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Social media has become an integral part of adolescents' daily lives, influencing how they communicate, express themselves and access information. Widespread internet access has enabled social media to become a routine part of adolescents' everyday lives (Prescott, 2020). Although social media provides opportunities for communication, self-expression and social support, growing evidence suggests that excessive or problematic use may negatively affect mental health, contributing to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, cyberbullying and sleep disturbance (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). As digital engagement has become increasingly embedded in adolescence, researchers have questioned its implications for psychological wellbeing, arguing that the impact of social media depends on patterns of use, the quality of online interactions and individual psychological characteristics (Valkenburg et al., 2022).
Adolescence is a critical period of psychological and social development during which individuals establish their identity, develop independence and form important peer relationships. Consequently, the effects of social media depend on patterns of use, the quality of online interactions and individual psychological characteristics (Valkenburg et al., 2022).
This essay critically examines the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by evaluating its benefits and risks. Drawing on Erikson's psychosocial development theory and Bowlby's attachment theory, it argues that social media can support identity development but may also increase psychological distress, particularly among adolescents who are vulnerable because of developmental challenges or insecure attachment patterns.
Research consistently demonstrates an association between social media use and adolescent mental health, although the nature of this relationship remains contested. Systematic reviews by Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) and Karim et al. (2020) report that greater social media use is associated with increased anxiety, depression and psychological distress. However, these studies identify associations rather than causation, and adolescents experiencing poor mental health may also be more likely to engage in problematic social media use. However, this perspective has been challenged by researchers who argue that the overall effect of social media on adolescent mental health is often modest and highly dependent on individual circumstances. Orben and Przybylski (2019) found that digital technology use accounted for only a small proportion of the variation in adolescent wellbeing, suggesting that concerns regarding social media may sometimes be overstated. Similarly, Valkenburg et al. (2022) argue that the quality of online interactions is more important than the amount of time spent online, with positive experiences strengthening friendships, increasing social support and enhancing wellbeing. These findings indicate that social media itself is not inherently harmful; rather, its impact is shaped by how adolescents engage with digital platforms and by individual psychological and social factors.
Arias-de la Torre et al. (2020) also identified an association between social media use and depression, suggesting that social comparison, cyberbullying and disrupted sleep may contribute to this relationship. However, Valkenburg et al. (2022) argue that adolescents' wellbeing is influenced more by the quality of their online interactions than by the amount of time they spend online. Positive experiences may strengthen friendships and reduce loneliness, whereas cyberbullying and unrealistic social comparisons are more likely to undermine psychological wellbeing. These findings suggest that the effects of social media depend on both developmental factors and individual experiences, providing a basis for applying Erikson's psychosocial development theory.
Erikson's (1968) psychosocial development theory provides a useful framework for understanding the influence of social media on adolescent mental health. He identified adolescence as the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, during which young people develop a sense of self by exploring their beliefs, values and relationships. Successful resolution of this stage promotes a secure identity, whereas difficulties may result in uncertainty and poorer psychological wellbeing.
Social media offers adolescents opportunities to express themselves, explore their identity and connect with supportive communities, particularly when such support is limited offline (Nesi, 2020). However, Erikson's theory also suggests that identity formation depends heavily on social feedback. Online platforms expose young people to constant peer evaluation through likes, comments and follower counts, increasing opportunities for social comparison. While these platforms can encourage self-expression and belonging, they may also create pressure to present an idealised image, contributing to uncertainty and role confusion. This helps explain why Valkenburg et al. (2022) found that positive online interactions can enhance wellbeing, whereas cyberbullying, appearance-focused content and negative peer comparisons are associated with anxiety and depression.
Erikson's theory also explains why social media may negatively influence adolescent mental health. As peer acceptance becomes increasingly important during adolescence, young people are particularly vulnerable to social comparison and external validation. Social media exposes adolescents to carefully curated images, idealised lifestyles and continuous peer evaluation through likes, comments and follower counts. Although these platforms can encourage self-expression and social connection, they may also create pressure to present an idealised identity and seek approval from others. This can reduce self-esteem, contribute to anxiety and depression, and increase the likelihood of role confusion. Supporting this view, Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) found consistent evidence linking excessive social media use with psychological distress, while Course-Choi and Hammond (2021) concluded that repeated exposure to social comparison and cyberbullying increases the risk of poorer mental health over time.
