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1.0	Introduction
Social media has become an essential part of adolescent life, influencing how young people communicate, build relationships, construct identities, and obtain information. Adolescence is a vital developmental stage marked by fast biological, psychological, and social changes, during which people are especially vulnerable to environmental influences and peer appraisal (World Health Organisation, 2024). During this time, identity development and emotional control are still forming, making teenagers more susceptible to both good and negative external influences, including digital surroundings.
Recent research indicates that social media platforms can bring considerable benefits, including improved communication, social connectivity, identity exploration, and access to supportive communities. However, excessive or problematic use has been linked to higher rates of anxiety, melancholy, loneliness, sleep disturbance, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying exposure, and low self-esteem among teenagers (Odgers and Jensen, 2024 and UNICEF, 2024). These mental health difficulties are becoming more widely identified as a public health issue, as poor adolescent mental health can persist into adulthood, hurting school success, employment results, and overall emotional well-being.
According to research, the relationship between social media use and mental health is complicated and diverse, with biological, psychological, and environmental factors all having an impact. While some adolescents benefit from online peer support and digital groups, others face negative consequences such as social comparison, FOMO, and pressure to meet unrealistic online standards (American Psychological Association, 2024). To explain these disparate outcomes, this essay employs Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory. It critically assesses social media's good and bad effects on teenage mental health, as well as the theoretical frameworks' strengths and limits in describing modern digital conduct.
2.0	Main Body
2.1	Social Media, Anxiety, Depression and Emotional Wellbeing
One of the most commonly raised concerns about adolescent social media use is its link to anxiety, despair, and emotional distress. According to empirical research, continuous use of social networking platforms increases psychological susceptibility due to exposure to curated lifestyles, peer appraisal, and ongoing comparison (World Health Organization, 2024). Adolescents are more vulnerable to these impacts because their cognitive and emotional systems are still growing, making them more sensitive to social input and affirmation.
Furthermore, research shows that upward social comparison plays an important role in emotional discomfort, as adolescents frequently compare their daily circumstances to idealised online images of peers and influencers (Odgers and Jensen, 2024). This process can lead to feelings of inadequacy, depressed mood, and low self-esteem. Fear of missing out (FOMO) exacerbates anxiety because adolescents feel compelled to be continually connected to social networks in order to prevent social marginalisation (Ofcom, 2024).
However, social media is not completely negative. It can offer emotional support, particularly to adolescents who face isolation, marginalisation, or difficulty in offline settings. Online peer groups and mental health communities can provide validation, shared experiences, and encouragement, perhaps alleviating feelings of loneliness (Mental Health Foundation, 2024). Nonetheless, overall research suggests that negative psychological consequences are more likely when use becomes excessive, compulsive, or emotionally reliant (NHS England, 2024).
2.2	Cyberbullying, sleep disruption, and social comparison effects
Cyberbullying is one of the most serious concerns linked to adolescent social media use. Unlike conventional bullying, cyberbullying is ongoing, anonymous, and available at all times, increasing psychological injury and limiting escape options (UNESCO, 2024). Victims frequently report increased anxiety, depression, social disengagement, and, in severe circumstances, suicidal ideation (NSPCC, 2024). The public and persistent character of internet harassment exacerbates emotional pain.
Sleep disruption is another major issue. Excessive screen time, especially before bedtime, disrupts circadian rhythms and lowers sleep quality due to blue light exposure and cognitive stimulation (Nuffield Foundation, 2024). Poor sleep has been significantly linked to decreased emotional regulation, irritability, and an increased susceptibility to mental health illnesses. This creates a vital v relationship where poor sleep exacerbates emotional distress, which in turn encourages further social media use.
The social comparison theory explains physical dissatisfaction and low self-esteem in adolescents. Individuals assess their self-worth by comparing themselves to others, and social media facilitates this process by providing regular exposure to edited, filtered, and idealised content (Festinger, 1954). According to research conducted by the Mental Health Foundation (2024), appearance-focused platforms play a substantial role in body image concerns, particularly among teenage girls. However, digital literacy education and parental mediation have been found to minimise susceptibility by fostering critical thinking about online content (Children's Commissioner for England, 2025).
2.3	Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory and identity formation
Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory offers a compelling explanation for teenage identity development in the age of social media. During the "Identity vs Role Confusion" stage, teenagers actively investigate personal values, beliefs, and social roles in attempt to form a clear sense of self (Steinberg, 2023). Social media platforms have a huge impact on this process because they enable adolescents to create, edit, and express their digital identities through posts, photographs, and conversations.
