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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence. 
Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_qkAIdWv7][bookmark: _Int_cZKD0epq]Social media has become an essential part of modern life and is particularly significant for adolescents. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat and Facebook allow young people to communicate, share experiences, and build relationships with others across the world. According to recent research, most adolescents use social media daily, making it a major influence on their emotional, social, and psychological development (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). While social media offers many benefits, including opportunities for communication, support and self-expression, concerns have been raised about its potential impact on mental health. Issues such as anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, sleep disruption, and poor self-esteem have all been linked to excessive or problematic social media use (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
Adolescence is a critical developmental stage during which individuals experience significant physical, emotional, and social changes. Mental health during this period can have lasting effects on wellbeing in adulthood. Therefore, understanding the relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is important for health and social care professionals. This essay discusses both the positive and negative impacts of social media on adolescent mental health through the application of Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development and Bowlby’s attachment theory. These theories offer valuable insight into how social media may influence identity formation, emotional wellbeing, and interpersonal relationships during adolescence (Erikson, 1968; Bowlby, 1988).

Main Discussion
Social media can positively contribute to adolescent mental health by providing opportunities for communication, social support, and self-expression. Many young people use social media to keep friendships, connect with family members, and take part in online communities that share similar interests and experiences. For adolescents who may feel isolated in their offline environment, online communities can provide a sense of belonging and emotional support (O’Reilly, 2020). Mental health awareness campaigns and educational content shared through social media platforms can also help adolescents gain knowledge about mental wellbeing and access support services when needed (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017). Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development is particularly useful in understanding these positive aspects of social media use. Erikson (1968) proposed that adolescents experience the stage of Identity versus Role Confusion, during which they explore their beliefs, values, and personal identity. Social media can support this developmental process by providing opportunities for self-expression and identity exploration. Adolescents can share their interests, achievements and opinions while receiving feedback from peers. Positive interactions and social support may contribute to increased confidence and a stronger sense of self (Erikson, 1968).
However, despite these benefits, social media can also negatively affect adolescent mental health. One of the most often discussed concerns is social comparison. Many social media platforms encourage users to share carefully selected and edited representations of their lives. As a result, adolescents may compare themselves to unrealistic standards of appearance, popularity, or success. Such comparisons can contribute to low self-esteem, body dissatisfaction, and feelings of inadequacy (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).
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 Research has found that increased exposure to idealised images on social media is associated with greater levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms among adolescents (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020).
From Erikson’s perspective, these negative experiences may interfere with healthy identity development. Adolescents who rely heavily on external validation through likes, comments and followers may struggle to develop a stable sense of self. Instead of forming their identity based on personal values and experiences, they may become overly influenced by peer approval and online trends. This can increase feelings of uncertainty and role confusion, potentially affecting mental wellbeing (Erikson, 1968).
[bookmark: _Int_2mdb8EsD]Another significant issue associated with social media use is cyberbullying. Unlike traditional bullying, cyberbullying can occur at any time and reach a large audience within a brief period. Victims may experience humiliation, embarrassment, and social exclusion. Studies have shown that adolescents who experience cyberbullying are more likely to report symptoms of depression, anxiety, and psychological distress (O’Reilly, 2020). In severe cases, cyberbullying has been linked to self-harm and suicidal thoughts (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017).
[bookmark: _Int_mpXvvIqL]Bowlby’s attachment theory can help explain why some adolescents are more vulnerable to the negative effects of cyberbullying than others. Bowlby (1988) argued that early attachment relationships influence emotional development and the ability to form secure relationships later in life. Adolescents with secure attachment styles often own greater emotional resilience and may be better equipped to cope with negative online experiences. In contrast, adolescents with insecure attachment styles may depend more heavily on social media for reassurance and validation, making them more susceptible to emotional distress when faced with criticism, rejection, or online harassment (Bowlby, 1988).
Another concern is the impact of social media on sleep and overall wellbeing. Many adolescents use smartphones and social media late into the night, reducing both the quality and quantity of sleep. Poor sleep has been associated with increased levels of stress, anxiety, depression and reduced academic performance (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Notifications, messages, and the desire to remain connected can encourage prolonged screen time, making it difficult for adolescents to disengage from social media (Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_LktXEdFb]Social media can also affect interpersonal relationships. Although it enables communication, excessive online interaction may reduce opportunities for meaningful face-to-face relationships. Some adolescents may become more comfortable communicating online than in person, potentially limiting the development of important social skills. Bowlby’s theory suggests that secure relationships are essential for emotional wellbeing (Bowlby, 1988). Therefore, if online interactions replace genuine emotional connections, adolescents may experience loneliness despite being constantly connected through social media.
[bookmark: _Int_NTZLsL5l]A critical evaluation of Erikson’s and Bowlby’s theories proves both strengths and limitations. Erikson’s theory effectively explains how social media may influence identity formation during adolescence. However, the theory was developed before the digital age and does not fully account for the unique challenges presented by modern social media platforms. Similarly, Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights the importance of secure relationships but focuses primarily on early childhood experiences. It may underestimate the influence of peer relationships, social environments and technological factors that play a significant role during adolescence (Bowlby, 1988; Erikson, 1968).
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Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_JkcD3a10]In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative impacts on adolescent mental health. It can provide opportunities for social support, communication, identity exploration, and access to mental health information. However, excessive use may contribute to anxiety, depression, poor self-esteem, cyberbullying, and sleep difficulties (Keles, McCrae and Grealish, 2020). Erikson’s psychosocial development theory helps explain how social media influence's identity formation, while Bowlby’s attachment theory highlights the importance of secure relationships in shaping emotional wellbeing and resilience (Erikson, 1968; Bowlby, 1988). Although both theories have limitations when applied to contemporary digital environments, they provide valuable frameworks for understanding the complex relationship between social media and adolescent mental health. Overall, the impact of social media depends on how it is used, individual differences among adolescents and the support available from families, schools, and health professionals.
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