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Discuss the impact of social media on mental health in adolescence.

Introduction
Social media has become an integral part of adolescent life, with recent statistics showing that 95% of teenagers in the UK now use some form of social media platform (Ofcom, 2023). This widespread adoption has generated considerable concern among parents, educators, and mental health professionals regarding its potential impact on young people's psychological wellbeing. While these platforms offer unprecedented opportunities for connection, self-expression, and identity exploration, a growing body of research highlights their capacity to exacerbate psychological vulnerabilities during this critical developmental period. The relationship between social media and adolescent mental health is complex and multifaceted, involving an intricate interplay of platform features, individual usage patterns, and the unique psychosocial challenges of adolescence. This essay will argue that social media significantly impacts adolescent mental health through its capacity to both hinder and facilitate key developmental tasks. By drawing on Bowlby's Attachment Theory (1969) and Erikson's theory of Psychosocial Development (1968), this discussion will explore the mechanisms—particularly social comparison, the quest for identity, and the formation of peer attachments—that underpin this complex relationship.

 Main Body
The primary developmental challenge of adolescence, according to Erik Erikson (1968), is the crisis of Identity versus Role Confusion. During this stage, which typically spans the teenage years into early adulthood, individuals grapple with fundamental questions of selfhood, seeking to establish a coherent identity by exploring various roles, beliefs, and values. Erikson (1968) argued that successful navigation of this stage leads to the virtue of fidelity, enabling individuals to commit to others and form deep, meaningful connections. Social media platforms have become a primary arena for this exploration, allowing adolescents to curate and perform different versions of themselves, experiment with identities, and seek feedback from a vast peer network (Valkenburg et al., 2021). However, this digital landscape can also distort and complicate the identity formation process in ways that Erikson could not have anticipated.
Research indicates that features such as 'likes,' comments, and shares can become a barometer of self-worth, fostering what Twenge et al. (2018) describe as an external locus of validation. The curated, often idealised lives presented by peers can lead to detrimental upward social comparisons, where adolescents evaluate themselves against unattainable standards, thereby fuelling feelings of inadequacy, anxiety, and depression. A study by Fassi et al. (2025) found that teenagers with internalising conditions, such as anxiety and depression, were twice as likely to engage in social comparison on social media compared to their peers without such conditions. This suggests that for vulnerable adolescents, the pursuit of identity online can become a source of distress rather than a process of self-discovery. For those who struggle to navigate this stage, the constant exposure to idealised portrayals of others' lives can reinforce role confusion and a weak sense of self, as theorised by Erikson (1968).
Furthermore, the mechanisms of social comparison on social media can be understood through a cognitive-behavioural lens, where such comparisons act as a trigger for negative thought patterns. Festinger's (1954) Social Comparison Theory, which is often applied alongside Erikson's work, posits that individuals have an innate drive to evaluate themselves in relation to others. This process is amplified on social media where users predominantly present their best selves (Vogel et al., 2014). This is particularly damaging for adolescents who may already have low self-esteem. Research on problematic social media use has established a clear link between upward social comparison, fear of missing out (FoMO), and depression (Primack et al., 2017). The constant exposure to others' successes and positive experiences can lead adolescents to perceive their own lives as inadequate, fostering feelings of envy and low self-worth. This is not merely a passive experience; adolescents actively engage in this comparative process, and those with pre-existing mental health challenges are more susceptible to its negative emotional effects (Fassi et al., 2025). Data from the Royal Society for Public Health (2017) suggests that a significant proportion of young people feel that online content reinforces body ideals and social norms in a way that creates negative feelings, directly impacting their self-perception and mental state.
Erikson's (1968) theory also posits that a successful resolution of the identity crisis leads to the virtue of fidelity—the ability to commit to others and form deep connections. While social media can foster social connectedness, offering a sense of belonging and support, it also presents significant risks to the formation of healthy relationships. A longitudinal study by Orben et al. (2022) found that social media use in early adolescence was associated with later psychiatric symptoms, mediated in part by the development of interpersonal distrust, particularly in females. This finding is critical when viewed through Erikson's (1968) framework; if online interactions are characterised by cyberbullying, hostility, or the constant comparison that fosters distrust, the adolescent's ability to achieve fidelity and form trusting relationships may be compromised. This could lead to social isolation, which directly impacts Erikson's subsequent stage of Intimacy versus Isolation, where young adults must learn to form intimate relationships or risk profound loneliness.
