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Social media fills the lives of modern teenagers. It provides the means to communicate and socialize past the limits of school and home. There is also the ability to connect with people based on shared interests and to discuss new ideas. While social media provides these opportunities, parents, educators and the media have become concerned about the effects on mental health. This includes poor body image, anxiety, depression, loss of sleep and cyberbullying. The positive aspect is that most studies do not support a simple, negative conclusion about social media. Especially with adolescents, the results of research often depend on social context, the adolescent in the research and the way in which social media is used (Odgers and Jensen, 2020; Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens, 2022). This essay supports the claim social media has the potential to help and hurt young people's mental health. There are negative consequences if social media is used to compare, check obsessively, or harass and displace sleep and exercise. There are outcomes that are more positive when social media is used for expression and support. The value of social media in expressing identity is also examined using Erikson’s psychosocial theory and Bowlby’s attachment theory.
Careful consideration must be given to the evidence relating social media use to poor mental health. Keles, McCrae and Grealish (2020) indicate that social media use is associated with depression, anxiety, and psychological distress. However, the studies reported highly variable findings, and the nature and extent of social media use examined differed considerably across studies. Social media use includes activities such as posting messages to close friends, viewing idealised images, exposure to potentially abusive messages, and receiving rewards through likes and comments on posts. The evidence also included daily and longitudinal studies, which limited the ability to draw strong causal conclusions. Jensen (2019) reported that everyday use of digital technology did not strongly predict future psychological distress, while Beyens (2020) found that the effects of social media use on adolescents’ subjective wellbeing were highly variable. Therefore, social media, when considered in isolation, should be viewed as both a potential risk factor and a resource.
In a large UK cohort study, increased social media use was associated with depression through online abuse, harassment, bullying, poor sleep, low self-esteem and body image concerns. These associations were stronger among girls (Kelly et al., 2019). Similarly, Viner et al. (2019) argued that the main factors explaining the association between social media use and poor wellbeing were cyberbullying, loss of sleep and reduced physical activity. The association between social media use and poor wellbeing appears to be especially evident among girls. This is important because adolescence is already an emotionally sensitive and changeable period, with increased sensitivity to peer social judgement. Social media can make peer judgement constant and more socially measurable through ‘likes’, views, mean comments and follower counts. In the presence of edited images, adolescents may engage in upward social comparisons about body image, leading to reduced self-esteem and pressure to present an edited version of themselves. Riehm et al. (2019) found that spending more than three hours a day on social media was associated with a greater risk of internalizing problems. However, time spent online does not explain what adolescents were doing online.
Shannon et al. (2022) drew a correlation between problematic social media utilization, anxiety, depression, and stress. Problematic use includes loss of control, conflict with daily responsibilities, withdrawal-like discomfort, and continued use despite harm. Social media can become a crutch for an adolescent looking for reassurance in the presence of anxiety or social disconnect. The temporary interaction social media provides can deepen overall social withdrawal as tasks such as school and relationships become disrupted. However, anxiety and depression can support social media use to avoid the anxiety of the social world and as a means of reassurance. While there are correlations between social media use and these symptoms, social media use cannot always be seen as the cause of anxiety or depression. 
Erikson's adolescence theory is valuable since his fifth stage is Identity vs. Role Confusion. At this stage, adolescents develop a sense of self while exploring their values, relationships, appearance, roles in the future, and social group memberships. Current identity research shows that the process of identity development throughout adolescence is characterized by exploration, commitment, and reconsideration (Branje et al., 2021). Social media meets adolescents’ needs during this stage by providing a forum to develop their interests, test their ideas, and find role models and, then, communities to support roles that may not exist in their immediate world. Pérez-Torres (2024) states that social media is a new place for adolescents to explore themselves for the purpose of getting feedback and making social comparisons to develop their identity. Social media can validate these previously unexplored selves and reduce the feelings of loneliness, especially for isolated adolescents.
Social media to reduce loneliness and create new connections can also negatively affect identity development by increasing confusion around social roles. Rather than developing an online identity based on meaningful personal values, adolescents may construct their identity around what is popular. They may change their behavior to gain the approval of an imagined audience, edit their photos, or remove posts that are judged to be unpopular. When social media becomes the main outlet for self-expression, negative comments or a lack of “likes” can reinforce the belief that an adolescent’s true self is unworthy of acceptance. In addition, social media is full of profiles that present users.
Bowlby’s attachment theory provides a second explanation. Attachment experiences shape expectations of other people in relation to availability, responsiveness and safety. In adolescence, attachment needs are increasingly expressed through friendships and peer relationships. Accordingly, social media can help adolescents maintain closeness, receive support and contact trusted people during times of stress. It may also reinforce a sense of belonging and emotional security. According to Nesi (2020), online communication may be helpful for adolescents in accessing support and connection, especially for those with limited opportunities to connect with available peers in person
It is also important to recognize social media’s potential positive contributions, including friendship, humor, creativity and access to health support. Social media can provide useful information and emotional support, while also helping adolescents maintain friendships across social divides. This may be especially important for adolescents who feel socially excluded, disabled or unwell. Social media can also allow shy adolescents to make social contacts at their own pace. However, benefits vary depending on the type of interaction. Genuine communication is more valuable than passive or mindless scrolling. Research by Valkenburg, Meier and Beyens (2022) shows that the average effects of social media are weak and inconsistent. Therefore, adults should focus less on total screen time and more on the quality of communication and the activities that social media displaces. In general, effective responses should reduce harmful mechanisms while preserving positive ones. Families can support sleep, exercise, media literacy and open conversations about edited content, comparison and cyberbullying. Secret surveillance can damage trust and may be less helpful than calm, open intervention, because trust is essential for secure attachment. Schools should provide clear routes for reporting online bullying and teach young people how social media platforms are designed to keep users engaged. When social media is used to escape mental distress, mental health practitioners should assess the underlying cause of distress and whether social media use is supportive or conflict-promoting. Platforms also have a duty of care to users and should provide safer default settings, better reporting systems and less harmful designs that reduce public approval scoring. These responses are fairer than the argument that all social media is harmful and should be banned. As Appendix A suggests, a balanced approach is more closely based on the lived experiences of young people.
Overall, the impact of social media on adolescents’ mental health is inconsistent and not positive or negative impact. Research shows that problematic social media use is linked to anxiety, stress, depressive symptoms, low self-esteem, body image concerns and disrupted sleep. However, the average effect on mental health appears to be small, and the evidence is not strong enough to support a simple causal conclusion. According to Erikson’s theory, online spaces can provide opportunities to explore and develop identity, but they can also expose developing identities to social comparison, pressure to perform and confusion around social roles. According to Bowlby’s theory, the closeness and reassurance provided by online communication can support belonging, but it may also encourage continuous checking, anxiety and fear of rejection among adolescents with insecure attachment styles. The most important conclusion is that social media use is not positive or negative. Its impact depends on the adolescent, their relationships, the content they encounter and the offline activities that social media displaces. The most important protective factors are supportive and engaged parents, secure relationships, adequate sleep, protection from cyberbullying and responsible platform design. Media literacy and time limits are useful, but they are less important than these wider protective factors.
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