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Title: Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.
[bookmark: _Toc234934227]Introduction
Adolescence is a defining period in the development of human beings whereby there are profound physical, emotional, cognitive, and social transformations (Uktamovna, 2025). Social media is a major aspect of the lives of young people in this period because of accessibility to information, communication and self-expression. Yet there is a growing body of evidence that social media overuse or inappropriate use can be a contributor to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, sleeping issues and body image, whereas positive social media use can foster a feeling of social support and belonging. The effects of social media on adolescent mental health, therefore, are more determined by various psychological and social factors and not by the technology itself. 
Development theories provide useful insights into the reasons behind varying responses by adolescents towards online experience and the effects of online experience on the emotional wellbeing of adolescents. In this essay, the influence of social media on adolescent mental health will be analysed following the theory of psychosocial development by Erikson, and the attachment theory by Bowlby, showing how identity-forming and attachment relationships can lead to new experiences and psychological consequences in the digital worlds.
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Adolescence is a developmental stage in the growth of human beings whereby physical, emotional, cognitive and social changes are severe (Crocetti, 2026). The easy access to these applications (Instagram, Tik Tok, Snapchat and Facebook) has transformed the way the teenage population interacts with other people as well as the way they identify themselves. Another factor that makes adolescents very sensitive is the aspect of rapid and dramatic physical, emotional, cognitive and social development which occurs at this age. Using the social networking sites excessively, according to the studies, is accompanied by the occurrence of various symptoms of anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction and poor sleep habits, although this is subject to some variation according to experiences, personality traits and use patterns (Kumar et.al. 2024). Unlike some teens who utilize social media just to stay in touch with friends, get creative and seek emotional support, others experience negative effects of cyberbullying, damaging social comparisons, and the necessity to make an online image of an ideal person. Developmental theories are used to explain why certain adolescents are more susceptible than others and how similar online engagements can yield varying mental health results, rather than seeing social media as inherently harmful.
One of the beneficial explanations of the role of social media in influencing the mental health of teenagers is Erikson's theory of psychosocial development (Khalaf et.al. 2023). The stage of identity versus role confusion, as Erikson puts it, is the period that people try to work out their identity that is coherent and stable. This level can be effectively resolved and makes adolescents gain confidence, independence and a sense of what matters to them and what they want in future. But the inability to form a safe identity can lead to misidentification, feeling insecure and feeling upset. One of the most prevalent spaces where adolescents venture and experiment in their identities has become social media. They engage in a regular exchange of photos, views, success, and hobbies and communicate with peers who comment and share instantly with likes, comments and shares. By promoting self-expression, creativity and social connection, these interactions may have a positive effect on identity formation. Teenagers receiving positive feedback might become more self-assured and they will experience that they belong more, which are good aspects of mental health (Blanchard et.al. 2023).
Nevertheless, in spite of these possible advantages, there is an explanation why social media could be harmful to the mental health of adolescents, also according to Erikson's theory. The process of identity formation is more and more socially determined by web validation instead of individual values and true self-acceptance. The number of followers, likes or comments can give the teenagers a starting point to determine their self-esteem. Such dependence on external validation can cause emotional instabilities, particularly whereby he/she does not get what was expected of him/her. Moreover, social media puts youths in front of precisely curated and glamourised pictures of friends, famous people, and content creators that foster continuous social comparison (Yue and Rich, 2023). Such comparisons may cause one to feel bad, insecure and not pleased with his/her looks or achievements. One such example could be adolescents that are always comparing themselves to unrealistic ideals of beauty or otherwise perfect lifestyles to develop negative self-assessment which might result in anxiety and symptoms of depression. The Eriksonian theory thus foreshadows that the social media may interfere when the identity formation occurs in a dishonest manner as adolescents struggle to derive their actual identity, as well as which Internet presence they feel the need to create. That way, it might result in deeper role confusion, which adds emotional pressure to an already difficult developmental period.
The attachment theory by Bowlby is also helpful in understanding the connection between social media and the mental health of adolescents in terms of the quality of relationships formed in childhood. Bowlby asserted that early attachment experiences with their caregivers influence the inner working models of self and others that children develop. These working models within have repercussions on emotional regulation, trust, self-esteem and the capacity to form healthy relationships in life (Yu et.al. 2024). There is a higher likelihood that teenagers who experience secure attachment will have more emotional resilience and are more likely to seek help whenever they find themselves in stressful scenarios. Consequently, they are less tempted to harness the power of social media as an instrument for healthy friendships and interaction with others without getting too addicted to online validation. Adolescents who are rigidly attached are also possibly better placed to manage negative experiences on the internet, like criticism and temporary rejection, due to the positive offline connections that give them security and self-esteem (Sommerfeld and Dror, 2025).
Adolescents with low levels of security in their attachment might have a different experience with social media, however. Anxiously attached people are usually prone to seeking assurance and approval from other people, causing them to be especially sensitive to online communication. They can often be used to watch notifications, fear a lack of replies, or get upset after their posts get poor engagement. Likewise, avoidant adolescents can evade establishing full-fledged face-to-face relationships using online communication, which might make them feel even more lonely and emotionally isolated. The given theory by Bowlby can thus describe the situation when adolescents are overly obsessed with social media to seek the emotional appeal and sense of connection. When internet relationships turn volatile or unhealthy, these people can develop increased anxiety, depression or a sense of rejection. Cyberbullying, being marginalised by an online group, or getting access to negative remarks can support the presence of the initial insecurity, making depression and a lack of psychological wellbeing riskier (Stonebanks and Shariff, 2023).
The protective factor of positive family relations in curbing the detriment of social media is also emphasised in attachment theory. Adolescents who confide their problems on the internet to heedless parents and are emotionally attached stand higher chances of discussing their worries with adult adults and getting the correct directions (Jasmin, 2024). This assistance fortifies resilience and assists youth in creating more constructive coping mechanisms in confronting cyberbullying, peer influence, or comparisons with unrealistic social identity. As a result, the effects of social media are not only dependent on time spent online but also on the quality of their offline relationships and their capacity to control their emotions. Both Erikson's psychosocial theory and Bowlby's attachment theory thus indicate that developmental processes, inter-personal relationships and the digital environment interact to shape adolescent mental health and not the applications of social media (McLeod, 2024). Combined, the theories will give a complete understanding of why social media can lead to positive changes in some adolescents and become a factor in emotional difficulty in others, the need to have positive connections, to build a healthy identity, and to find the right balance in the use of the online space.
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In conclusion, it can be said that the issue of social media as a significant aspect of mental well-being was quite relevant as it was observed that both the outcomes showed considerable positive and negative sides as far as the personal situation and experience of any particular person is concerned. Despite the reality that social media had provided individuals with an opportunity to interact, express themselves and receive support of fellow human beings, overuse, social comparison, cyberbullying, and dependence on online likes and dislikes had been associated with increased level of anxiety, depression, self-esteem, and emotional pain. According to the theory of psychosocial development, Erikson argued that it was a crucial period in identity development that had been disrupted by social media as a result of its nature of online interactions. Equally, the attachment theory proposed by Bowlby has argued that the type of early attachment relationships was reflected in the manner in which adolescents were receptive to online experiences, with securely attached adolescents exhibiting resilience compared to their insecure attachment styles. All in all, it was shown that the influence of social media had not been entirely either positive or negative but had been affected by developmental, psychological and social factors. These results revealed how positive social interactions and positive, healthy online interactions could support positive mental health in adolescence.
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