Positive feedback, such as likes, comments, and shares, can boost self-esteem and facilitate identity discovery. This allows teenagers to experiment with many aspects of identity in a low-risk setting (American Psychological Association, 2024).  In such instances, teenagers may value social approbation over authenticity, resulting in identity uncertainty and mental instability.
Furthermore, tailored online settings promote continual comparison to influencers and peers, which can distort self-perception and heighten feelings of inadequacy (Odgers and Jensen, 2024). According to Erikson, this can undermine good identity formation and raise the chance of role confusion. Erikson's theory has a flaw in that it was conceived before to the rise of digital technology, therefore it does not fully account for algorithm-driven engagement or the rapidity with which online social feedback occurs. Despite this shortcoming, it is extremely useful in describing teenage identity formation in contemporary digital contexts.
2.4	Bowlby’s Attachment Theory and online relationships
Bowlby's Attachment Theory explains how early childhood carer interactions impact emotional regulation, interpersonal relationships, and coping mechanisms later in life (Bowlby, 1988). Throughout adolescence, attachment types continue to influence how people interact with social interactions, even those developed online.
Adolescents with secure attachment types likely to engage in better social media activities, using platforms to strengthen existing relationships and preserve emotional balance. Individuals with insecure attachment patterns may rely extensively on social media for approval, reassurance, and emotional support. This dependence can make people more vulnerable to worry, especially when online input is unfavourable or absent.
Cyberbullying emphasises the importance of attachment theory. Securely attached teenagers typically have greater support systems that protect them from online harm, whereas insecurely attached individuals may internalise bad experiences more profoundly (UNICEF, 2024). This suggests that connection security improves teenage mental health outcomes. However, Bowlby's hypothesis has limits in explaining contemporary digital activity. It does not adequately account for the impact of algorithms, online anonymity, or parasocial connections, which are widespread in social media settings. Nonetheless, it is still a useful framework for analysing emotional reliance and relationship conduct in adolescents.
2.5	Biological and environmental influences on adolescent behaviour
Adolescent attitudes toward social media are influenced by both biological and environmental variables. The prefrontal brain, which is responsible for impulse control and decision-making, is still maturing throughout adolescence, making people more responsive to reward-based stimuli like notifications and likes (American Psychological Association, 2024). This enhanced reward sensitivity may contribute to compulsive social media use. Hormonal changes during puberty can increase emotional reactivity and peer sensitivity, which intensifies online interactions (World Health Organization, 2024).
Environmental effects are equally important. Parenting methods, peer interactions, and school contexts all influence how teenagers use digital platforms. Active parental monitoring and open communication have been found to limit exposure to hazardous internet content while increasing digital resilience (Ofcom, 2024). Additionally, socioeconomic inequality has an impact on adolescents' ability to critically analyse online material and handle social media hazards (Youth Endowment Fund, 2024).
The interplay of biological vulnerability and environmental setting shows that social media effects are not uniform. Instead, outcomes are determined by individual resilience, social support systems, and consumption habits. This emphasises the significance of a comprehensive approach to adolescent mental health in digital environments.
3.0	Conclusion
In conclusion, social media has a substantial and multifaceted impact on teenage mental health, with both positive and negative consequences.  However, it is highly linked to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, sleep disruption, body dissatisfaction, and low self-esteem (NHS England, 2024; Mental Health Foundation, 2024).
Bowlby's Attachment Theory describes how early emotional attachments affect teenagers' vulnerability or resilience to online experiences, whereas Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory focuses on how social media influence identity formation and self-perception during adolescence. Although both theories have limits in addressing modern algorithm-driven platforms, they are nonetheless extremely valuable in studying psychological responses to digital surroundings.
Overall, social media should not be considered as completely destructive or altogether good. Its influence is determined by the intensity of use, individual psychological qualities, and environmental support systems. To encourage safe and balanced social media use among teenagers, effective interventions should include digital literacy education, family engagement, school-based assistance, and public health policy.
















4.0 	Appendices
Step 1: Selected Theories and Source
This section discusses two psychological theories that are relevant to understanding mental health and behaviour throughout the lifetime. The first theory chosen from Weeks 1–5 is Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory, namely the stage of Identity vs Role Confusion. Two major sources were Steinberg (2023) Adolescence and Odgers and Jensen (2024) Adolescent Mental Health in the Digital Age.