Bowlby's (1969) Attachment Theory provides a powerful framework for understanding why the quality of online interactions and the individual's pre-existing relational style are so important. Attachment theory suggests that early experiences with caregivers shape internal working models of self and others, which influence how individuals navigate relationships throughout life. According to Bowlby (1973), these internal working models become relatively stable and guide expectations about relationships, affecting emotional regulation and social behaviour. In adolescence, the peer group becomes a primary attachment figure, and social media acts as a critical tool for maintaining these bonds (Blakemore and Mills, 2014). For adolescents with a secure attachment style, social media can be a positive extension of their social world, used mindfully to enhance existing relationships and foster new connections (Blackwell et al., 2017).
However, for those with insecure attachment styles, particularly anxious attachment, social media can become a source of significant distress. Individuals high in attachment anxiety, characterised by a fear of rejection and a strong need for approval, are more likely to engage in problematic social media use (Worsley et al., 2018). They may use these platforms hyper-vigilantly, constantly monitoring their online feedback and seeking reassurance from likes and comments, which can lead to mood changes and compulsive checking behaviours. A systematic review by Lo Coco et al. (2021) confirmed that high levels of attachment anxiety are consistently associated with problematic social networking site use, as individuals use these platforms as a dysfunctional coping mechanism to seek comfort and belongingness. This creates a cycle where the very platform used to soothe anxiety may actually exacerbate it, reinforcing negative models of the self as unworthy or unlovable (Bowlby, 1973).
Conversely, adolescents with an avoidant attachment style, who typically deactivate their attachment needs and maintain distance from others, might be expected to use social media less. However, the evidence is more nuanced; some research suggests that less avoidance in attachment relationships is paradoxically linked to problematic social media use, perhaps because it is an accessible medium for social interaction that can circumvent the intimacy challenges of face-to-face contact (Oldmeadow et al., 2013). For insecurely attached individuals, the digital environment can offer a "safe" but ultimately unsatisfying substitute for genuine connection, potentially hindering the development of real-world social competencies and deepening feelings of isolation, thus impacting their overall wellbeing and mental health (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016). This demonstrates how social media can be both a tool for connection and a vehicle for perpetuating maladaptive relational patterns, depending on the individual's attachment history.
The impact of social media on adolescent mental health is therefore neither uniformly positive nor negative. Its effects are contingent upon individual vulnerabilities, usage styles, and the psychological processes it engages. Drawing on Bowlby's (1969) Attachment Theory, we can see that social media acts as a powerful amplifier for existing attachment styles. For the anxiously attached, it provides a platform for hyper-vigilant reassurance-seeking that can spiral into problematic use and heightened anxiety (Lo Coco et al., 2021). For the avoidant, it may offer a low-stakes social arena that, while seemingly safe, does little to foster the deep intimacy required for healthy development (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2016). Through the lens of Erikson's (1968) Psychosocial Development, social media's most potent influence is its distortion of the identity formation process. By fostering a culture of relentless social comparison and external validation, it can lead adolescents away from an authentic sense of self and into a state of role confusion, where self-worth is contingent on the number of likes rather than the development of personal values and beliefs (Valkenburg et al., 2021). 

 Conclusion
In conclusion, the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is a complex and multifaceted issue that cannot be reduced to simple statements of harm or benefit. While these platforms provide valuable opportunities for social connection and identity exploration, they also present significant risks that are best understood through established psychological theories. Erikson's (1968) theory illuminates how social media can distort the identity formation process, fostering social comparison and external validation that may lead to role confusion and diminished self-worth. Bowlby's (1969) Attachment Theory explains why individuals with insecure attachment styles are particularly vulnerable, as social media can amplify maladaptive relational patterns and reinforce negative internal working models. Ultimately, while social media is an embedded feature of modern adolescence, its most significant impact on mental health lies not in the time spent on these platforms, but in how the inherent features of these platforms interact with the fundamental psychosocial challenges of growing up in a digital age. As such, interventions aimed at supporting adolescent mental health should focus not solely on limiting screen time, but on building resilience, promoting healthy attachment, and encouraging authentic identity development in both online and offline contexts.
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