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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
Social media has become an important part of everyday life for many adolescents. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and other social networking sites allow young people to communicate with friends, express themselves, develop relationships and receive information. However, adolescence is also an important period of psychological development, during which individuals develop their identity, self-esteem and relationships outside the family. As a result, experiences on social media may influence adolescent mental health in both positive and negative ways. Research has identified associations between social media use and internalising symptoms such as anxiety and depression, although these relationships are complex and do not demonstrate that social media alone causes poor mental health (Fassi et al., 2024). This essay discusses the impact of social media on adolescent mental health using Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory. It argues that social media can influence mental health through identity development, social feedback, belonging and attachment needs, but that outcomes depend on the individual and the type and quality of social media use.
Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development is particularly relevant to adolescence because Erikson (1968) identified identity versus role confusion as the central psychosocial conflict during this stage of life. Adolescents begin to ask questions about who they are, what they believe and how they fit into society. They may experiment with different identities, behaviours and relationships before developing a stronger sense of self. Social media provides an environment in which this identity development can take place. Adolescents can select photographs, share opinions and interact with different social groups. The responses they receive may influence how they evaluate themselves. Positive feedback can strengthen social confidence, while negative feedback may contribute to insecurity and uncertainty about identity.
Research supports the importance of feedback in online environments. Valkenburg, Peter and Schouten (2006) studied 881 adolescents and found that positive feedback on social networking profiles was associated with improvements in social self-esteem and well-being, whereas negative feedback was associated with decreases in self-esteem and well-being. From an Eriksonian perspective, these findings are significant because adolescents are still developing their identity. If young people repeatedly receive positive responses from peers, social media may provide reassurance that they are accepted by others. However, if they experience criticism, rejection or exclusion, they may begin to question their social value. This could contribute to low self-esteem, anxiety or role confusion.
Social comparison is another important issue. Social media often allows adolescents to see carefully selected representations of other people’s appearance, achievements, friendships and lifestyles. Comparing their own lives with these idealised representations may result in feelings of inadequacy. This may be particularly significant during adolescence because identity and self-esteem are still developing. An adolescent who believes that other people are more attractive, popular or successful may interpret social media content as evidence that they do not fit social expectations. In this way, social media may contribute to negative self-evaluation. However, Erikson’s theory also shows why social media can have positive effects. Online communities can allow adolescents to meet people with similar interests and experiences, which may support belonging and provide opportunities to explore aspects of identity that are not easily expressed in their immediate environment.
The evidence therefore suggests that the relationship between digital technology and mental health should not be presented as entirely negative. Orben and Przybylski (2019) examined data from more than 350,000 adolescents and found that digital technology use was negatively associated with well-being, but the association was very small and explained at most 0.4% of the variation in well-being. This challenges the assumption that simply spending more time online inevitably causes significant mental health problems. The type of online experience may be more important than time alone. For example, supportive communication with friends may have a different effect from cyberbullying, social comparison or compulsive checking of notifications. Consequently, Erikson’s theory is useful for explaining why online feedback may affect identity, but it cannot by itself explain all differences between adolescents.
Bowlby’s attachment theory provides a second explanation for the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Bowlby (1982) proposed that early relationships with caregivers contribute to internal working models concerning the self and other people. These models influence expectations about whether others are trustworthy, available and supportive. Although Bowlby’s original theory focused strongly on early relationships, attachment remains relevant as young people develop increasingly important relationships with peers. Social media can therefore become another environment in which adolescents seek connection, acceptance and reassurance.
Adolescents with relatively secure attachment may be more able to use social media to maintain friendships without becoming excessively dependent on online approval. In contrast, adolescents experiencing attachment anxiety may be particularly sensitive to rejection or uncertainty in relationships. For example, an adolescent may repeatedly check whether a friend has replied to a message, become concerned when a message is left unanswered or interpret a lack of likes as rejection. These behaviours could increase anxiety and encourage problematic social media use. Social media may therefore provide temporary reassurance while also creating further opportunities for uncertainty.
