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Adolescence is an important developmental stage as it is the stage between childhood and adulthood (Uktamovna, 2025). Social media has now been a key component of the lives of the adolescent generation and defines how adolescents interact, establish relationships and how they understand their identities. Although the positive effects have been measured, including a sense of connectedness, issues related to problematic levels of social media use have also been highlighted (Samra et al., 2022). The discussion then goes on to analyse the correlation between social media and the mental health of adolescents, and then critically uses the Attachment Theory of Bowlby and the Psychosocial Development Theory of Erikson to explain the results.
[bookmark: _ezw1tbkwexq]Discussion
Social media has become a part of the development of adolescents and influences their self-concept, social relationships, and emotional state (Anwar, 2024). Whereas the sites have been shown to enhance peer relations and a sense of belonging, overuse or problematic use has been linked to worse mental health outcomes, such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, sleeping disorders, cyber-bullying, and unfavourable social comparison. Conversely, the prevalence of socio-emotional disorders has risen in the adolescent age range (10-24 years), and this has created pressures on the child and adolescent mental health service (Orben et al., 2024). The trend underlines the increasing necessity to learn more about the aspects of the psychological well-being and vulnerability of adolescents. To appreciate this vulnerability, it is important to understand the significant changes that occur in the brains and bodies of adolescents (nature) and the changes to the environment (nurture). The adolescent brain is neurologically underdeveloped, with the socio-emotional system (amygdala) maturing much more rapidly than the prefrontal cortex (cognitive control and impulse regulation). This is an imbalance at the biological level, which makes it more vulnerable to social feedback, peer ratings, and the algorithmic feedback loops that form in social media platforms in the form of 'likes' and notifications. So, teens are attracted to discovering online reinforcement. Among the developmental theories, the Attachment Theory introduced by John Bowlby provides a good understanding of how early relationships with caregivers may affect the development of emotional reactions in adolescents to social media and their further mental well-being.
The theory of attachment with John Bowlby has contributed to the comprehension of how the processes of the family's interpersonal relations occur (Vertel, 2023). This underlines that caregiver-child relationships in early stages of life would persist in influencing emotional functioning into the later development stages, such as adolescence. According to this theory, initial interactions with primary caregivers determine the internal working models of children, which affect their emotional regulation, relationship with others and the expectations of other people in their lives. Young people who have a secure attachment tend to become more emotionally resilient, have higher self-worth and can use social media more healthily. They do not feel as inclined to have the approval of online peers in order to be validated, as they have their own sense of security, which is based on positive early experiences. As a result, they can be more prepared to overcome any negative online experiences, including criticism or exclusion, minimising the risk of having negative mental health outcomes.
However, this is not the case since insecurely attached adolescents might be more susceptible to the psychological risks of social media. Problematic internet usage is related to insecure attachment style, as well as problematic smartphone usage (Eichenberg et al., 2024). This correlation implies that the feeling of insecurity in attachment can contribute to the need for adolescents to rely on digital interactions to gain emotional support and a sense of social acceptance. According to Bowlby, the idea of the internal working models implies that people who have observed insecure or unresponsive caregiving might become more sensitive to rejection and more in need of reassurance. In the online context, it can be manifested in over-following likes, comments and messages, and digital feedback is a source of emotional confirmation. 
However, even though Bowlby's theory was created prior to the development of digital technology, it is one of the most relevant theories to the study of individual differences in the reaction of adolescents to social media. Bowlby claimed that the attachment system could only be manifested in circumstances where it is being emotionally stimulated (Eilert and Buchheim, 2023). As a result, the emotionally stressful online experiences can trigger the attachment-related behaviours and exacerbate the psychological distress of susceptible adolescents. It, however, puts minimal consideration on the wider contextual variables such as peer influence, platform design and cultural differences, which are also determinants of the social media experience of adolescents. Thus, Attachment Theory is an important yet partial explanation of the association between social media and mental health in adolescents. 
