



Social media is a vital part within the daily lives of teenagers and said social media consists of apps like TikTok, Instagram, snapchat and Facebook. These apps give people access to the internet where they can talk to friends, share photos and videos and learn new information, however, despite the fact it has its benefits it will also inevitably have its downsides. This includes a negative effect on mental health if it’s used a lot especially as teenagers are in important growth phases in life and learning about themselves, meaning they are more prone to be impacted by what they see online. (NHS 2024). Research tells us 0that using social media for extended periods of times often will lead to anxiety, depression, low self-esteem and struggles sleeping at night. (RSPH 2017). On the flip side social media lets young people stay connected with others and find support in communities where they can express themselves freely. (Ofcom 2024). 
This essay will explain in detail how social media affects the mental health of teenagers and it will utilise Erikson’s psychosocial development theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory, to explain why social media has two alternating impacts on young people’s mental health. 
Adolescence is a time when young people experience many physical, emotional and social changes as during this stage, they begin to discover who they are and where they fit into society. Erikson believed that teenagers develop their identity through their experiences, relationships and the support they receive from others and deducted that if they have positive experiences, they are more likely to develop confidence and a strong sense of self, however if they experience criticism or rejection, they may become unsure of themselves and struggle with low self-esteem. Social media has become one of the biggest influences on teenagers during this stage of development and many young people spend on average about several hours every day using social media. They often compare themselves with others that they see on social media where most things are fake or photoshopped etc and these comparisons are usually based on appearance, clothing, body shape, holidays or lifestyle. This creates unrealistic expectations that are difficult to achieve, and these teenagers may begin to believe they are not attractive enough or successful enough compared to others. The damage this causes to their confidence is more than likely to increase feelings of anxiety and sadness (Mental Health Foundation, 2023).  Low self-esteem can affect a lot of vital parts of a teens life and they may stop taking part in activities they once enjoyed because they feel embarrassed or not good enough, some may choose to avoid posting photos online because they are worried about receiving negative comments or not getting enough likes which hurts them further. Others may spend a lot of time trying to change their appearance to match unrealistic beauty standards and Erikson believed that support from family and friends helps teenagers develop a positive identity. However, when social media creates pressure to look or behave in a certain way, it can make identity development more difficult as individuals hold themselves back.
Another serious problem linked to social media is cyberbullying, this is when someone is bullied through social media, text messages or other online platforms and unlike bullying at school, cyberbullying can happen at any time of the day and can quickly reach many people. 
Hurtful comments, rumours or embarrassing pictures can remain online for a long time, making it difficult for the victim to escape the bullying. Teenagers who experience cyberbullying tend to be more susceptible to suffer from mental health problems and unfortunately in some cases, cyberbullying has been linked to self-harm and suicidal thoughts among young people (UNICEF, 2023) which only emphasises how important it is for parents, schools and social media companies to take online bullying seriously and provide support for young people who are affected. 
Another issue caused by social media is the pressure to always be available online- many teenagers have stated they feel they need to reply to messages immediately or constantly check their phones to avoid missing out, also commonly referred to as the fear of missing out (FOMO). This can then cause feelings which increase loneliness, stress and anxiety (Mental Health Foundation, 2023).
 Some teenagers spend several hours scrolling through videos or chatting online instead of completing homework or revising which detrimentally impacts school life which leads to poor concentration, lower grades and increased stress about schoolwork. Spending too much time online may also reduce the amount of exercise teenagers do, which is important for both physical and mental health because teenagers also use social media late at night and studies have shown looking at a phone before bed can make it harder to fall asleep because the bright screen affects the body’s natural sleep cycle. Poor sleep can lead to tiredness, difficulty concentrating, mood changes and increased anxiety while the NHS (2024) clearly states that good-quality sleep is essential for healthy brain development and emotional wellbeing during adolescence.
Another theory that helps explain the impact of social media on adolescent mental health is Bowlby’s Attachment Theory in which he believed that children need a strong and secure attachment with their parents or carers during early childhood as these early relationships help children feel safe, loved and valued. As they grow older, secure attachments can help them build confidence, manage emotions and develop healthy relationships with other people and allows them to be stable with their future connections. 
Teenagers who have secure attachments are often better able to cope with negative experiences on social media as for example, if they receive a hurtful comment or do not get many likes on a post, they may not let it affect their confidence because they already feel supported by family and close friends. They are more likely to speak to someone they trust if they are struggling yet teenagers with insecure attachments may depend more on social media for reassurance and acceptance. If they do not receive the attention they expected, they may feel rejected or believe that people do not like them, unfortunately this can increase feelings of anxiety and lower their self-esteem. Bowlby’s theory suggests that some young people look for emotional support online because they do not feel secure in their relationships away from social media which often is caused by familial problems.
Social media can also affect body image and cause mental disorders as many influencers and celebrities post pictures that have been edited using filters or photoshop and the images reflect harmful and unrealistic beauty standards that are difficult to achieve. Teenagers may compare themselves to these images and feel unhappy with their own appearance for instance girls may feel pressure to be thinner or wear expensive clothes, while boys may feel pressure to have muscular bodies or a certain lifestyle these comparisons can damage confidence and, in some cases, lead to eating disorders or unhealthy behaviours (RSPH, 2017).
Despite these risks, social media is not always harmful when used in a healthy way, this is because it can have many positive effects on mental health by allowing teenagers to stay in contact with family and friends, especially those who live far away from them. Feeling connected to others can reduce loneliness and improve emotional wellbeing (Ofcom, 2024). 
Social media also gives young people access to useful information and educational resources shown recently especially with many students utilising YouTube, TikTok and other platforms to watch educational videos, revise for exams and learn new skills. Health organisations also use social media to share trusted information about mental health, healthy lifestyles and where to get help when in need including organisations such as the NHS and Young Minds who regularly post advice about anxiety, depression and stress, making it easier for young people to find support when they need it (NHS, 2024).
Parents should encourage open conversations about social media and ask young people about their online experiences, helping teenagers feel comfortable opening is very important to build good open relationships whilst also keeping them safe online. Parents can also encourage screen time limits and support activities away from mobile phones and by spending more time with family and friends in person can also improve confidence and reduce loneliness and by finding a healthy balance between online and offline life allows teenagers to enjoy the benefits of social media while reducing its negative effects.
In conclusion, social media has both positive and negative effects on the mental health of teenagers because in some instances it helps young people stay connected with friends and family, learn new skills and access support when they need it, however, spending too much time on social media can also lead to a variety of harmful mental strain. Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory explains how social media can affect a teenager’s identity and confidence while they are trying to discover who they are which also links to Bowlby’s Attachment Theory shows why some teenagers rely more on social media for reassurance and acceptance than others. The overall impact depends on how social media is used and it is proven that with support from parents, schools and healthcare professionals, teenagers can develop healthy online habits and protect their mental wellbeing and everyone should be encouraging a balance between online and offline activities as it can help young people enjoy the benefits of social media while reducing the risks to their mental health.
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