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Discussion on the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence
The use of social media is extremely prevalent among young people in the UK. Based on a survey, in 2022, 96% of teenage social media users aged 17 in the UK maintained a social media profile (The Guardian, 2022). In addition, by 2024, an average UK child will use social media applications such as TikTok, Snapchat, and Twitch for about two hours each day. The mental health of the teenagers in the UK has turned into a huge issue of public health. According to the findings of the NHS Digital report, in 2023, almost 20% of school-going children (children aged 8 to 16 years) suffer from mental disorders (NHS Digital, 2023). It should be noted that there has been an increase from one in nine young people in 2017. It shows the growing importance to pay attention to children and young people's mental health. The current essay will critically examine the impact of social media on the mental well-being of adolescents. The theories of psychosocial development of Erikson and attachment theory of Bowlby will be used. 
Development of human life, according to the theory of Erikson, takes place in a process of eight stages characterized by a psychosocial conflict that occurs at each stage. These strains and tensions need to be overcome to develop positively mentally (Ghalkhani et al., 2026). It focuses on development across the lifespan being influenced by both the maturing of the organism and social encounters. The theory contains major concepts such as the ego identity, the perception of a stable and consistent self formed as a result of experiencing the self. Every stage has a confrontation between two forces, which results in either a weakness or a strength psychologically (Tarzian et al., 2023). Conflict not resolved leads to role confusion: lack of integrity of personal identity. The fifth stage, from adolescence to adulthood, is a crucial period. Its focuses relate to the struggle between identity and role confusion as young ones discover values, beliefs, and social roles while developing a coherent sense of identity.
The psychosocial development theory of Erikson can help us understand the relationship between adolescence and social media. At the identity versus role confusion stage, young people are much more seeking some sort of expression and validation from peers. Social media offers adolescents readily available environments to explore and present parts of their emergent identity (Pérez-Torres, 2024). There is a theory suggesting that social media can provide potential, important mental health benefits for adolescents. The apps such as Instagram and TikTok may provide the children the opportunity to interact with people with similar perspectives. They can express their thoughts and interact with people with a similar perspective through Instagram or TikTok (Sitinjak et al., 2025). This social connectedness might help achieve a successful navigation through the identity stage and in this regard might have a positive influence on psychological wellbeing. Yet according to Khalaf et al. (2023), there are risks associated with the use of social media, too. In case the validation happens through social media, this could make teenagers feel that their identity is fragile because of likes and followers, which would result in role confusion and higher chances of developing anxiety and problems with self-esteem. Lancashire and South Cumbria NHS Foundation Trust announced that teens often associate their own self-worth with comments they get online (NHS, 2025). If lacking, a great deal of psychological distress can ensue, and this is a definite reflection of the unresolved identity conflict as described by Erikson.
Adolescent use of social media is well suited to a psychosocial perspective as offered by Erikson's theory. The theory is based on identity formation and social interaction which directly reflects that of internet platforms (Orenstein and Lewis, 2022). It's organized by stages so that an analysis of adolescent vulnerability can be based on development during a sensitive window. However, some important restrictions of the theory are there which proves that the advent of social media was after the framework was established. So it didn't include it in the original model. The theory can thus oversimplify the uses of algorithms and complexity of online identity construction experienced by today's adolescents (Orenstein and Lewis, 2022). Another factor that could hinder the application of the theory is the contrary evidence. The current research reveals that adolescents suffering from internalising disorders make extensive use of social media compared to those who lack such a condition (Keyes and Platt, 2023). The question arises on whether the mental wellbeing of the children is determined by the presence of identity conflicts or mental wellbeing sensitivities.
As per the attachment theory developed by Bowlby, humans have a natural propensity to form intimate emotional attachments with their important care-givers. Early attachment relationships are considered essential to manage emotions effectively in their entire life course (Eilert and Buchheim, 2023). It is believed that the quality of early attachments formed between the infant and their care-givers plays an important role in future interpersonal relationships. Internal Working Model is one of the important concepts of attachment theory which represents the schema formed by the individual to understand his/her self and others through the first relation formed in the first six months (Waters and Waters, 2024). As described by Bowlby, there are four types of attachments including secure attachment, anxious-ambivalent attachment, avoidant attachment and disorganised attachment. Secure attachment is associated with emotional resilience whereas insecure attachments are associated with psychological vulnerabilities and difficulties in building trusting relationships (Morris et al., 2025). Safe base exploration is one of the very important aspects of adolescent attachment.
There are specific reasons for social media being so popular among young people with Bowlby's attachment theory. Prochnow et al., (2025) considered that young people with insecure attachment styles might look to online important bonding and proximity, an alternative to in-person relational importance bonding that may not be offered in their social system. This theory proposes that there could be certain positive outcomes to the use of adolescent social media. The platforms for regular peer communication can help secure attachment experience, and maintain their relationship. Pea-to-pea communication platforms could further help reinforce a sense of felt security for those with a secure attachment, further strengthening their relationship (Boyd and Markowitz, 2026). Connectivity can help to decrease social isolation and can positively benefit psychological well-being when done on a digital platform. However, social media could be harmful for insecure adolescents. Ambivalent attachment is positively linked with more dependence on social media as teenagers cannot avoid using social media for self-validation because of their emotional deficiencies (Zhu, 2025). This thus exacerbates feelings of anxiety and psychological discomfort. According to Lancashire and South Cumbria NHS Foundation Trust, isolation becomes greater for young people when they are unable to communicate online and have an unmet need (NHS, 2026). This link resembles the theory of attachment proposed by Bowlby in that absence of a secure emotional base leads to severe psychological issues.
According to Bowlby, attachment theory has a lot of plus points to explain adolescent's use of social media. This theory puts into focus the theory of the core human need for attachment and gives a highly convincing reason why teens are so readily attracted to the online environment. The theoretical framework establishes an important connection between the early attachment and digital relationship-seeking behavior that is characteristic of today’s "teens" (Goldman et al., 2025). However, there are some challenges that exist within the theoretical framework concerning the digital component. Bowlby’s first theoretical framework is based on physical closeness and parent-child relations, so it cannot be applied to the digital world (Mohammed and Shaker, 2025). The theory provides limited conceptual attention to the effects of algorithmic content, peer effects or platform design on today's teen online behavior. Other competing views call into question a single causal explanation on the basis of attachment. In addition to the effect of attachment on social media usage by teenagers as described in the sources provided by NHS Digital, there is also evidence of the connection between internalizing disorders and “social media dependence” (Ballarotto et al., 2021). 
This essay has explored the role that social media plays in shaping adolescents' mental health by applying Erikson's theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby's theory of attachment and its implications for adolescents' digital behaviour has shown that both theories provide the valuable and important but different perspectives on how social media affects adolescents' mental health. However, the examples presented above prove the duality of the effects the use of social networks has on the mental health of young people. While providing possibilities for forming an identity and socializing, this activity may increase vulnerability of people with poor mental health who have insecure attachments. Both theories may be integrated in such a way that the integration is most beneficial for the whole understanding. Overall, Erikson's theory draws attention to identity concerns, Bowlby's theory to interpersonal concerns and the combination of both reveals a more in-depth and complex picture of the impact social media has on adolescent mental health.
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