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        Discuss the impact of social media on Mental Health in Adolescence
Introduction
Adolescence, defined by the World Health Organization [2024] as the period between 10 and 19 years of age, is marked by rapid physical, cognitive and psychosocial development. During this stage, young people establish their identity, independence and peer relationship while remaining vulnerable to mental health difficulties. Social media has become a major environmental influence because adolescents use digital platforms daily for communication, entertainment and learning. Evidence suggests that social media can strengthen social connectedness and provide access to support, but excessive or harmful use is associated with anxiety,depression,poor sleep, low self- esteem and cyberbullying [WHO, 2024; NHS England, 2023]. This essay discusses these impacts using Sigmund Freud's psychosexual theory and John Bowlby's attachment theory, comparing how each explains adolescent mental health and evaluating which offers greater relevance to contemporary health and social care.
Main body
Social media offers benefits including maintaining friendships, accessing educational resources and finding peer support for young people experiencing loneliness or mental health concerns. Nevertheless, frequent exposure to unrealistic images, online comparison and constant notifications can increase emotional distress. Recent research has found associations between problematic social media use and poorer psychological wellbeing among adolescents [Odgers and Jensen,2020; WHO,2024].
Social media is no longer just a superficial pastime for the modern teenager; It serves as the primary infrastructure for their social reality. This rapid digital migration has occurred precisely as adolescents undergo profound biological, psychological, and social transitions. While digital platforms offer unprecedented avenues for immediate connectivity, creative self- expression, and community building, their pervasive integration into daily routines has sparked urgent academic and clinical scrutiny. A growing body of empirical research directly correlates heavy social media consumption with escalating rates of adolescent depression, clinical anxiety, body dysmorphia, and chronic sleep disruption [Twenge and Campbell 2018]
However, evaluating this modern crisis purely through screen-time metrics fails to capture the underlying psychological mechanisms at play. To comprehensively understand how digital spaces alter youth mental health, researchers must look beyond superficial statics and ground their analysis in established development frameworks. This essay evaluates the impacts of social media on adolescent psychological well-being by applying two foundations theories: Sigmund Freud model of psychosocial development and John Bowlby's attachment theory. Specifically, this theory argues that social media environments fundamentally disrupt identity formation by exacerbating role confusion, while simultaneously destabilizing relational security by fostering anxious, hypervigilant attachment behaviour among peers.
Let me touch a little as well on Erik Erikson's [1994] seminal framework posits that the defining development milestone of adolescent is the navigation of the fifth stage of psychosocial development: identity versus role confusion. During this critical window, individuals actively experiment with different social roles, values, and peer associations to forge a coherent, stable sense of self. Historically, this delicate process occurred within localized, physical environments such as classrooms, neighbourhoods, and family structures. These traditional spaces provided a natural buffer, offering finite social circles and intermittent feedback loops. 
One major concern is anxiety and Fear of Missing Out [FOMO]. Adolescents often feel pressure to remain constantly and respond immediately to online interactions Freud's psychosexual theory proposes that adolescence occurs during the genital stage, where relationship's identity and acceptance become especially important. Online approval through likes and comments may temporarily satisfy emotional needs, while critics or rejection may trigger anxiety. Freud suggested that defence mechanisms such as denial or rationalisation may protect the ego from emotional discomfort, although they do not resolve underlying distress.
Bowlby's attachment theory provides another explanation. Adolescents with secure attachment generally possess greater emotional resilience and are less dependent on digital reassurance. In contrast, insecure attachment may lead young people to seek validation through social media, becoming distressed when messages are ignored or online relationships appear threatened. Studies suggest insecure attachment is associated with problematic social media use and anxiety [D' Arienzo et al., 2019]
Social comparison also affects self-esteem. Carefully edited photographs and idealised lifestyles encourage adolescents to compare themselves with peers and influencers. This can reduce body satisfaction and confidence, increasing vulnerability to depressive symptoms [American Psychological Association,2023]. Freud would argue that unconscious desires for approval and identity contribute to these comparisons, whereas Bowlby's would suggest that securely attached adolescents are better able to maintain self-worth despite external pressures.