The second theory chosen from Weeks 7-9 is Bowlby's Attachment Theory, which is supported by Bowlby (1988) A Secure Base and the Royal College of Psychiatrists (2023) Digital Relationships and Emotional Wellbeing in Young People. These sources give evidence on emotional growth, identity formation, and relational behaviour in digital settings.
Step 2: Summary of Key Arguments and Findings
According to Steinberg (2023), adolescence is marked by the psychosocial conflict Identity against Role Confusion, in which adolescents actively investigate their identity, values, and social roles. Peer interaction and environmental feedback play a significant role in identity formation. Odgers and Jensen (2024) build on this notion by demonstrating how digital platforms encourage identity development through continual feedback mechanisms such as likes, comments, and social comparison. 
Bowlby (1988) contends that early carer interactions establish internal working models that regulate emotional regulation and interpersonal behaviour throughout adulthood. Secure attachment fosters emotional resilience, whereas insecure attachment increases sensitivity to anxiety and dependence. The Royal College of Psychiatrists (2023) agrees, stating that teenagers with insecure attachment are more inclined to seek affirmation on social media sites, especially when offline support is limited. They also point out that while online connections can momentarily satisfy attachment requirements, uneven feedback can lead to increased emotional instability.
Step 3: Evaluation of Relevance to older Adults
Erikson's theory is particularly relevant in supporting older individuals in health and social care, as it explains the ultimate stage of psychosocial development: Integrity versus despair. Older persons frequently reflect on their accomplishments, which can aid in emotional acceptance and psychological well-being. In care settings, this approach is implemented through recollection therapy and life review therapies that increase dignity and minimise depression. However, Erikson's model has a disadvantage in that it is stage-based and does not completely account for cultural, economic, or health differences influencing ageing experiences.
Bowlby's Attachment Theory is also applicable to elderly persons since attachment requirements persist throughout the lifespan. Older persons in residential care frequently rely on carers as emotional attachment figures, especially following bereavement or loss of freedom. Secure relationship promotes emotional stability and alleviates loneliness. However, the theory may underestimate institutional issues like as staffing levels, care quality, and organisational restrictions, all of which have a substantial impact on well-being in care situations.
Part B: Short Report
Step 1: Selected Theory
Bowlby's Attachment Theory was chosen for this section because it is particularly relevant to emotional care, connection building, and psychological well-being in residential care settings.
Step 2: Introduction to the Theory
Bowlby's Attachment Theory explains how early emotional attachments with carers influence an individual's emotional development, coping strategies, and interpersonal relationships throughout their lives (Bowlby, 1988). The idea distinguishes between secure and insecure attachment types, which affect how people respond to stress, relationships, and separation. Attachment theory is critical in health and social care for recognising emotional needs, especially among older persons in residential care who may be lonely, grieving, or separated from their families.
Application in Residential Care Settings
Attachment Theory can increase well-being in nursing homes by fostering secure, trusting connections between residents and carers. When personnel provide continuous emotional support, reassurance, and empathic communication, residents are more likely to feel safe and valued. This lowers anxiety, increases mood, and boosts general psychological well-being. The theory promotes person-centred care, in which emotional needs are valued alongside physical demands.
For example, an older adult who has recently moved into a care home may experience emotional anguish as a result of being separated from family. A steady key worker who offers daily emotional support and companionship can serve as a secondary attachment figure. Over time, this relationship has the potential to minimise loneliness and increase social interaction in the care home setting.
Step 3: Example Scenario
Mrs. A, an 83-year-old resident, just moved into a care home due to worsening health. She first refused to participate in social events, displaying signs of uneasiness and withdrawal. A designated care worker was assigned to her to provide ongoing emotional support, daily discussion, and reassurance. Mrs A gradually gained trust in the carer, began to participate in group activities, and had greater emotional well-being. This shows how attachment-based care might improve psychological adjustment in residential settings.
Step 4: Challenge in Application
High staff turnover and instability in caregiving relationships are significant challenges when implementing Attachment Theory in care homes. Frequent staff changes can damage emotional relationships, diminish trust, and cause anxiety among residents. This may have a detrimental impact on emotional stability and limit engagement in care tasks.
Step 5: Evidence-Based Solution
An evidence-based solution is to develop continuity of care models, in which residents are assigned constant key workers or small care teams. According to NICE (2023), continuity of care promotes emotional well-being, lowers worry, and increases trust in care partnerships. Furthermore, relationship-centered care training for staff enhances communication skills and emotional responsiveness, hence enhancing attachment security in residential care settings.
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