Research provides support for this explanation. Musetti et al. (2022) conducted a systematic review of 32 studies involving 16,938 participants and found that problematic social networking site use was negatively associated with secure attachment and positively associated with attachment anxiety. The authors also found that individual, interpersonal and social-networking factors could influence these relationships. This is relevant to adolescent mental health because it suggests that problematic social media use cannot be understood simply by measuring the amount of time spent online. Instead, the emotional reasons for using social media and the quality of relationships surrounding the individual should also be considered.
Attachment theory can also explain some positive effects of social media. Online communication can help adolescents maintain relationships and receive social support. This may be particularly useful when young people experience loneliness or have difficulty communicating face-to-face. Social media can therefore help meet the need for connection rather than necessarily damaging relationships. The important issue is whether online relationships provide genuine support or become a replacement for healthy relationships and emotional coping. Bowlby’s theory suggests that young people who already feel insecure may be more vulnerable to using social media to manage relationship anxiety.
Contemporary evidence also demonstrates the complexity of these relationships. Fassi et al. (2024) conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis of 143 studies involving 1,094,890 adolescents. The researchers found positive associations between social media use and internalising symptoms in both clinical and community samples. However, relatively few of the studies involved clinical populations, which limits how confidently the findings can be generalised to adolescents receiving mental health services. Therefore, the research demonstrates an association rather than proving that social media directly causes anxiety or depression. It is possible that poor mental health can also influence social media behaviour. For example, an adolescent experiencing loneliness or depression may use social media more frequently because they are seeking social contact.
The two theories therefore complement each other when explaining the impact of social media. Erikson focuses on the development of identity and explains why feedback, comparison and social acceptance may have particular importance during adolescence. Bowlby focuses on relationships and emotional security and helps explain why some adolescents may become more dependent on online reassurance than others. These processes can overlap. For example, an adolescent who receives negative comments about their appearance may experience reduced self-esteem and increased uncertainty about identity, while an adolescent with attachment anxiety may also interpret the negative interaction as evidence that they are not accepted by others. Together, these processes could contribute to anxiety, loneliness or low mood.

However, both theories have limitations. Erikson’s theory was developed before social media existed and therefore cannot directly explain modern features such as algorithms, public follower counts, likes and constant online availability. Similarly, Bowlby’s attachment theory was not developed specifically to explain digital relationships. Applying these theories to social media therefore requires interpretation. Nevertheless, both remain useful because they provide psychological explanations for why adolescents may respond differently to similar online experiences. Contemporary research should be used alongside the theories to avoid assuming that all adolescents experience social media in the same way.
These findings have important implications for health and social care practice. Professionals working with adolescents should avoid automatically assuming that frequent social media use indicates poor mental health. Instead, they should consider what the young person is doing online, why they are using social media, whether they experience cyberbullying or exclusion, how online interactions affect their mood and self-esteem, and whether social media is interfering with sleep, education or face-to-face relationships. Erikson’s theory encourages professionals to consider identity, self-esteem and the adolescent’s need for acceptance, while Bowlby’s theory highlights the importance of secure relationships and emotional support. Interventions could therefore include digital literacy, support with cyberbullying, encouragement of healthy offline relationships and strategies for managing dependence on online approval. This approach is preferable to simply telling adolescents to stop using social media because research suggests that the effects are heterogeneous and generally cannot be explained by screen time alone (Orben and Przybylski, 2019; Fassi et al., 2024).
In conclusion, social media can have both positive and negative effects on adolescent mental health. Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development explains how online feedback, social comparison and self-presentation may influence identity and self-esteem during the important developmental stage of identity versus role confusion. Bowlby’s attachment theory explains why adolescents may use social media to seek connection, reassurance and acceptance and why attachment insecurity may increase vulnerability to problematic use. Research demonstrates associations between social media use and mental health difficulties, but the evidence does not support the conclusion that social media alone causes poor mental health. The effects depend on the individual adolescent, their relationships, the type of content they encounter and how they engage with social media. For health and social care professionals, a balanced and person-centred approach is therefore required, recognising both the potential risks and the benefits of online social connection.
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