Although Erikson developed his theory before the emergence of social media, it remains relevant because identity development and peer acceptance continue to be central aspects of adolescence. However, the theory does not fully account for contemporary digital influences such as algorithm-driven content, influencer culture and continuous online feedback, which may intensify identity-related pressures. In addition, individual factors such as temperament and a predisposition to anxiety may influence how adolescents respond to these experiences. Erikson's theory therefore provides a valuable developmental framework but is best understood alongside contemporary research that recognises the interaction between biological and environmental influences.
Bowlby's (1969) attachment theory provides a complementary explanation by focusing on how early relationships shape emotional development and later social interactions. He proposed that early attachment experiences create an internal working model that influences individuals' expectations of themselves and others. Adolescents with secure attachment generally develop greater emotional resilience, whereas those with insecure attachment are more likely to experience fear of rejection, low self-esteem and difficulties regulating their emotions.
This perspective helps explain why adolescents respond differently to social media. Securely attached adolescents are more likely to use digital platforms to maintain supportive friendships and access emotional support (Nesi, 2020). O'Reilly et al. (2018) similarly found that many adolescents viewed social media positively because it enabled them to stay connected with friends and seek advice during difficult periods. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment may rely more heavily on online reassurance through likes, comments and other forms of validation, increasing their vulnerability when these expectations are not met. Bozzola et al. (2022) identified cyberbullying, problematic social media use and sleep disruption as significant risks, while Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) reported higher levels of anxiety and depression among adolescents experiencing problematic social media use. However, attachment theory should not be viewed as deterministic. Attachment styles can change over time, and supportive family relationships, positive peer networks and effective school-based interventions can reduce vulnerability to negative online experiences.
Despite its strengths, attachment theory has limitations. It places considerable emphasis on early childhood experiences and may underestimate the influence of peer relationships and wider social factors during adolescence. It also predates social media and therefore cannot fully explain the complexity of online relationships. Nevertheless, the theory remains valuable because it highlights the importance of emotional security in shaping adolescents' responses to digital interactions.
Overall, social media should be viewed as one factor within a broader biopsychosocial framework rather than as a direct cause of mental health problems. Biological factors, including genetic vulnerability and temperament, interact with family relationships, peer support and online experiences to shape psychological outcomes. This helps explain why adolescents exposed to similar digital environments often experience different mental health outcomes.
Erikson's and Bowlby's theories provide complementary explanations for why adolescents experience social media differently. Erikson's theory highlights the importance of identity development, peer acceptance and social comparison during adolescence, explaining why social media can support self-expression while also increasing pressure to conform to unrealistic standards. Bowlby's attachment theory explains why securely attached adolescents are generally more resilient online, whereas those with insecure attachment may be more vulnerable to cyberbullying, rejection and emotional distress. However, neither theory fully explains adolescent mental health in isolation, as personality, family relationships and wider social influences also shape psychological outcomes. Course-Choi and Hammond (2021) highlight considerable variation in adolescents' responses to social media, while Valkenburg et al. (2022) argue that positive online experiences can enhance wellbeing as readily as negative experiences can contribute to psychological distress.
These findings have important implications for health and social care practice. Rather than encouraging adolescents to avoid social media, professionals should promote healthy digital engagement and recognise that online experiences can either support or undermine mental wellbeing. Schools can strengthen digital literacy and cyberbullying awareness, while mental health practitioners should routinely explore young people's online experiences during assessments. Collaborative working between families, schools and health professionals can strengthen protective factors and support healthier online behaviours.
In conclusion, social media has a complex influence on adolescent mental health. Although it can promote communication, identity development and social support, excessive or maladaptive use has been associated with anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and psychological distress. Erikson's and Bowlby's theories help explain why these outcomes differ between adolescents, but neither fully captures the complexity of modern digital environments. Overall, the evidence indicates that the impact of social media depends on patterns of use, individual characteristics and the wider developmental context. Promoting digital resilience and supportive relationships remains essential for protecting adolescent mental health.
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