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The Impact of Social Media on Mental Health in Adolescence

Introduction: 
Adolescence is a significant developmental period characterised by substantial psychological, emotional and social change or Adolescence is the developmental period between childhood and adulthood, during which young people experience significant physical, emotional, psychological and social changes. During this stage, young people develop greater independence establish relationships with partners and begin to form a more stable sense of identity. At the same time, social media has become an important part of adolescent social life, providing opportunities for communication, self-expression, entertainment and access to information. However, concerns have increasingly been raised about its potential impact on young people's mental health. Research has associated social media use with depression, anxiety, poor self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, sleep difficulties and exposure to cyberbullying (Kelly et al., 2018; Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2024). Though, the relationship is complex because social media can also provide social connection, emotional support and opportunities for identity exploration. Therefore, it is important to avoid viewing social media as inherently harmful. This essay will critically discuss the impact of social media on adolescent mental health using Erikson's psychosocial theory and Bowlby's attachment theory. These theories can help explain why adolescence may represent a particularly sensitive period and why individual experiences of social media may produce different psychological outcomes.i
Erikson's psychosocial theory provides a useful framework for understanding why social media may have a particularly important influence during adolescence. Erikson identified adolescence as the stage of "identity versus role confusion", during which individuals attempt to establish a coherent sense of who they are and how they fit within society. Successful resolution contributes to the development of a stronger identity, whereas difficulties can contribute to uncertainty and role confusion. Social media is relevant to this developmental process because it provides adolescents with an environment in which identity can be explored, displayed and evaluated by others.
From an Eriksonian perspective, social media may therefore have positive developmental functions. Adolescents can experiment with interests, opinions, appearance and social identities while receiving feedback from peers. Online communities can also enable young people to connect with others who share interests or experiences. For an adolescent who feels isolated in their offline environment, finding an online community may create a sense of belonging and acceptance. This could support identity development and potentially promote psychological wellbeing. Hatano and Sugimura (2017) highlight the importance of identity development and peer relationships during adolescence, suggesting that positive social relationships can contribute to healthier developmental outcomes. 
However, the same processes can become problematic when adolescents become heavily dependent on external validation. Social media platforms provide visible indicators of social approval through likes, comments, followers and views. Adolescents who are still developing their sense of identity may attach significant importance to these measures, potentially interpreting low engagement as evidence that they are unpopular or inadequate. Furthermore, social media frequently exposes young people to idealised representations of appearance relationships and lifestyles. Social comparison may consequently produce dissatisfaction with the self and contribute to lower self-esteem. This is consistent with Kelly et al. (2018), who identified low self-esteem and body image as important factors linking social media use with depressive symptoms.
An important strength of Erikson's theory is therefore its ability to explain why social media may be particularly influential during adolescence rather than simply treating young people as passive recipients of online content. However, the theory also has limitations. Erikson's model was developed before the emergence of digital technology and does not specifically account for social media, algorithms or continuous online peer interaction. In addition, identity development is influenced by many factors, including family, culture, socioeconomic circumstances and offline peer relationships. Consequently, Erikson's theory should not be regarded as demonstrating that social media cause’s identity difficulties. Instead, it provides a developmental framework through which the psychological significance of online social experiences can be understood .i
Bowlby's attachment theory provides another perspective by focusing on the importance of relationships and emotional security. Bowlby proposed that early relationships with caregivers contribute to the development of internal working models, which influence how individuals understand themselves and their relationships with others. Secure attachment is generally associated with expectations that others are dependable and available, although insecure attachment can involve greater concerns about rejection, abandonment or interpersonal relationships. Although attachment theory primarily focuses on early relationships, attachment-related patterns may continue to influence relationships during adolescence.
This perspective can help explain why some adolescents may be particularly vulnerable to social media-related anxiety. For example, an adolescent with attachment anxiety may be especially concerned about whether peers respond to messages, include them in social activities or approve of their posts. Social media can provide continuous opportunities to seek reassurance, but this reassurance may be temporary. Consequently, an adolescent may repeatedly check notifications, monitor others' activity or seek online approval. Rather than reducing anxiety, these behaviours may reinforce concerns about rejection. Mansfield and Corcoran (2018) found an association between attachment anxiety and problematic social media use, with wellbeing playing a mediating role. Although this study focused on young adults rather than adolescents specifically, it provides support for considering attachment-related vulnerability when examining problematic social media behaviour.i
Research involving younger populations also suggests that attachment can be relevant to social media use. Musetti et al. (2021) examined adolescent attachment to parents and peers in relation to Instagram use and identified psychological risk as an important factor within this relationship. From a Bowlby perspective, adolescents who experience secure and supportive relationships may have greater emotional resources to cope with negative online experiences. In contrast, adolescents who already experience insecurity in their relationships may be more likely to interpret online elimination or negative feedback as confirmation of fears about rejection.
However, Bowlby's theory should also be applied thoughtfully. Attachment is not the only explanation for problematic social media use, and insecure attachment does not inevitably result in poor mental health. Supportive friendships, family relationships and individual resilience can act as protective factors. Furthermore, contemporary adolescents develop relationships across both online and offline environments, meaning that social media may sometimes strengthen rather than weaken attachment and social connection. This is an important limitation of interpreting social media exclusively as a source of risk. i
Importantly, a balanced assessment must recognise that social media can provide benefits. The Office of the Surgeon General (2023) acknowledges that social media can help young people form social connections, express themselves and access support. This is particularly relevant to adolescents who may struggle to find acceptance within their immediate environment. Sullivan et al. (2023) found differences in mental health outcomes according to patterns of social media use, demonstrating that not all forms of use have the same consequences. This supports the argument that social media should not be considered a single uniform experience. Passive browsing, active communication, content creation and participation in supportive communities may have very different psychological effects.i
Overall, Erikson's and Bowlby's theories complement one another by explaining different aspects of adolescent vulnerability. Erikson emphasises the developmental importance of identity, suggesting that social comparison and online feedback may influence adolescents who are developing their sense of self. Bowlby focuses on emotional security and relationships, suggesting that attachment experiences may influence how adolescents interpret and respond to online social interactions. Together, these perspectives demonstrate that the impact of social media cannot be understood only by measuring screen time. Individual characteristics, developmental stage, attachment experiences, existing mental health, quality of relationships and the nature of online activity all need to be considered. I

 Conclusion
I social media can have a significant impact on adolescent mental health, but its effects are neither universally negative nor straightforwardly causal. Research demonstrates associations between problematic social media use and depression, anxiety, poor sleep, low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction and cyberbullying. However, social media can also facilitate social connection, identity exploration and access to supportive communities. Erikson's psychosocial theory explains how online comparison, self-presentation and social feedback may influence the adolescent process of identity formation, while Bowlby's attachment theory helps explain why adolescents with different relational experiences may respond differently to online interactions. Ultimately, social media is best understood as a potential influence that interacts with existing developmental and psychological factors rather than as an independent cause of poor mental health. Recognising this complexity is essential when considering how adolescents can benefit from social media while reducing the psychological risks associated with problematic or harmful use.i
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