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The Influence of Social Media on Mental Health During Adolescence

Introduction
Adolescence is recognized as a crucial stage of human development, as it is a period in which young people begin to form their identity, strengthen their self-esteem, and establish relationships with others. During these years, adolescents undergo significant physical, emotional, and social changes that shape how they think, act, and interact with the world around them. At the same time, technology has become an essential part of daily life, with platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat being among the most widely used by young people to communicate, share experiences, and express themselves. Although social media can offer positive experiences such as allowing adolescents to connect with others, share interests, and access information, there are also concerns regarding its potential effects on mental health. For example, excessive use of these platforms can be linked to issues such as anxiety, emotional changes, constant social comparison, low self-esteem, and increased exposure to cyberbullying. (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). 

Social media has become integrated into the daily lives of young people, forming a central part of their personal and social experiences. Given this growing influence, it is important to study the role these platforms play during adolescence. Moreover, the pursuit of external validation through social media can influence how adolescents perceive themselves and manage their emotions. The need to receive positive feedback from others can create pressure to present a specific personal image, leading some young people to tie their self-worth to the acceptance they receive within these platforms (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). Therefore, this essay will analyse the impact of social media on adolescent mental health by applying two key psychological theories: Bowlby's Attachment Theory and Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development. The objective is to understand how personal experiences, relationships, and the changes that occur during this developmental stage can influence how young people interact within the social media environment.




Social Media and Adolescent Mental Health: An Individualised Perspective
The impact of social media on adolescent mental health is not uniform for all young people, as it depends on factors such as personality, prior experiences, family relationships, and individual emotional state. For instance, while some adolescents use these platforms positively to communicate and share interests, others may experience negative consequences when social media exerts too much influence over how they value themselves or interpret the opinions of others. (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026).

Social Comparison and Cyberbullying
One of the primary concerns regarding social media use is social comparison. Many platforms showcase idealised lifestyles and situations that do not fully represent reality. As a result, this can lead adolescents to compare themselves against hard-to-reach standards of appearance, popularity, or success (University of Cambridge, 2025). During this stage, young people are still forming their self-concept, making them particularly sensitive to the opinions of others and to how they believe they are perceived socially.
Consequently, constant exposure to these comparisons can generate feelings of insecurity, self-dissatisfaction, or reduced confidence. In addition to social comparison, another major concern associated with social media during adolescence is cyberbullying. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur continuously and reach a much broader audience through digital platforms (Save the Children, 2026). Situations involving public humiliation, the spread of rumours, or sharing harmful content without consent can severely affect an adolescent's emotional well-being. 
Furthermore, because content shared online can remain accessible for extended periods, some young people may feel unable to escape these negative experiences. As a result, this can heighten feelings of anxiety, isolation, and emotional distress.

Bowlby and Erikson: The Role of Attachment and Identity in Adolescence
Bowlby's Attachment Theory provides a framework for understanding how experiences related to close relationships and supportive bonds can influence how adolescents navigate challenging circumstances. Bowlby explained that the attachments formed during development are closely tied to emotional security and to how an individual responds during times of stress or uncertainty (Bowlby, 1976). In relation to social media, this theory helps explain why different adolescents react in varying ways to negative experiences on these platforms. Young people who have strong, supportive relationships are likely to possess better coping resources when 
dealing with negative comments, conflicts, or rejection. Conversely, those with less supportive networks may face greater difficulty managing these experiences and are more vulnerable to their negative effects.
On the other hand, Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development allows for the analysis of the core changes occurring during adolescence, particularly within the stage of "identity versus role confusion" (Erikson, 1950). Erikson explained that during this period, young people explore their interests, values, and personal goals while trying to figure out who they are and what direction they want to take in the future (Erikson, 1968).In this context, social media can influence this process by exposing adolescents to diverse ideas, lifestyles, and experiences. These platforms can help young people discover new interests and connect with peers who share similar interests. However, they can also cause confusion when there is continuous exposure to conflicting opinions and social expectations, making it harder for some adolescents to develop a clear sense of self.

Excessive Social Media Use and Its Effects on Adolescent Well-Being 
Furthermore, excessive social media use can influence different aspects of adolescents’ daily lives, including their routines, relationships, and emotional well-being. Prolonged exposure to digital devices may affect habits such as sleep, concentration, and time management, particularly when young people experience difficulties establishing limits around their use of these platforms. (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). Additionally, some adolescents may dedicate a large amount of their attention to online environments and reduce opportunities for interaction with family members, friends, or face-to-face activities. As a result, this may affect the quality of their close relationships and limit opportunities to develop social skills through direct communication. Therefore, considering the balance between online and offline experiences is important for understanding how social media can influence social and emotional development during adolescence.

Implications for Health and Social Care Practice
Although Bowlby and Erikson analyse different aspects of development, both theories demonstrate that adolescent experiences are deeply connected to broader personal and social factors. Bowlby highlights the importance of supportive relationships, while Erikson helps examine how young people explore their identity. Furthermore, while these theories are applied in this essay to understand adolescent mental health, they are equally relevant within health and social care contexts when supporting older adults. Bowlby's Attachment Theory underscores the lasting importance of close relationships and support, particularly when older adults undergo major life transitions such as illness, loss of independence, or new care needs. Similarly, Erikson's theory explains that in the final stage of "ego integrity versus despair" (Erikson,1982), individuals reflect on their life experiences, seeking meaning and acceptance. Therefore, understanding these developmental dynamics enables professionals to deliver more person-centred care that honours an individual's unique background, experiences, and personal needs.

Current Research and Health and Social Care Support
Recent research shows that social media use during adolescence is linked to varied experiences that significantly impact mental well-being. The World Health Organization also highlights concerns about problematic social media use among adolescents and its possible relationship with difficulties in maintaining healthy digital habits and emotional well-being. (WHO, 2024). Moreover, research highlights that how adolescents receive feedback from others, the content they consume, and their online interactions all play a role in shaping how they feel and perceive themselves. Likewise, adverse online experiences can carry significant consequences for certain adolescents, particularly when combined with pre-existing emotional difficulties or complex personal circumstances. For this reason, recognizing the profound influence of these digital environments on adolescent mental health is critical. From a health and social care perspective, supporting adolescents requires understanding their digital and emotional needs. Professionals should consider how online environments influence confidence, relationships, and coping strategies. Furthermore, open communication with families can help identify difficulties early. Therefore, promoting healthier online behaviours while recognising social media’s benefits is essential for adolescent well-being.

Conclusion
In conclusion, social media cannot be considered entirely positive or negative, as its impact on adolescent mental health depends on how platforms are used and the unique circumstances of each young person. (WHO, 2025). Although these digital spaces offer valuable opportunities for communication, learning, and connection, they also present distinct challenges when overused or accompanied by negative experiences. From Bowlby's perspective, supportive relationships can help adolescents cope with negative online experiences, while Erikson's theory suggests that social media can influence identity development during the stage of identity versus role confusion. Therefore, promoting mindful and balanced social media use is essential to fostering adolescent well-being during this developmental stage. technology will continue to evolve, understanding its influence remains crucial for supporting the well-being of future generations.
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