense of self (Erikson, 1968). Social media can support this process by giving adolescents opportunities to express themselves, join communities and receive feedback from peers. Avci, Baams and Kretschmer (2024) argue that social media has become an important context for adolescent identity development, with active participation linked to exploration. However, they also found that social comparison was associated with identity distress. This is significant because digital platforms often encourage adolescents to measure themselves against idealised images of peers, influencers and celebrities. If adolescents repeatedly compare their own appearance, popularity or lifestyle with edited online content, they may experience lower self-esteem, uncertainty and emotional pressure.
From Erikson’s perspective, social media may increase role confusion when young people feel pressured to perform different versions of themselves for approval. Likes, comments and follower counts can turn identity exploration into a public form of evaluation. An adolescent may post content not because it reflects their genuine self, but because it is likely to gain acceptance. This can create tension between authenticity and popularity. Benson and Bundick (2015) note that Erikson’s ideas remain important for understanding adolescent development, although modern contexts require updated interpretation. Digital platforms are one such context because they extend peer judgement beyond school or local friendship groups into a continuous online space. This can make identity development feel more unstable, especially for adolescents who already feel insecure, isolated or different from their peers.
Bowlby’s attachment theory provides a second explanation. Attachment theory proposes that early relationships with caregivers shape internal working models of the self and others (Bowlby, 1969). Secure attachment can support emotional regulation and confidence in relationships, whereas insecure attachment may be linked to anxiety about rejection, avoidance of closeness or difficulty seeking support. In adolescence, attachment relationships expand to include peers and romantic partners, but the need for security remains important. Flykt et al. (2021) found that adolescents with more secure attachment profiles had lower levels of mental health problems, while adolescents with insecure attachment profiles showed higher internalising difficulties and risk-taking. This suggests that social media may have different effects depending on the adolescent’s attachment security.
For adolescents with anxious attachment, social media may become a way of seeking reassurance. They may frequently check messages, worry about delayed replies or interpret a lack of engagement as rejection. Demirci and Şar (2024) found that anxious attachment was related to social networking site addiction in adolescents, indicating that online platforms can become emotionally significant for young people who fear abandonment or need constant validation. This can affect mental health by increasing stress, rumination and dependence on online approval. In contrast, adolescents with avoidant attachment may use online communication to maintain distance while still having contact with others. This may feel safer than face-to-face interaction, but it could also limit deeper emotional support. Bowlby’s theory therefore helps explain why the same platform may provide comfort for one young person but distress for another.
It is important not to present social media only as a risk. Adolescents who feel marginalised offline may find online communities where they feel understood. Social media can also provide mental health information, peer encouragement and opportunities to maintain friendships. These positive effects are relevant to both selected theories. For Erikson, supportive online spaces may help identity exploration by allowing adolescents to test ideas and connect with others who share similar experiences. From Bowlby’s perspective, reliable online contact with friends and family may provide a sense of emotional availability. However, the benefits depend on the quality of interaction. Passive scrolling, hostile comments, cyberbullying, exclusion from group chats and exposure to unrealistic images are more likely to damage wellbeing than supportive communication. This supports the argument that content and context are more important than screen time alone.
The two theories are also relevant to health and social care practice. In relation to adolescents, Erikson’s theory reminds practitioners that online distress may be linked to identity, belonging and peer recognition, rather than simply to “too much screen time”. Bowlby’s theory reminds practitioners to consider attachment history, emotional security and the adolescent’s support network when assessing social media-related distress. A critical limitation is that both theories can become too focused on the individual if wider factors are ignored, such as poverty, discrimination, school pressure, family conflict and platform design. Health and social care workers should therefore avoid blaming young people and should instead explore how online experiences interact with relationships, development and environment.

Conclusion
Social media can affect adolescent mental health in both harmful and supportive ways. The evidence suggests small but meaningful links between social media use and internalising symptoms, but these links are shaped by how adolescents use platforms and by their individual vulnerabilities. Erikson’s psychosocial theory explains why social media is powerful during adolescence. It provides a public space for identity exploration, but it can also intensify comparison, role confusion and identity distress. Bowlby’s attachment theory explains why adolescents with different attachment patterns may respond differently to online communication, reassurance and rejection. Together, the theories show that social media should be understood as part of adolescent development rather than as a simple external cause of poor mental health. Effective support should focus on healthy identity formation, secure relationships, digital literacy and open conversations about online experiences. This approach is more useful than banning or blaming social media because it recognises both the risks and the potential benefits of digital life for young people.
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