Cyberbullying remains another significant risk. Victims may experience depression, loneliness and self-harm ideation. The anonymity and permanence of online communication can intensify emotional harm. Bowlby's theory highlights how supportive caregiver relationships can protect adolescents by providing a secure base from which to seek help. Freud's theory helps explain emotional responses but effective in explaining why supportive relationships reduces vulnerability.
Excessive social media use may also disrupt sleep through late- night screen exposure and constant notifications. Poor sleep negatively affects   concentration, emotional regulation and academic performance. Recent evidence links insufficient sleep with increased symptoms of anxiety and depression in adolescents [WHO,2024].
Despite these risks, social media is not entirely harmful. It enables young people to maintain friendships, access reliable health information, join supportive communities and express themselves creatively. For adolescents experiencing isolation, online support groups may reduce loneliness when used appropriately. Therefore, the impact depends on the quality, durations and purpose of use rather than social media alone.
Overall, Bowlby's attachment theory offers the stronger explanation for differences in adolescent outcomes because it accounts for why some young people are more resilient than others despite similar online experiences. Freud remains valuable for understanding internal emotional conflicts and identity development but offers less explanation of the influence of relationships in digital contexts. Moving forward the impact of social media largely depends on how it is used. For adolescence, mitigating the negative impacts often requires curating feeds [ unfollowing accounts that trigger insecurity or aggression], establishing digital boundaries [limiting passive scrolling], and nurturing real-life relationships.
In the contemporary era, however, this experimentation has shifted almost entirely to digital spaces. Social media platforms like Instagram,Tik Tok, and Snapchat function as digital mirrors where identity is not just discovered, but continuously curated and quantified. Adolescents construct idealized online personas, meticulously selecting images, captions, and highlights to broadcast to a vast, public audience. This shift fundamentally alters the nature of feedback. Where a teenager in the past relied on qualitative research, face to face interactions to gauge their social standing, modern adolescents depend on instant, quantified validation in the form of likes, comments, shares, and follower counts. Furthermore, the architecture of social media, forces unprecedented levels of upward social comparison. Festinger's [ 1954] social comparison theory demonstrates that individuals naturally evaluate their own worth by comparing themselves to others. On social media, however, adolescents are not comparing themselves to real peers, they are comparing their messy, unedited daily lives to the highly curated,filtered,and idealized highlights of thousands of other users. This constant exposure to unrealistic standards of beauty, wealth, and social success routinely shatters adolescent self-esteem.
In the digital landscape, this crucial transition is mediated by instant messaging, group chats, and social platforms notifications. Rather than replacing physical relationships, social has hyper-accelerated them, creating an environment of ambient availability. Adolescents can text, comments, and track their peers 24 hours a day. However, while this constant connectivity mimics intimacy, it lacks the emotional depth, vocal nuance, physical presence necessary to maintain genuine attachment security. Instead of fostering stable bonds, the architecture of social media often breeds what attachment theorists classify as anxious and hypervigilant attachment behaviours.
For these demographics, online spaces offer communities of practice, shared experiences, and validation that may be completely unavailable at home or school. Digital platforms allow these individuals to build supportive networks, access mental health resources, and explore their identities safely without facing localized stigma. Therefore, completely pathologizing social media overlooks its capacity to alleviate loneliness and foster resilience among vulnerable populations. The mental health outcome is rarely dictated by the technology itself, but rather by the user's pre-existing psychological vulnerabilities and the specific nature of their online engagement.
Conclusion
Social media has both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. While it can promote communication, belonging and access to support, excessive or negative experiences may contribute to anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, poor sleep and reduced self-esteem. Freud's psychosexual theory explains adolescent's search for identity, acceptance and emotional gratifications, whereas Bowlby's attachment theory better explains how early relationships influence emotional resilience and online behaviour. Current evidence suggests Bowlby's theory has greater practical relevance for modern health and social care because it informs family-centred interventions, emotional support and early prevention strategies. Professional should encourage healthy digital habits, strengthen supportive relationships and educate families and schools about responsible social media use to promote positive adolescent mental health.
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