Compared to the attachment theory, Erikson's psychosocial development theory seems more suitable to explain the role of social media in the identity formation and mental health of adolescents. Erikson has put great emphasis on the significance of culture, social relationships and environment for personality development, mentioning that failure to resolve the crisis results in psychological issues later in life, whereas successfully resolving it leads to healthy personality development (Tettey et al., 2023). According to this theory, adolescents pass through the developmental conflict of identity versus role confusion, as the successful completion of this stage allows the formation of a stable sense of self, and the failure leads to confusion regarding personal values, social roles and future aspirations. The theory is useful in that it acknowledges identity development as a socially constructed phenomenon that is shaped by relations with peers and the broader environment, and as such can be applied to explain adolescent behaviour within modern digital contexts. Successful negotiation of the balance has resulted in a virtue or ego strength which has enhanced function as an increasing psychological toolkit, fostering resilience in navigation of the issues and demands at later stages (Orenstein and Kaur, 2026). However, its explanatory power is restricted by its assumptions of universal, sequential stages of development that do not consider individual variability and contextual factors like digital technologies. In addition, the theory is older than social media and, consequently, it cannot justify current phenomena, such as exposure to content based on the algorithm, social comparison on the Internet, and performance of a virtual identity, in isolation. Therefore, the framework presented by Erikson must be viewed in connection with the current evidence instead of as a holistic explanation of adolescent mental health.
Through the lens of Erikson’s theory, social media is a strong platform for identity exploration that facilitates or inhibits psychosocial growth. Online communication helps adolescents to voice their views, to engage in groups and build supportive peer relationships, especially ensuring social well-being for marginalised youths (Uhls et al., 2024). This can enhance self-worth and psychological health by enhancing a sense of identity through reinforcement. However, the positive effects are based on the meaningful interactions and not the passive engagement with the platform. Conversely, repeated exposure to idealised images, the culture of influencers and constant peer appraisal can exacerbate identity uncertainty by promoting the desire of adolescents to be externally validated rather than form authentic self-concepts. The stress of the socially desirable online self may lead to self-doubt, anxiety and depressive symptoms in case online approval is made the key to self-worth. There is a specific concern about the relationship between depression and adolescent social media usage, as a mood disorder causing persistent feelings of sadness and loss of interest in activities that people once enjoyed (Schreurs et al., 2024). Thus, Erikson's theory is that social media does not necessarily define the mental health of adolescents. It depends on whether online experiences promote successful identity development or contribute to role disorientation. Therefore, the quality of online interactions is more significant than the volume of social media use.
The two theories are similar in their recognition of the influence of social relationships on psychological well-being, but they differ in their focus of explanation. The theory by Bowlby explains the reaction of adolescents to social media as a result of the early attachment experiences. Therefore, the more securely attached an individual is, the more resilient they can be to the impact of stress online. Conversely, the theory of Erikson relates directly to adolescence as the identity formation stage and is, therefore, more useful in the explanation of the impact of social media on self-concept, social comparison and validation-seeking behaviours. Online social comparisons have elicited feelings of admiration or jealousy, influencing the dynamics of social interactions (Mustafa et al., 2024). However, Bowlby better describes variations in vulnerability in individuals, and Erikson is more successful in describing variations in development during adolescence. As both theories are older than social media, both fail to explain digital-specific effects, including algorithms and cyberbullying. Thus, a combination of the two theories offers a more detailed account of the effect that social media has on the mental health of adolescents.
[bookmark: _8wzmfdpzkcjm]Conclusion
The effect of social media on adolescent mental health is complicated and presents both opportunities to connect socially, explore their identity and experience emotional support, as well as heightens risks of social comparison, cyberbullying, anxiety and depression. The attachment theory by Bowlby and the psychosocial development theory by Erikson can offer a good explanation for these outcomes, but the latter offers a more straightforward explanation since the adolescent stage is essentially defined by identity formation, which is constantly being influenced by social media. However, Erikson cannot be the only person who can explain individual vulnerability differences. Thus, a combination of the developmental approach by Erikson and the focus on the attachment relationships offered by Bowlby offers the most detailed insight into the impact of social media on the mental health of adolescents.
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